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      HàBradain Zenhan loved his job. One could say it was his passion. He had an encouraging boss, flexible hours, and the freedom to work on whatever projects he chose. And those projects tended to be profitable…very profitable.

      Which was why he often got contacted by recruiters trying to hire him away from his employer. But he mostly ignored them. It wasn’t that he thought the offers weren’t generous. They absolutely were. It just always seemed like such a bother. Did he really want to start a new job, even if it meant better pay and benefits? He would have to start over, fill out applications and forms, and go through new employee orientation all over again. It was all just a lot of bother, a lot of bother that would inevitably take him away from what he enjoyed most.

      Designing.

      No, it was better to just stay put. He could focus on what he was good at and let the rest take care of itself. It was a good life, really. He made good pay, had a good home, and never had any issues with affording things he wanted.

      Then someone banged on his door, interrupting his thoughts, and before he could open his mouth to invite them in, the person slammed the door open, storming in and making a scene.

      Of course.

      My brother.

      Brahn was everything Zenhan wasn’t. He was boisterous, charismatic, outgoing, and his naturally bright purple skin was just a bit deeper from his time outdoors. He had an active social life and a date on his arm almost every night.

      Zenhan groaned, knowing what was coming next.

      “You’re coming with me.”

      Zenhan frowned, trying to be firm with his younger sibling, but he knew it was a futile effort. Brahn never listened. And he never took no for an answer. “I’m busy.”

      Brahn scoffed, plopping himself on the couch in the corner, the one Zenhan had taken a nap on last night when he couldn’t be bothered to make the trek back home. “You’re always busy. That’s the problem. You need a break, and I’m going to make you take one. I’m taking you out to lunch.”

      “I like being busy.”

      Brahn sighed dramatically against the couch. “Work isn’t everything, my bro. You need balance.”

      Zenhan frowned, not liking the kernel of truth in his brother’s words. “I am content,” he said defensively, which was true. He was content. He often went home satisfied, and he enjoyed finishing out the erno by cooking an elaborate meal before settling in to watch a video with his food and a glass of wine.

      Most ernos, it was enough. On his ernos off, he tended to work on little side projects, experimenting with designs and inventions just for himself. They were often silly, not very useful, but he was more interested in the challenge than the end product. Sometimes, he would get together with his online friends, people with similar interests. But that was growing more and more infrequent the older he got.

      Brahn shook his head sadly. “What happened to the man who used to wax poetic about finding his Fates? What happened to him?”

      Zenhan stiffened. “I’ve never waxed poetic.”

      Brahn rolled his eyes. “Fine. So I’m exaggerating, but we used to have long talks about what they might be like. Back in school, you used to go on dates. You said once you got out of school, you could start seriously looking for them. But then you started working, and you just gave up. What happened?”

      Zenhan’s frown grew, the discomfort of the conversation slicing deeper. What his brother was saying was true. Alos ago, he did often talk about his Fates, the ones he was destined to be with, the ones who would be his perfect mates. He’d loved the idea of them, but as he got older, he’d realized certain things.

      Like that finding his Fates might take a lot of work, a lot of time. He did continue to date after graduation, contrary to what Brahn had just said, but as time went on, those dates grew more and more infrequent. Every time he didn’t hit it off with someone, the dream grew dimmer, the impulse to keep going a little weaker. Eventually, he just stopped.

      And he’d been fine with that. At first, he hadn’t even recognized it as giving up on the dream. He’d just decided not to start looking for another date right away. He’d told himself he would, but the more time went by, the more he realized that was a lie. A few ernos became a morgo, then several, then a whole alo, then he was in his thirties and the idea of dating again just seemed so distant.

      Occasionally, he would come home and the space would seem too big, too empty, too quiet, and he would contemplate going on a date again. But those moments never lasted long, and the more he threw himself into his work, the less frequent those moments became.

      He tipped his chin up, finally fully transferring his attention to his brother, and responded to his last question, the one asking him what happened? The answer?

