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Dedication 

 

This story is dedicated to all of those who have yet to find their other half, to those who have 
suffered through heartbreak, to those who despite all the down hills of love still believe in soul 

mates. This story is for you. 
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Chapter 1 
 

 

The machinery is archaic, equipped with hooks and whistles, bolted together with odds and ends, 
metal arms lunging, pulling, lunging, twisting; but in another sense, it is alive. As long as Sylvia has 
witnessed it, it has never needed grease. It has never stopped, only paused briefly as if in reflection 
before sighing and cranking out the next soul, puffing out steam as it goes. It carries on, almost 
wistfully, something that should be terrifying or at least inciting some level of concern, but Sylvia has 
never felt threatened by its presence. This beautiful and complex machine only makes one thing: 
souls. 

Of course, Sylvia can't touch it—she is intangible after all, an ethereal being cast into the gears of 
creation, only witnessing the whole thing and peering every so often into the sliver of glass where 
the souls are released, one by one into the world, into a different moment in time, to be split and 
dispersed into the bodies of new infants before they are released on their separate tunnels of life. 
The tunnels of life are intertwined with time, and parts of the world making easy for the factory to 
place each soul in a different time and location. Some half of a souls are placed miles and years apart 
from each other and some are placed so near that they are often born into the world in the same 
hospital and date. 

At first, she looked into the glass to get a glimpse of anyone she recognized, but when she could 
not find any familiar faces in the mortal world, she started tracing instead where each half of a split 
soul went. She would pick one and fixate on it, watch the amorphous swirl as the seams twisted—
like yarn from a loom—until there were only narrow strands connecting the halves that fell away, 
leaving two souls ready for departure. Each was sent down separate tunnels, and she could trace 
these paths if she concentrated hard enough. She could witness from her stoop above the mortal 
world, the tangled lives of two halves of a human soul trying to find each other always pulling but 
never at the same time. 

“Soul mates,” she whispered to no one in particular, holding her face in her hands as she 
watched an older couple in their sixties finally find each other—she knew them by their colors 
usually, not paying attention to their names so much. Silver and Purple. Indigo and Blood Orange. 
The colors their souls took on once they were split. 

It was like reading novels—watching these lives unfold. She seemed to remember an existence, a 
time when she was alive, and her partner used to make fun of her; he would ask her where she 
learned so many descriptive words that she added like flourishes to her speech. She picked them up 
from reading. He must have found it quaint, endearing. Sometimes she wondered where he was now 
and felt cheated, believing he should have come here with her, but then she couldn't remember how 
or why she had gotten here at all. Maybe it was like old times, and he would be along in a little while, 
never punctual but at least never absent. 

She tries not to think about it. It’s usually enough to watch other people's lives to distract her 
from her own. 



Sometimes she drifts inside of the machine to inspect the inner-workings. The iron presses 
housed in the bottom remind her of hands, steady and sure. It took her a while to figure out what 
they were for, why the souls had to be pressed before they departed, but then she noticed the 
patterns stamped into each one. The lines etched out the blueprints for how the souls would be 
separated, some complex, intricate lines carved into the seams and others a lazy arc or curve, easy to 
match up again.  

“The machine is an artist!” she had murmured when she figured it out and reached out to touch 
the iron press, imagining she could feel the movement and guide it along its track until the illusion 
wore off and her hand sunk through the metal. There were pros and cons to being a divine being, 
made of atmosphere instead of solid flesh and bone, but it’s safer this way, she concludes, 
considering all the moving parts that could crush her if she were still made of flesh and blood. Then 
it all came back to her, she knew why the machine made so many patterns each different from the 
last. A soul with a simple pattern is more likely to find its soul mate much quicker than one with a 
complex pattern. Souls with a more complex pattern are more likely to be unhappy and feel 
unfulfilled if they are with someone with a much simpler pattern. If a soul with a much simpler 
pattern is with a soul that has a complex pattern the simpler soul would be completely oblivious to 
the true feelings of the soul with the more complex pattern. That is where heartbreaks come into 
play and feelings get hurt throughout the journey of a soul trying to find its mate she remembered. 

“But how do I know this?” she murmured. 

Just when she was starting to think she knew everything there was to know (and wondering 
simultaneously if this had been a mistake—if she had taken a wrong turn, bypassed her destined 
afterlife and ended up in the machinery room instead…at first she had thought it was a steam engine 
train. How could she have been so naïve?), the machine started to quake. Occasional grumbles were 
normal, as were sighs, but the whole thing looked ready to tumble to the floor—which would have 
been devastating considering the whole mechanism was suspended in the air, and just when she had 
stopped believing in the concept of gravity, she now wondered if it was possible for it to fall, to 
collapse. Who would repair it? All she could do was whisper encouraging words to its hulking frame. 

She drifted inside to see what was wrong, but everything seemed in order—strained, but 
functioning. A soul was being pressed, and the pattern was clicking and writhing into its destined 
shape, all the little gears twisting and turning furiously to get it right, to create a pattern as elaborate 
as a labyrinth. Finally satisfied, the iron press stamped down on the soul that, for a second, seemed 
like it would come apart in too many pieces, but it withstood the pressure and twisted into two. The 
machine sighed and settled down, releasing the two halves through the glass and into their tunnels 
before proceeding to the next one at its usual pace. 

The two halves were a bright Crimson and Emerald, and she raced to follow them down their 
tunnels. Time is more malleable in the factory especially when viewed through the glass where souls 
enter the world in their human bodies. Sometimes she rushed ahead to the happy endings, skipping 
to the last page, but sometimes she took it slow. 

With Crimson and Emerald, she takes it slow, the pattern of their souls plastered on her mind—
the intricate edges and whorls—because who’s to say the ending will be happy? 

