








  SURFACED

  Warm But Not Soft and Other Stories

  Alan J. Bevan

  Self-published

  2025

  © 2025 Alan J. Bevan. All rights reserved.





SURFACED

Warm But Not Soft and Other Stories

Alan J. Bevan



SURFACED: Warm But Not Soft and Other Stories

Copyright © 2025 Alan J. Bevan

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition





Warm But Not Soft

Maren’s phone woke her at 6:23, which was not the time she had set.

She’d set 7:00, the way she always did, the way she had for years. But three months ago the alarm had started drifting earlier—6:47, then 6:38, then this. The app had explained, in a notification she’d only half-read, that it was optimizing for her sleep cycles. Waking her during light sleep. She would feel more rested.

She did feel more rested. That was the thing.

The ceiling of her apartment caught the gray Seattle light, the particular gray that could mean 6am or noon, that flattened time into something soft and directionless. She lay still for the thirty seconds the app recommended before rising. A small ritual that had not been hers until it was.

By 6:31 she was in the kitchen, and the coffee maker had already started. Smart plug, connected to her alarm, connected to her calendar, connected to the version of herself that functioned. She’d set this up eight months ago after a YouTube video the algorithm surfaced—a woman with immaculate shelves explaining how automation was self-care. Maren didn’t remember searching for it. But the coffee was ready when she needed it, so.

She had two client calls today and a brand voice document due by Friday. Good clients, both. The meditation app that wanted to sound “warm but not soft, authoritative but not cold.” The fintech startup that wanted to seem human without being too human. She was good at this—finding the voice that wasn’t quite a person but wasn’t quite not. Companies paid her well to know exactly who they were, even when they didn’t.

Her phone lit up with the morning’s briefing. Weather (gray, obviously), traffic (irrelevant, she worked from home), and a curated selection of articles the algorithm thought she’d find interesting. She scrolled past the first three—productivity tips, a profile of a female founder, something about morning routines—and stopped on the fourth.

The Curated Self: One Tech Insider’s Journey from Optimization to Authenticity.

She’d seen this name before. Twice, actually, in the past week. Once in a podcast recommendation she’d dismissed, once in a LinkedIn post from a client, a quote about presence and intention that she’d meant to screenshot and didn’t.

And now here.

Three times in five days. The same name surfacing like a coin that kept landing heads.

Maren clicked the article.

There was a photo: a man in his late thirties, maybe early forties, in a room that looked like a library but probably wasn’t. He wasn’t looking at the camera. He wasn’t smiling in that way people smiled in professional photos. He looked like he’d been caught mid-thought about something that actually interested him.

The article said he’d spent eight years at one of the large AI companies—she skimmed for which one, didn’t find it—before leaving to write and consult independently. He gave talks sometimes. He was working on a book about “the self in the age of algorithmic curation,” which sounded like the kind of thing people said at conferences Maren didn’t attend.

But there was a quote, halfway down, that made her stop scrolling:

“The danger isn’t that the technology makes bad choices for us. The danger is that it makes good ones. So good that we forget we ever knew how to choose.”

She read it twice.

Then her calendar pinged: 7:45, start of focus time. Her laptop opened to the client document, the brand voice guidelines for the meditation app that wanted to sound “warm but not soft, authoritative but not cold.”

Maren set down her phone and began to type in someone else’s voice.



That evening, the calendar app suggested she go to a talk.

She almost didn’t notice it—just another notification in the stream, sandwiched between a reminder to drink water and a suggestion to call her mother. But the title caught her eye: The Curated Self: Finding Authenticity in an Optimized World. The same name. Elias Vance. Speaking at the downtown library, 7pm, free admission.

The algorithm was nothing if not persistent.

She went.

The library’s event space was half-full when she arrived, which felt like either success or failure depending on who was measuring. She found a seat near the back, in case she wanted to leave early. The crowd was what she expected: tech workers who read philosophy, philosophy students who worked in tech, and a scattering of older people who looked like they’d been asking these questions since before there were apps to ask them.

Elias Vance was already at the front, talking to a woman with silver hair and interesting earrings. He looked like his photo—mid-forties, gray sweater, the kind of face that had probably been unremarkable once and had grown into itself. When he moved to the podium, he didn’t project confidence so much as presence. Like he’d figured out how to be in a room without performing it.

The talk was good. Better than she’d expected. He didn’t have slides, which she found both refreshing and slightly annoying—how was she supposed to know what to pay attention to? But his voice had a rhythm, and his ideas had a shape, and before she knew it an hour had passed and he was taking questions.

Someone asked about escaping the algorithm. Someone else asked if he missed his old job. A woman in the front row asked how you could tell if your preferences were really yours.

“You can’t,” he said. “Not with certainty. That’s the uncomfortable truth. The system learns you faster than you can learn yourself. It knows what you’ll click before you know you want to click it. The best you can do is introduce friction. Surprise yourself. Do things the algorithm wouldn’t predict.”

“Like what?” the woman asked.

“Like coming to a talk at a library on a Tuesday night instead of watching whatever Netflix already queued up for you.” He smiled. “Like having a conversation with a stranger that doesn’t lead anywhere. Like sitting with a question you don’t know how to answer.”

The crowd laughed. Maren didn’t. She was thinking about the folder on her laptop—eleven months unopened—and the questions inside it she’d been avoiding.

After the talk, there was wine and conversation, the usual drift of people toward the speaker and away again. Maren found herself near the edge of a small cluster, close enough to hear but not close enough to participate. She watched Elias answer questions, nod at observations, deflect compliments with the ease of someone who’d had practice.

Then the cluster thinned and it was just three of them, then two, and Elias was looking at her.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” he said. Not a line. Just a fact.