      “I grew up.”
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      After begrudgingly going out to lunch with his little brother, he was able to settle back into his work. The erno went by as it always did…quickly. Like with any project, there were highs and lows. Times when he wanted to pull his hair out because something wasn’t working. Times when he solved a longstanding problem and felt on top of the world.

      At one point, his boss, a yellow-skinned Hexian named Dazheh, peeked his head through the door. “Just wanted to say good work this erno, Zenhan, and don’t stay too late.”

      “Thanks, boss,” he said with a smile.

      He continued working for a little while longer, wanting to get to a good stopping point. By the time he saved his files and logged off the computer, the office was quiet.

      Like always.

      He got up, collected his things, and left. In a way, this was always his favorite and least favorite part of the erno. It was his favorite because it was just so peaceful. He loved being in the office alone. He loved feeling like he had it all to himself, like it was all his. Zenhan often got his best work done after everyone else had left. It was also his least favorite, though, because it meant an end. There was a bittersweetness to leaving the office, to putting aside the project he’d been working on. It almost felt like a failure, like he was giving up on something.

      As he slung his bag over his shoulder, he laughed at himself. Zenhan knew it wasn’t true. He wasn’t failing. He wasn’t giving up. Though all things had to end eventually, he knew endings weren’t always bad. After all, the end of a project often meant both the beginning of a new product line and the beginning of a new project. That could be very good, very exciting.

      He was smiling. And as he made his way home, he hummed to himself, contemplating what project he might want to work on next. It wasn’t a long commute, just a quick walk through the enclosed skyway to his apartment building. His apartment was even on the same level, so he didn’t even have to use the elevator or stairs.

      Very convenient.

      That was actually one of the selling points of this job, that the office had a twinned residential building.

      That type of setup was pretty common in cities on Hexen, but the fact that it was a luxury apartment building was far less so. A lot of the time, twinned buildings were designed with really nice offices and mediocre residentials, so this one was a bit special in his eyes. It was also part of the reason he never seriously considered changing jobs when an offer came his way.

      Because after only a few short diceros, he was home. He laughed to himself as he opened the door.

      Who would want to give this up?

      The apartment had a big, open layout. And as a bonus, it was so high he could see straight over the tops of most buildings, giving him great views from his large picture windows. But not only could he see the city sprawled out beneath him, he could also see the trees and mountains in the distance. On an erno like this, the setting sun splashed the sky with color, reminding him of an artist’s painting. It was breathtaking, and he stood in the entryway, not even bothering to close the door behind him.

      He didn’t often get to appreciate this view. Most of the alo, it was too late when he got back, the sun having already set.

      So, changing his plans on the fly, he closed the door behind him and settled on the couch on the right side of the massive room. With a sigh, he relaxed into the soft cushions, having eyes only for the scene outside the windows.

      It was a beautiful scene, peaceful and somehow meditative, and by the time he got up again, the last remnants of color had leached from the sky, and the apartment was uncomfortably dark.

      “Lights on,” he said. At the command, the smart controls automatically lit the room to the evening setting.

      He stood and crossed the space to the kitchen, where he started cooking. He loved cooking, but more than that, he loved experimenting with cooking. It was like with his work. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t, but the process was exciting for him. He was methodical with his experiments, sometimes playing around with old, established recipes, sometimes starting completely from scratch.

      This erno, he was feeling more adventurous, and he started with a fresh page in his recipe book. He rummaged through the cupboards and ice box, looking for a little inspiration. After a few diceros, he started taking out ingredients, a plan beginning to form in his mind.

      His stomach fluttered with excitement as he got to work. He took notes, taste testing frequently, making adjustments, and an horo later, the fruits of his labor lay before him, appealing in appearance, if nothing else. Behind it on the counter were two bottles of open wine, and he contemplated them.

      Which will pair better?