 



 

 

Chapter 2 
 

 

Avery grew up quickly, passing every benchmark with relative grace. She was the kind of person 
who often waved her sunburnt arms out of car windows, smiling a greeting but could rarely be 
found stopping for passengers—she was inviting but selective. It was always that way, from the time 
she was young, speaking full sentences early in life but reluctant to put her maturity to use, rarely 
raising her hand to answer a question in class unless it seemed important to her. She was reserved, 
almost belligerent, until she wanted to show off. Teachers thought she was shy, but it wasn’t that. 
She was just holding out on the world, not ready to show it her true potential. 

She got her driver’s license when she was sixteen. Her mother took her out to practice, grabbing 
the wheel and swerving around potholes, reaching across to flick on the wipers when it started to 
rain. Avery placed a hand over her mother’s, which was finally still, resting on the console, and told 
her, “Enough.” She said it with love and with a fierceness. “I have to learn to do things on my 
own.” 

Her mother cranked the window down and flicked cigarette ashes out as rain poured in. 
“Someone has to show you the ropes in life, Avery.” 

“I know what I’m doing,” she said and flicked the wipers off, leaving the raincloud behind. 

Her father was a truck driver. When she was little, she would sit in the back of his eighteen-
wheeler, kicking her freckled legs over the edge of the trailer while they ate sandwiches out of paper 
bags. He was always coming and going, his trips gradually longer, so gradual that his disappearance 
almost went unnoticed. Looking out the window one evening a month after the truck was due 
home, Avery's mother finally declared, “Well, I guess that's that” and uncorked a bottle of wine. 
Avery peeled back the foil on a carton of Greek yogurt. She was seventeen. 

“Guess so,” she said. The yogurt had a sour taste in the back of her throat. 

They could afford to send her to community college, so she went. She lived with her mom until 
she got her bachelor's degree and then moved in with her college boyfriend, Ben. From the 
beginning she had known that he wasn't “the One.” In her gut she knew that there would be trial 
and error along the way, that she wasn't the kind of woman to settle, but a part of her was afraid that 
settling was inherent to her. She had watched her mother love deeply at first—late-night phone calls 
while her father was driving, elaborate meals when he got home, the box of love-notes wedged 
behind her dresser from their high-school sweet-heart days—and then thinly, desperately. She 
couldn't remember her parents ever having a falling out; they simply unraveled to a point of 
disrepair.  

Avery lived with Ben for a year before the fear kicked in—the feeling that she was becoming her 
mother and settling with a man who felt safe but who wasn't all in. Ben was nice, a decent man, but 
sometimes she felt like she was just a small piece in his larger plan. She didn't want to fall in too 
deep, so she left him, sacrificing the security attached to being with him. She copied her father's style 
of making an exit only expedited because she didn't have as much time to waste. Over the course of 
a couple months, she slowly started turning down his invitations to dinner. She slept through movie 



nights and returned his romantic gestures with a peck on the cheek. She held on by her fingertips, 
ready to jump, having secured a meager safety net in her savings account and ready to face the world 
on her own. 

Ben hadn't done anything wrong. She reflected on this as she pulled the drawstrings shut tight 
on her bag packed with T-shirts. Ben was safe. She liked him fair enough except for the moments 
when he looked at her and asked, “What? What are you thinking?” And it would be about 
something trivial like how the light catches on a glass bowl and makes twisting, flickering shadows 
on the table or, fixating on a green lizard in the flowerpot, wondering how long it can go without 
moving. At first she would explain it to him, and he would snort, say something like, “That's weird,” 
or “Earth to Avery...anyone in there?” 

She got the feeling that he felt it too, that he knew it wasn't working either but didn't want to say 
anything. So she left, slipping out one afternoon taking with her only the essentials and leaving 
behind a note explaining that she still had things to figure out and had to take some time off from 
being in a relationship to do those things. 

She called her mother first with the news. “So what next?” she asked after Avery spilled. 

“Mom, I know what I'm doing,” Avery said, words that were branded now as the anthem of her 
youth, words she cast out after switching her major to marketing, after moving in with Ben, after 
quitting her waitressing job. 

“So what are you doing?” 

“I'm moving in with some friends,” she said before adding, “and I'm selling plasma on the side. 
It's safe. Just until I find another job.” 

It was around that time that she moved to Florida, shortly after spending brief stints on friends' 
couches, saving up some spare cash from babysitting and walking dogs—petty cash from friends 
that she grew tired of taking from.  

She went there without really meaning to, just got in her car until the signs all started listing 
Florida cities, and she remembered her cousin, Monica, who lived near the beach last she heard 
from her, and after a quick phone call, she had the address. She showed up on the doorstep of their 
sagging bungalow with a backpack strung around her shoulders and nothing to lose. 

And she would tell anyone who asked differently; she would say she was just looking for new 
scenery and that love wasn’t on her mind, that she didn't believe in soul mates anyway, but Avery 
was always searching, clinging to a hidden belief that he would show up on her doorstep or sit down 
in a coffee shop across the table from her. She would say, “It’s you,” and they would go from there. 

 

* 

 

From the glass door in her factory, Sylvia smiles down knowingly because she has heard it all 
before. She zooms in on the freckled face of Avery, the Crimson half of the complex-patterned soul. 
“Be patient,” she whispers more to herself than to anyone because no one can hear, after all. The 
machine thuds and creaks mechanically around her, sounds she had grown used to, incorporated 
into her world like old friends. She clears away the smoke that sometimes shrouds the glass and 
peers back into it, back tracking to the beginning of the tunnels where the Emerald soul had fallen 
through… 



 

 

Chapter 3 
 

 

It was a foggy afternoon when Haiden proposed to his babysitter. The clouds did nothing to temper 
the heat, and he scuffed up a knee on the pavement when he knelt down to present her the dollar 
store plastic gem set it a shiny metal band. 