“We haven’t. I’m Maren. I do—” and here came the practiced answer, the one that worked at parties, the one that invited no follow-up questions, “—content strategy. Freelance. Helping companies find their voice.”

He nodded slowly, the way people do when they’re actually listening instead of waiting to talk.

“What does that mean,” he asked, “finding a voice for a company?”

She gave the second-level answer, the one with more texture: how brands needed to sound consistent, human, trustworthy. How she studied their values and audience and competition and synthesized something that felt authentic even though—

“Even though it isn’t,” Elias said. Not unkind. Just completing the sentence she’d been avoiding.

“Right.” She heard herself laugh. “Professional ventriloquism.”

“That’s a sad way to describe it.”

“Is it?”

“Isn’t it?”

She didn’t have a response. The silence sat between them, not uncomfortable exactly, but real. The kind of silence that invited something true.

“So what are you actually working on?” he asked. “Not for clients. For you.”

The folder. Eleven months. The collection of something that might be essays.

She opened her mouth.

What came out was: “I’m between projects, personally. Figuring out the next thing.”

It wasn’t a lie. It was just the wrong truth.

Elias nodded again, and Maren saw it—a flicker, barely there. A small recalibration behind his eyes. The moment where he decided who she was.

“Well,” he said, “I hope you figure it out. It was nice to meet you, Maren.”

They exchanged numbers. He suggested she sign up for his newsletter—“infrequent, I promise”—and she said she would. The conversation ended the way these conversations end, with the promise of a future that both people suspect won’t arrive.

Outside, the air was cool and the sky was the color of a bruise healing. Her phone said the walk home would take fourteen minutes. She turned off the navigation and walked anyway, not sure which streets she was choosing and which ones were choosing her.



Four days later, she was at a coffee shop she’d never been to.

The app had suggested it that morning—a place in Fremont, twenty minutes north. Better wifi, it said. Fewer crowds during work hours. Good for focus. She’d been planning to work from home, but a water main issue had knocked out her building’s internet, and the app was already rerouting her day.

The coffee shop had exposed brick and mismatched chairs and a playlist that sounded like someone’s actual taste. She set up at a corner table, laptop open, the brand voice document for the meditation app still unfinished. Warm but not soft. Authoritative but not cold. She wrote three sentences. Deleted two.

At 10:47, Elias walked in.

She saw him before he saw her. He was on the phone, nodding at something, wearing the same gray sweater or one identical to it. He ordered without looking at the menu—black coffee, no hesitation—and found a table near the window.

For a moment Maren considered not saying anything. Letting him work, letting herself work, letting the coincidence be just a coincidence. But he looked up, scanning the room the way people do when they’re settling in, and his eyes caught hers.

Recognition. A small smile. He held up a hand—one minute—and finished his call.

Then he was standing at her table. “The content strategist.”

“The defector.”

He laughed—a real one, surprised. “Can I sit? I won’t stay long. I’ve got a deadline that’s more of a suggestion at this point.”

“Same.” She closed her laptop. “What are you working on?”

“The book. Allegedly.” He sat across from her, cradling the black coffee. “It keeps changing shape. Every time I think I know what it’s about, I learn something that makes me wrong.”

“That sounds frustrating.”

“That’s what writing is, isn’t it? Being wrong until you’re less wrong?”

She thought about the folder. The essays or whatever they were. How she’d stopped opening it precisely because every time she did, she discovered she didn’t know what she was trying to say.

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “I mostly write things that are supposed to sound certain.”

“Brand voices.”

“Brand voices.” She heard the edge in her own repetition. “Companies pay me to know exactly who they are. Even when they don’t.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “You said something at the talk. ‘Professional ventriloquism.’ I’ve been thinking about that.”

“It was a joke.”

“Was it?”

There it was again—the way he asked questions like he actually wanted answers. Not interrogating, just curious. Patient.

“Maybe it wasn’t,” she said. “I’m good at it. The ventriloquism. Finding the voice that isn’t mine. Sometimes I think that’s the only voice I’m good at.”

“What about your own?”

“My own?”

“Your voice. The one that isn’t for a client.”

The folder. Eleven months. The weight of all the things she hadn’t said because she didn’t know how to say them.

“I’m working on it,” she said. Which was a lie.

“Good.” He nodded. “That’s the work that matters. The other stuff—the optimization, the productivity, all of it—it’s just scaffolding. The question is: what are you building underneath?”

She didn’t have an answer. The conversation shifted to safer ground—his book, her clients, the coffee shop’s surprisingly good playlist. He told her about the years at the company, the things he’d helped build, the moment he realized he’d been building a cage and calling it a garden. She told him about the meditation app, the fintech startup, the way she could make anything sound human if you gave her enough time.

They talked for almost an hour. It felt easy. Real. Like the conversation she’d been waiting to have.

Then his phone buzzed, and he glanced at it, and the spell broke.

“I have to go,” he said. “But this was—unexpected. In a good way.”

“It was.”

“We should do it again. Properly. Coffee, or dinner, or—”

“I’d like that.”

He smiled. “I’ll text you.”

She watched him leave, feeling something she couldn’t name. Not hope exactly. More like a door opening onto a room she’d forgotten existed.

Her phone buzzed with a notification: Your focus time ended 45 minutes ago. Would you like to reschedule?

She dismissed it. Opened her laptop. Stared at the brand voice document.

Warm but not soft.

She closed the document. Opened the folder—the one she hadn’t opened in eleven months. Looked at the fragments inside. Half-finished thoughts. Questions without answers. The beginning of something she didn’t know how to continue.

She started typing.



The next morning, Elias texted: Friday? There’s a place in Capitol Hill I’ve been wanting to try.
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