      He considered his meal, considering each flavor he’d used, then settled on what was hopefully the best fit and poured himself a glass. That decision out of the way, he grabbed both plate and glass and crossed the space, settling on the couch once more. “Resume playlist,” he said to the empty room. The screen turned on and the latest episode of the serial he’d been watching started up. He sat, shifting in his seat until he was both comfortable and able to eat without making a mess, then took his first bite.

      “Mmmm,” he said around his utensil. He chewed slowly, savoring his success, though as he took his second bite, he started silently noting where he could improve on the recipe. It could do with being a little sweeter, and the root vegetable had been a bit undercooked. Still, it was good, and before long, he lost himself in the serial, not even noticing when his plate was empty.

      And when a new romantic interest entered the show, his heart twisted in his chest. He hadn’t seen it coming, and after the conversation earlier with his brother, it made him yearn a little for those Fates he’d once so earnestly pursued. It was a painful yearning, though, because as he looked into the future, he couldn’t imagine his situation changing.

      Not this erno.

      Not tomorrow.

      Maybe not ever.

      But like always, the moment eventually passed, and the real world fell away, making space for the fantasy on screen.
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      “Zenhan?” Dazheh said, as always peeking his head through the doorway as he spoke. “Can I see you in my office?”

      “Sure,” he said, not even looking up from his screen. “Let me just finish what I’m doing.” He had recently started a new project, and there was always a short spell there at the beginning where he was all full of ideas, each one bursting to get its time in the sun. And those were the times when he always struggled the most with walking away, even for short breaks. He hated to break his flow, because there was always another idea vying for attention, and if he didn’t get it down now, he might lose it.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “Make it quick, Zenhan. I’m leaving for the erno in another fifteen diceros, okay?”

      He nodded, but quickly forgot, his ideas commanding center stage in his brain.

      And he didn’t remember again until Dazheh’s soft voice roared through several octaves, yelling his name and causing him to jump in his seat.

      Oops.

      Zenhan looked at the clock, but since he hadn’t paid attention when Dazheh had peeked his head in earlier, he wasn’t entirely sure how much time had passed. He cringed as he saved his work and quickly jogged across the office.

      When he turned the corner, he was already apologizing. “Sorry, sorry.”

      His boss glared at him, his arms crossed over his thin frame. Though he was both shorter and scrawnier than Zenhan, he was beyond intimidating in that moment.

      “My office. Now.” He pointed down the hall, his expression grim.

      Zenhan nodded, his head ducked and shoulders curled inward in an automatic attempt to look less threatening. When he entered his boss’s office, an office that was a slightly larger replica of his own, he startled at seeing his brother there. He hadn’t seen Brahn in morgos, not since their lunch, though that wasn’t unusual. He often went long stretches without seeing him. In between, they often chatted on the phone or online, but he realized now he couldn’t remember the last time they’d done those either.

      He was still standing near the doorway, wondering why the vak his brother was there, when his boss stormed into the room, drawing his focus.

      “Have a seat,” he said tightly as he made his way around his desk. Dazheh didn’t sit, though, instead standing there, his hands on the back of his office chair, clearly annoyed with Zenhan.

      “Why is my brother here?”

      “That is beside the point. I told you fifteen diceros, Zenhan. I expect you to have a little more respect for my time than that.”

      “It can’t have been that much time,” he hedged, but his boss wasn’t having it.

      “An horo,” he said, his words clipped and angry. “You kept me waiting for an horo. You kept me waiting for so long, I ended up having to field a call from a client. I was supposed to already be at home with my family by then, Zenhan.”

      Zenhan gulped, recognizing the true extent of his screwup. Dazheh had life partners and children. He usually went home at the exact same time every erno, like clockwork. He almost never stayed late, unlike Zenhan. To Dazheh, staying late was like letting his family down, and nothing was more important to him than his family. Usually, he would have never been in a position to take an after hours call. Usually, if a client called after hours, it went immediately to an answering service, but Dazheh never switched his phone to the answering service unless he was practically out the door. Zenhan getting lost in his work had cost him precious time with his family. “I’m sorry,” he said again. This time, though, there was a hell of a lot more feeling behind the apology. His throat was choked with it.