She covered her mouth and giggled. “Haiden, that will make me finger turn green!” 

He examined the ring, the best his allowance money could buy. “I would love you even if all ten 
of your fingers were green,” he offered. 

She put the ring on and splayed her fingers in front of her. “There, how about we give it a trial 
run, this marriage of ours, and decide in a couple weeks if it’s still working out.” 

He agreed to her terms, but then she went off to summer camp where she was a counselor and 
didn’t come back for two months, and anyway, Haiden couldn’t be burdened. He hadn’t signed up 
for long distance, and by the time she came back, he had moved onto someone new. 

Haiden didn’t ask for the ring back even though his older brother said he should.  

“C’mon, don’t be such a push-over! She didn’t even give you the time of day,” David said, 
shoving Haiden into the lawn. The baby-sitter stood chatting with a group of friends across the 
street. She wasn’t wearing the ring. David, five years older than him, laughed and called across the 
street, “Hey Emily, I think you owe this kid something you took! I’d watch out—Haiden holds 
grudges!” 

Emily blushed and her friends giggled, forming a tighter circle around her.  

“Hey Haiden-baby, how about I hold onto the ring, to remember you by?” she yelled back but 
didn’t wait for him to respond before turning back to her friends. 

Haiden would have said it was fine. He was agreeable that way.  

Two years later, David started going out with Emily. He would sneak her in through the sitting 
room window and scamper down into the basement where there was nothing but a sofa bed and a 
TV that had poor reception. There was still a patch of concrete floor where they had run out of 
money to refinish the room, and where David and Emily scrawled their names in charcoal along 
with the word, “forever.” 

It would have been a sweet story, maybe, to report that they got married, had two brilliant 
children, and never fell out of love, but it wouldn't be true.  

David was almost arrested on drug charges before he was eighteen. He had a lucky break and 
walked because their father, who knew the right people, was able to pull some strings. It was during 
the summer after David’s high school graduation, the heat especially unbearable that year, that he 
left for good. Haiden was an impressionable thirteen. He didn’t see it coming. 



“We weren’t exactly close,” Haiden told the girls he later brought down, on separate occasions, 
to the basement with him, running his finger over the names David had etched into the concrete 
slab. “But he was my brother, you know? That counts for something.” 

Most of the girls would lay a hand on his shoulder after he recited that line. He didn’t think it 
was exploitive, to use his past sorrow to show women how sensitive he was—for a long time, he did 
miss David. None of it was a lie. He embellished only slightly and only sometimes. Honesty and 
emotion were worth more than a plastic ring, worth more even than a diamond one. In his teenage 
years, Haiden wasn’t one for giving out gifts, not like he used to be.  

His parents were ecstatic when he announced that he was going to college—a state school only a 
couple hours south with a good reputation and high success rates. He wanted to study business even 
though he wasn’t completely sure it was a good fit for him, but all of his friends from high school 
were going into the field.  

“You don’t have to love it,” his father told him. “Going to school is about making a career for 
yourself, not throwing all your money into pursuing an interest you’ll never find a job with.” His 
mom worked overtime at the bank to help him pay for it, sending rent checks in the mail every 
month. 

He took one last girl with him down to the basement before he moved out of his parents’ house. 
She was older than him by a few years. Her skin was frosty pale, an unusual complexion under the 
relentless sun of Florida and she wore heavy combat boots. Her hair was long, stringy with sweat, 
and it fell all over Haiden’s chest when she was on top of him. She always closed her eyes when they 
had sex; he wanted to reach for her face and pry them open just so she would look at him once, but 
when it was over, they rolled over panting and didn’t speak for a few minutes. 

She finally broke the silence when she spotted the etchings on the concrete. “I remember your 
brother,” she said casually, as if it didn’t matter. It was just an observation. Haiden didn’t say 
anything. “Got the hell out of here, didn’t he?” she asked. 

“Yeah, something like that.” 

“I guess I don’t blame him.” 

“You guys were friends?” 

“You could say that, I guess.” The girl rolled into him, traced the sweat on his chest before 
catching his eyes. “Does that make you uncomfortable?” 

Haiden stumbled out of the bed, grabbing a blanket to cover himself with. “It’s fine,” he said. “I 
mean it’s nothing, but I just remembered some stuff I need to do. You should probably get going 
pretty soon anyway.” 

“Yeah, see you around kid,” she said, pulling her baggy T-shirt back over her shoulders. She 
gave him a peck on the cheek. “Or should I say college boy?” 

She climbed out of the window with some level of expertise, like she had been doing it all her 
life, and Haiden briefly wondered if she knew where David was. For days leading up to his move-
out date he contemplated calling her just to ask. He already knew he didn’t want to see her again, but 
would it be so bad to call? To just ask her about her day and then, “Oh by the way, have you seen my 
brother recently?” But then if she knew, what would he do with the information? He wouldn’t tell his 
parents. He wouldn’t even go looking for David himself. Most likely, he would just hold onto the 
knowledge, hoard it until he had a reason to use it. 



Moving day came and went. Haiden never talked to her again. 

It didn’t take long for him to discover he wasn’t cut out for a business degree. He slept through 
too many classes and skipped others for no identifiable reason other than disinterest. For a while he 
considered dropping out, but realizing he had nowhere else to go, he hurriedly switched majors 
instead after getting roped into community service at a nearby lake restoring a walking path and 
deciding to pursue a wildlife and forestry degree. He postponed telling his parents until it was 
already done. 

“I would have flunked out if I had stuck with business,” he argued over the phone. He could 
hear his mother pleading with his father in the background to “cut the boy some slack” but in the 
end, he was cut off financially. 

His girlfriend at the time let him move in with her rent-free for a couple of months. She was 
older than him and established enough in her job to help him with groceries as long as he put 
something into utilities. He sometimes thought about Emily and the cheap metal ring glittering on 
her finger, her name scratched into the basement floor and wondered if it was possible for a person 
to be two people at once, to have two conflicting sides dwelling inside. Emily never smiled as much 
towards the end, even while David was still around—finding her sitting there on the basement sofa, 
shirt askew and cigarette stains on her fingers, was like looking at a stranger. Maybe people went 
through cycles of lightness where the world felt easy, effortless and then periods of heaviness where 
it was like wading through a swamp and never finding solid land. 

He hoped she was happy again, wherever she was.  

His girlfriend dumped him eventually when a year went by and he couldn’t get his act together. 
It took dropping out of college for him to stumble upon work at a state park on the coast. It was 
entry level—maintenance work clearing trails of debris and building infrastructure. Sometimes trails 
flooded and he had to build support walls to keep the land stable. He called his parents every so 
often to let them know he was alive, and his mom, without his father’s knowledge, started sending 
him checks in the mail again to help him pay off his debt. He lived in the campsite connected to the 
park as part of his wages. 

There weren’t a whole lot of women who worked on the park, and he considered that that might 
be a good thing. He wanted the next woman he met to be the right one—he couldn’t just stumble 
upon some girl at a college party or walking up the stairs of a dorm. He would have to go looking 
for her, to actively seek her out—an Emily or someone like Emily. She was the one he always went 
back to, thinking about the opportunities stolen from him because of their difference in age, 
thinking about how he could have saved her from being sad.  

There had to be another girl out there like Emily, a girl who needed him. 

 

* 

 

Sylvia remembers her own relationship with Lane—the brevity of it, the feeling of being rushed 
to love another human being as fully as possible because every second counted. They never got 
married. It was a symbolic gesture that felt childish, laughable in their old age. They didn’t need to 
promise anything to each other in public that they hadn’t already promised in an unspoken way 
every night before they went to sleep. 



Sometimes she wonders if she had wasted too much time, peering down the spiraling tunnels of 
life that each new human ambled about in for different portions of their lives before stumbling upon 
the other half of their soul. Why hadn’t she let go sooner? Why hadn’t Lane? They could have had 
years, decades together. 

 



 

 

Chapter 4 
 

 

“Did you at least tell him where you were going?” Monica asked Avery over a glass of lemonade as 
she bit at her thumbnail. 

Avery shrugged. “He didn't ask, exactly. He called me afterwards, of course, but we just talked 
about logistics. About paying off electricity bills and returning some shirts I left behind.” 

Monica, Avery’s cousin, lived with three other people in the two-bedroom bungalow, but she 
didn't mind pulling out the sofa bed for Avery to sleep on every night as long as she paid her share 
of the rent and folded the bed back into a sofa in the morning. 

“Don’t you think you’re being…I don’t know, kind of impulsive?”  

Monica and Avery had been pen pals in middle school, writing to each other back and forth 
every month, sometimes swapping dog-eared paperbacks in the mail so they could discuss the 
characters in their letters as if they were mutual friends. They only got together during family 
reunions, and then they were joined at the hip the whole day, passing time next to the punch bowl 
or wading in the creek with the other cousins. Since high school, they hadn't seen each other at all 
and hadn't swapped letters in years. 

“It was just a gut feeling I had, like we had gone stale,” Avery said and then grew quiet for a 
moment, reflective. “Do you think it's possible for two people to force each other together? Even if 
they're not right for each other, does there come a point where you just have to grin and bear it 
because there's no one else out there?” 

Monica shrugged. “I dunno, babe. But I guess I wouldn't...Serena and I fit together like a glove.” 
The edges of her lips curled up when she talked about her girlfriend, asleep in the next room. Avery 
hadn't met her yet, but the way Monica talked about her, she sounded like a goddess. 

“Hey, enough talk about this,” Monica said. “Let's get your bed set up, and we can talk about it 
more in the morning. You must be exhausted from all that driving!” 

“Yeah, I guess you're right.” 

They pulled the squeaky sofa bed out, and Avery curled up in the unfixed pile of blankets, asleep 
as soon as the lights went out. 

The next day Monica got her on the phone with a few potential employers. She sat wedged in 
the breakfast nook while the other girls (and one guy) got ready for work. Serena was the last to 
wake up, bleary-eyed, but when she saw Avery she brightened and gave her a tight hug. “Any family 
of Monica's is family of mine, sweetie.” The other woman, who appeared to be in her thirties, waved 
from across the living room—”Hiya, kid! Chat later.”—before heading out. 

“That's Margie,” Monica said as she scrawled out some phone numbers on a piece of paper, 
copying them from her cellphone. They were all clients she had worked with at her graphic design 
agency. 



“Hey Benjamin, do you know of any job openings? Avery has a marketing degree,” Monica 
yelled across the house. Then, in a whisper, she added, “Oh, I hope this isn't weird for you...wasn't 
that your ex's name?” 

Avery waved it off. “It was Ben, but no worries. I'm not haunted by his memory.” But as 
Benjamin approached, she did find it annoying that he had the same unruly curls, pressed down flat 
the same way Ben tried to temper his. 

“Marketing, hmm. I'll ask around, I guess. Can't think of any off the top of my head,” Benjamin 
said and nodded in greeting towards Avery. 

Monica tapped the paper with the end of her pencil. “Well, this should hold you over for now. I 
did a little research last night, and all the companies I'm giving you at least have entry positions 
available. Give them a call and tell them I recommended you. I'll follow up with—” But she didn't 
have a chance to finish as Avery wrapped her up in a tight hug. 