      His boss took a calming breath, his hands twitching against the seat back. “Thank you. But this only proves that your brother was right.” He sighed, shaking his head. “When he came to me with this, I only thought it would be a good idea, something nice to do for you, our hardest working employee, but now I see it is more than that. You need this, Zenhan. Great Ancestors, do you need this.”

      Zenhan looked over at his brother, both confused and concerned. There was an odd look on Brahn’s face he didn’t quite recognize, and a sinking feeling settled in his gut.

      What did the bastard do?

      He turned back to his boss.

      “I am ordering you to take some time off. You are not allowed back here for one morgo.”

      “One morgo!” he said in shock. “Are you kidding? That’s insane?”

      His boss frowned, but seemed unmoved. “One morgo or don’t come back at all.”

      Zenhan froze, shocked stupid. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. He felt like his world was coming to an end.

      His boss gestured at Brahn. “Your brother was kind enough to pay for a vacation for you. He’s concerned about you, you know, and I think he has good reason to be.” He shook his head. “You’re always the first to arrive and the last to leave. You deserve to get away, to live a little.” He sighed. “You can’t just spend all your time at work.”

      Zenhan turned to his brother, feeling betrayed. How could he do this to him? Brahn knew how much his work meant to him. He knew how passionate he was about it. He knew how fulfilling it was for him.

      But it wasn’t enough, was it? They couldn’t just let him be, let him live his life how he wanted to live it. They didn’t get it, didn’t see. He wasn’t like them. He didn’t need love and family. But he could also see quite clearly his arguments would fall on deaf ears. Neither of them was willing to listen.

      Vak.

      I’m trapped.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The next several ernos were the worst of Zenhan’s life. He should have been at work. He needed to be at work. He could feel his brain running at lightning speed, bubbling with ideas that would inevitably go nowhere. At first, he tried to write them all down, but it felt pointless, and a part of him worried that his boss would somehow find out and punish him for it, like he was skirting the rules or something.

      And…every time that thought popped into his head, he would get pissed off all over again. He would growl at the top of his lungs, an animalistic vocalization that sounded like nothing he’d ever made in his life. And afterwards, he’d spend an inordinate amount of time pacing and ranting about interfering brothers and bosses.

      He had half a mind to just not go on the vacation to spite them. In fact, more than once, he’d stared at his office door, wondering if he shouldn’t just hunt down the most recent recruiter email and ask them if the position was still available.

      But that would mean giving up on his current projects, and there was nothing he hated more than leaving something unfinished. It would also almost invariably mean drastically increasing the length of his commute. In fact, he might even need to buy a vehicle. He’d never owned one himself, had never even bothered to learn how to operate them. Brahn had one, and Zenhan knew his way around the entertainment and navigation systems, but actually piloting one was something he only had the vaguest concept of.

      As he continued to pace, all the reasons he’d always avoided changing jobs started piling up higher and higher and higher. New employee orientation. Interviews. Background checks. Application forms. It would be morgos before he started working on design projects again. He groaned just thinking about it, and that made him rethink his stubbornness.

      If he didn’t want to find a new job, that meant he had no choice. He had to go on this stupid vacation.

      Or did he? Did Dazheh actually say he needed to go on this vacation or even any vacation? He thought about it, but no, his boss hadn’t specified how he should spend his time, only that he couldn’t come back before the morgo was out. He checked his watch and groaned. Twenty-three ernos to go. There was no way he could fill the time between now and then at home. He had a well-structured life, all things considered. He generally knew what he was going to do every horo of every erno. But this was like throwing a bomb into those well-ordered ernos. He didn’t have enough side projects or serials pending to keep him busy for an entire morgo.

      Zenhan could look into planning his own vacation, but as he thought about it, he realized there wasn’t really anywhere he was dying to
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