“Thank you, thank you, thank you. You have no idea what this means to me.” 

“Hey, kiddo, no sweat. I'd better be off, but good luck!” 

Benjamin had already drifted back to his bedroom, and Avery was left alone in the kitchen, 
clutching the scribbled numbers like a lifeline. She had spent so much time being intimidated by 
applications and experience requirements she couldn't fulfill, imagining her competition with fancy 
degrees from expensive universities and hours of internship experience. It was so much easier to just 
sell out—to waitress and put on fake smiles for extra tips and wear herself out selling plasma 
whenever she could. Maybe this was all she needed, a leg up, a good recommendation from Monica, 
who seemed to have it all together so early in life. They were the same age, after all. 

Her optimism, however, was short-lived. 

After a day of calling and researching on her own, Avery was worn out again, the hopelessness 
creeping back in and clouding everything to the point where it was useless to continue. She sunk 
into the cushions of the reassembled couch bed, flinging the paper—now soaked through with 
nervous sweat that accumulated with each phone call—to the floor. She took a deep breath and 
glanced at the clock—it was only one, too early for anyone to be back yet. It occurred to her that 
Benjamin hadn't left all day, or at least, she hadn't heard his bedroom door open. 

Maybe no one would mind if she made herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. She could go 
grocery shopping later and replace whatever she ate now. It was just a temporary situation—her 
neediness. 

The sandwich was almost ready when Benjamin emerged. He reached around her to get into a 
cabinet, a pair of bulky headphones slung around his neck. “Thought you could just help yourself, 
huh?” 

“I'm going grocery shopping later,” she assured him, a rush of confidence coming out of 
nowhere. “No need to get snippy.” 

Benjamin laughed and stuck out his hand. “I was just kidding. I don't think I introduced myself 
earlier. You can call me Ben.” 

Avery squished the sandwich shut and ignored his hand. “Very funny,” she said coolly. “I think 
I'll just call you Benjamin.” 



He shrugged. “Alright, suit yourself.” He slipped the headphones back on, grabbed a box of 
cereal, and went back to his room. Avery wondered if she was being paranoid. In the moment she 
assumed he had heard Monica whispering about her Ben having the same name, but maybe it was 
just a coincidence and he used “Ben” and “Benjamin” interchangeably. Not everything had to be a 
snide remark. 

It didn't matter anyway. With a full stomach, Avery got back to her research, pouring over every 
entry-level position that had even slightly to do with marketing. She tried not to think about either 
of the Bens. 

 

* 

 

In the factory, a clanging pulls Sylvia temporarily away from the glass. The machine made a lot 
of different noises, most of them pretty routine, so predictable that after a while, Sylvia hardly 
noticed the humming and thrumming of the inner mechanisms. It was just a small clang but enough 
to startle her. 

The machine is still running smoothly, nothing out of the ordinary. Sylvia rounds the corner, 
sees nothing, but in a tiny voice calls, “Lane?” She spins around to see if anyone has come up 
behind her but the factory is empty as always. She still has to ask (it doesn't hurt after all), “Is that 
you finally coming for me?” 

Alone, Sylvia drifts back towards the glass and picks up where she left off. 

 



 

 

Chapter 5 
 

 

The alligators were one of Haiden's favorite things about his job. Sometimes they managed to get 
into the campsite where he had a cabin to himself during off-season, and he and his buddies would 
go out in the middle of the night waving torches around to scare them back into the swamp. There 
was probably an official protocol for handling the gators, and as a maintenance guy (a glorified 
janitor), it probably wasn't under Haiden's jurisdiction to handle the wildlife. 

Either way, it was exhilarating. 

Haiden had been working in the same park for five years and was used to dealing with 
hurricanes every summer, usually late in the season. They got hit by a few rough ones but never 
anything they couldn't recover from. They usually spent the following season repairing walkways and 
building new infrastructure to retain the swamps, to keep nature out of the way of guests while those 
same guests still felt like they were in the midst of it. Maintaining a state park was different than the 
abundance of amusement parks in Florida—the guests weren't there for a few cheap thrills and 
spinning rides; they wanted the real deal. The gritty, mosquito-ridden, slimy south.  

And they were right to want that. The swamps were beautiful, draped in Spanish moss with 
green algae coating the water. They were wild and gave the illusion of being untouched. 

During the summer of his fifth year there, they faced rumors of a particularly nasty hurricane 
season and had to make do with the little funding they had to prepare. 

“It's a conservation project more than anything,” the lead park ranger explained to Haiden, “to 
preserve the swamps and the ecosystem inhabiting them.” 

For Haiden, that meant he had a chance to show his worth. One of the park rangers had quit 
recently, and Haiden was ready to step up and fill his shoes. He enjoyed working behind the scenes, 
making repairs around the park and sulking around local bars on the weekends he had off, but it 
grew lonely and tiresome. There were no women working repairs—they were all trail guides, and for 
the most part, he didn't see or have a chance to interact with any of the guests. 

Haiden started working overtime for no additional pay to show his dedication, but what he 
needed more than anything was to pick up on the environmental knowledge he lacked from 
dropping out of college. It was frustrating, indulging the feeling that he had to catch up in life since 
he had failed so miserably when he was younger, his mistakes following him around wherever he 
went.  

One night after dinner he stopped by the park ranger's campsite to see if any of them would 
help. He knocked on the door and no one answered at first. The lights were all on, so he poked his 
head in with a friendly, “Hey guys!” There were four rangers inside and they all grew quiet at once, 
shuffling around to hide beer bottles and hands of cards. 

One of them finally looked up and said, “Oh, it's just you! Haiden, right? You won't spoil our 
fun, will you?” 



“Nah…and that's right. I'm the maintenance guy from over at B10 campsite. I just had a couple 
questions. Mind if I...?” He took a step inside. 

“Yeah, just shut the door behind you!” the first guy said. “My name is Vincent by the way.” 

Technically alcohol was forbidden anywhere in the park, but it was comforting to know that 
park rangers could get away with it—another perk of being promoted! The campsite where Haiden 
slept was mostly older men who could probably wrestle a gator if one wandered too close but 
weren't up for drinks and poker nights. 

“We thought you were Hanson!” a girl in the back squealed. Hanson, the lead park ranger, didn't 
stand for any rule breaking. 

“Nope, just me. Hey listen, I was wondering if any of you would be able to give me any insider 
information on becoming a ranger. Since Bradley just quit and everything...” 

“Oh, look who's interested in joining our ranks! Sure, we can tell you a few insider tips, but first, 
you up for a hand?” Vincent motioned towards the table where stacks of poker chips cluttered the 
center. 

“Yeah, I guess...” Haiden wasn't one hundred percent clear on the rules, but he watched them 
finish up a round and felt a little confident that he could fake it with the scarce knowledge he did 
have. Over the years he had become an expert on seeming like he knew more than he did—it was 
second nature to him, compiling the areas he had half-succeeded in (education and relationships just 
to name a couple) and mentally reconfiguring them into mild successes. It helped him keep going to 
at least imagine he was competent when in reality everything felt like a struggle sometimes.  

Vincent sat out the next hand and grabbed some more beer out of the mini fridge stowed away 
between two of the bunk beds, disguised as a nightstand. Electronics were supposed to be kept to a 
minimum, and everyone ate in the mess hall or prepared lunches in the staff room. Haiden 
wondered why he never thought of smuggling in a mini-fridge, but then again, the rangers thought 
of a lot of things he hadn't considered. 

Kara, the only girl in the cabin, spoke up when Haiden sat down. “First rule in park rangering: if 
you see someone even so much as breathing on a rare wildflower, approach them, tip your hat, and 
say with a little bit of a drawl—'Ma'am, you better step away from that native flora right now.'“ 

Everyone laughed. “I guess that's my problem, though,” Haiden said. “I don't know what the 
rare flora are.” 

“I'll loan you my book,” Kara said. “It's one of those things that everyone learns in college but 
don’t really learn until you work at a park. I still have to reference it sometimes.” 

Haiden decided to swallow the fact that he hadn't finished college. 

None of them played the next hand too seriously, and Haiden lost early, but it gave him a 
chance to talk to Vincent, who agreed to talk to Hanson for a small price. 

“I need to slip out early tomorrow,” Vincent explained, “If you'll finish up working on the 
bridge for me so I can head out, I'll put a good word in with Hanson. Sound like a deal?” 

Haiden shook Vincent's hand, the buzz from the couple of beers he had possibly influencing his 
decision, but in the moment, it seemed harmless. More than that, it seemed like the opportunity he 
had been waiting on. 



In the morning, Haiden opened his cabin door to find Kara perched on his front step clutching 
her book on wildflowers. She was short and looked young, not a day over twenty-one—too young 
for Haiden who had recently turned thirty. She reached out her hand with the book and said, “Here, 
you can borrow this for a while. In case Hanson quizzes you!” 

“Thanks, kid,” he said. 

She raised an eyebrow, seeming to resent the title of “kid.” 

“Kara...I meant, thank you, Kara.” 

“You'll want to be careful who you make friends with around here,” she said and lowered her 
voice. “Don't assume Vincent is always on your side.” 

She left before Haiden could respond. 

It was August, around the time the atmosphere was usually gearing up for some hard-hitting 
hurricanes. Haiden stood outside his cabin, staring up at the thick gray clouds, wondering what Kara 
meant. He felt like his life was in flux, in a state of in between, and he had no idea what was coming 
next. But of course, he had no reason to be paranoid—Kara probably just had a history with 
Vincent. He had seemed perfectly genuine the night before. 

 

* 

 

Sylvia pulls away from the glass to rub her eyes. She has lost her conception of the passage of 
time, which was previously only measurable by the number of souls produced by the machine. Even 
then, she couldn't measure it in days because she couldn't see outside to count the times the sun rose 
and fell (was there even a sun there?), but absorbed in the Crimson and Emerald soul's tunnels of 
life, it is impossible to say how much time has passed, how many souls had been pushed out of the 
gears since she had arrived, unprompted and unwillingly, in the factory. 

“What day did I die?” she wonders out loud. Lane would have known. Now that she thinks 
about it, she can't remember which of them died first—the mortal world feels vague and fleeting, 
like it was just a blip in their story. She can't say why, but a certainty has risen in her since she began 
viewing Crimson and Emerald that Lane will be back. It has become a question of when not if. 

But she knows all too well by now—there's no use in searching, so she fixes her eyes back in the 
glass. 

 



 

 

Chapter 6 
 

 

Although she wasn't thrilled about it, Avery was at least relieved when she finally got a call back 
about working for a telemarketing agency. It wasn't her dream job, but then again, her career-related 
dreams were never very far-reaching or specific. She just wanted to be happy. Her mother used to 
criticize her for being simple-minded, deluded, and some days she looked back and wondered if her 
mother was right. 

Monica and Serena insisted that it was a foot in the door at the very least. “It's résumé 
experience!” Serena said brightly. 

“Yeah, keep your eyes peeled. When the next job springs up, you'll have a better chance!” 
Monica added. 

“Thanks guys...it's really fine, though. You know, I think I'm actually content with my lot in 
life,” Avery insisted. 

“That's the spirit!” Everyone was packed snuggly in the living room watching back-to-back 
episodes of housing reality TV shows and likely all chanting Avery's mantra in their head on a day-
to-day basis: “I'm happy with my lot in life!” It was one of those things, Avery realized, that you 
have to tell yourself all the time or else sink in a pit of despair. Here was a house full of late twenties, 
early thirties in relatively good positions at their artsy jobs but still living college-style in a tiny house 
full of other adults. Avery still wasn't certain what Benjamin did for a living—for the whole week 
she had been there, he hadn't left his room to go to work once. She kept meaning to ask Monica, 
but then the chance presented itself to ask him herself and she couldn't contain her curiosity. 

Avery went to the kitchen to fill the popcorn bowl and found herself alone with Benjamin for 
the second time all week. “Hey,” she said, trying to act like she wasn't avoiding him after their 
embarrassing first encounter. 

“Hey.” 

She cleared her throat. “I guess I should have apologized sooner...” 

“Hey, no skin off my back. Consider it forgotten, which is to say, I have no idea what you're 
talking about.” 

“I was just afraid we had gotten off on the wrong foot.” 

Benjamin shrugged, pretending not to care or genuinely not caring—she couldn't be sure. For 
years, the majority of her interactions were with Ben, a level of comfort established between them, 
all risk and reward removed. It was simple but unfulfilling. Away from him, she had trouble recalling 
certain social intricacies—like what questions were okay to ask a stranger, what things were safe to 
assume. A part of her didn’t care. She could be who she wanted to be without Ben—she could be 
blunt when she was moved to, quiet when it suited her. 

All of that may have prompted her to ask: “What exactly do you do all day, anyway? For a living, 
I mean. I hardly ever see you leave your room.” 



Benjamin chuckled. “Wouldn't you like to know?” He grabbed a handful of popcorn and headed 
back into the living room. 

Later, after everyone else had gone to bed, Avery asked Monica about it. She rolled her eyes and 
whispered, “He's unemployed. It's a touchy subject because he refuses to work under his perceived 
value. He won't take entry-level work, so instead he just sits around and plays video games all day.” 

“Oh. He must hate me then. I asked him about it this evening, but he was acting real coy.” 

“Don't feel bad. He's just going through a thing...we're all trying to be understanding about it, 
but it's hard when we need to make rent. Margie has threatened to move out.” 

They were silent for a moment, Monica reclining on the comfy chair in a pair of sweats with her 
hair tossed up in a sloppy bun. Even at the end of a long day, she had a certain enchanted glow 
about her—she had been an ugly duckling when they were young with a pointy nose and round lips 
that she hadn't quite grown into when Avery knew her in their youth. Now they fit her face like an 
impossible puzzle that came together in the end. Avery bet she broke a lot of hearts before she 
found Serena. 

“I have an idea,” Monica said. “Let's do something this weekend, go to a park or something. 
You haven't explored the area yet, right? We could all go. I think it would cheer Benjamin up a bit 
too to get out of the house.” 

“I'd be up for that,” Avery said. “A last hurrah before I sell my soul over to telemarketing.” 

Monica jumped up and ruffled Avery on the head. “That's the spirit! Goodnight, kiddo.” 

Alone on her sofa (she had quit going through the trouble of pulling into a bed), Avery thought 
about Ben—her Ben—not for the first time since leaving town. The last time she spoke to her mom 
on the phone, a couple days ago, she talked about seeing him at the grocery store and inviting him 
over for dinner. “C'mon, mom, you don't have to do that. He'll be fine...” Avery had complained. 

“You don't know. You ain't seen 'im. He loved you...may have been the best you'll ever get.” 

Conversations with her mother never lasted long. 

Monica ended up driving them to a state park about an hour away that weekend—just the four 
of them, minus Margie who had already made plans. They had a picnic lunch near the beach before 
trekking through the muck, unprepared wearing only tennis shoes and without insect repellent.  

“Monica, dearest, you brought us to a swamp,” Serena said, smacking a mosquito against her 
slick arm. 

“But it's a great swamp!” Monica said brightly, squeezing Serena's hand. “I used to come here all 
the time to walk. And it's gotta’ be different from what you're used to, right Avery?” 

“I'll give it that,” she said. “It's certainly got that wilderness flair.” 

“Could have picked a nicer day...” Benjamin said. 

Clouds were building to the east, large gray ones that flirted with the idea of raining but mostly 
provided a nice mist on a hot day. “It's not that bad,” Avery said. 

The group slowly divided as the hike wore on—Monica and Serena taking the lead, breaking into 
private conversations and laughing at inside jokes as they walked ahead, leaving Avery and Benjamin 
holding up the back.  



“One time I sprained my ankle biking down a hill like this,” Avery said to break the silence, 
which was starting to get painful. 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah.” There wasn't much more to the story. 

“One time I got a concussion jumping into a lake,” Benjamin said. 

“Why did you do it?” 

Benjamin shrugged. 

“My ex was a frat boy—I hope that doesn't damage your pristine image of me. Anyway, one 
time he steered a Jeep into a swamp by accident. He was drunk. He was also a lot younger then.” 

“Oh, is this the other guy with my name?” 

“There are a lot of guys with your name.” 

Avery watched as Monica and Serena pulled their windbreakers up over the heads as rain finally 
started to pour. 

“I guess this whole thing wasn't such a great idea,” Avery said, covering her head in a weak 
attempt at shelter. 

“Monica means well,” Benjamin offered. “Here, take my jacket—you look like you're going to 
melt.” 

Avery smiled, reaching hesitantly, careful not to touch the bare skin of his arm, afraid it would 
be too personal or too close. She didn't know how to gauge these things since breaking up with 
Ben—was it okay to touch other people? To be close to them? Being single was complicated, an 
awkward state for her to be in although not entirely unpleasant. 

“Oh relax, just take it. Don't make it sappy,” Benjamin said but smiled like he understood on 
some level. 

Avery laughed and huddled under the windbreaker but didn't have a chance to thank Benjamin 
before a loud crack interrupted them, followed by a low wooden groan. 

“That bridge up ahead!” Monica called back to them. “It looks like it caved in!” 

Her and Serena were already running ahead to see what happened. Avery and Benjamin lagged 
behind. 

“I don't know about you but my daredevil days are numbered. I'm not going near that thing if 
it's falling over,” Avery said. 

“C'mon, let's head back to the car. They'll get the picture.” 

They hurried back, kicking up mud on their legs as they ran. Avery could feel her phone buzzing 
in her pocket but ignored it, just focusing on getting to shelter from the rain that was picking up into 
a downpour. She assumed it wasn't safe to be in a swamp during a thunderstorm. 

Without Monica's keys, they had to wait under a pavilion until she finally came back, her whole 
arms somehow caked in mud. Serena was in a similar state. 

“What happened to you?” Avery asked. 



“Someone was hurt,” she explained through breaths. “Under the bridge. Some park rangers 
came by and told us to clear out, though.” 

“Were they okay?” 

“Didn't see.” 

The idea of someone getting hurt so close to them gave Avery chills. It could have been any of 
them...in a freak storm like that. Monica pulled out of the park and they all rode in silence.  In an 
after thought, Avery remembered her phone ringing and checked to see who it was. Ben's name 
flashed on the screen: one new voice message. She put it to her ear and heard his voice, familiar and 
safe in the harsh Florida storm. 

“Avery, it's me. Listen, don't freak out...I'm coming to see you.” 

 

* 

 

The second time, Sylvia almost doesn’t hear it—she’s so absorbed in the glass. But it’s distinct, 
the clanging sound, like someone falling over and knocking down a shelf of paint cans. She whirls 
around to investigate, moving slowly at first to sneak up on the culprit because she’s certain this time 
that she isn’t alone. The machine hadn't clanged. She had determined, with some certainty, that the 
machine was actually perfect. The concept of perfection had always seemed exaggerated, 
unattainable before, but in her time spent at the factory, her world had expanded exponentially. This 
was perfection. 

Which means also that she is meant to be there. It’s a tiny, optimistic idea that grows in her the 
longer she fosters it there, in the pit of her stomach. 

“Hello?” she says timidly, zipping around a corner. There’s a flash of movement and a sliver of 
white. She follows, and there pacing anxiously beside a row of gears is the outline of Lane. He is 
shadowy, a wispy, hollowed version of the love of her life, but the shape is indisputable. “Lane...” 

He’s on the verge of smiling, not quite there, as if it took him longer to process everything. He 
opens his mouth, forms it around words, but no sound comes out.  

“Lane! It's okay, we'll figure something out...” 

She approaches him and he shivers, or more accurately his form wavers, as if being pulled 
somewhere else and then he is gone again. Sylvia hugs the air where he had been and then wonders 
suddenly if she is as unstable as Lane, if she could also, at any moment be torn from the factory. 

She returns to the glass with more urgency, with a stronger desire to see them through to the 
end. 

 



 

 

Chapter 7 
 

 

Haiden rushed to finish his own work early, skipping breakfast so he could clear off the trails on the 
beach end of the park first, working his way towards the swamp decks that weren't too bad off. The 
weather reports were predicting a storm, but it looked like a quick one, just a blip of color on the 
radar. If he was lucky he would be able to work through it without too much hassle.  

Vincent, the park ranger who agreed to give him a good word for the promotion, arranged to 
meet him by the bridge at around one, at which point he would show him what he needed to do and 
then scoot out before anyone could call him out for abandoning his work. If Hanson, their lead, did 
show up, Haiden would be prepared with an explanation for why Vincent wasn't there: he was 
assisting a visitor who got heat stroke on the trail or some excuse. Either way, it would make Haiden 
look good, stepping up and responding to the call. He felt like he needed a win in life, a chance to 
really succeed. Maybe that success would bring him to the woman he had been searching for—a life 
companion he could settle down with and provide for. It felt like things were meant to come 
together soon, or at least he tried to tell himself that every day he spent working in the same entry-
level position he had worked since he dropped out of college. 

Lunchtime came around and Haiden still hadn't eaten, but he was running on excitement just to 
have a chance to be considered for a ranger position. He had finished a couple small maintenance 
projects and had a second to stop by the lounge for a quick sandwich before meeting Vincent. Kara 
was there reading a magazine and eating an apple during her break. Her hair was tucked into a frizzy 
bun and dressed in her khaki ranger vest, she looked older than twenty-one. She had been working 
there for almost half a year, but Haiden had never taken notice of her, not since the night before in 
the cabin. 

She nodded a hello and he leaned against the counter, eating one of the pre-packaged 
sandwiches he had wrapped up in a bag that morning. 

“Read anything good?” he asked, nodding to the magazine. 

“Nothing you'd be interested in, I'm betting.” 

“Alright, fair enough. Hey what did you mean this morning, about not trusting Vincent?” 

“Nothing except that he's not always a trustworthy person. He doesn't always go by the books,” 
she said, not looking up from her page. 

“Oh, well I guess I already knew that. I'm working on that bridge for him today so he can leave 
early...or, uh, you won't tell anyone that, right?” 

Kara shook her head and finally looked up at him, her voice genuine. “That's not my business. 
Be careful, though. There's supposed to be a storm. They're putting out advisories.” 

Haiden shrugged. “I'll go in if it gets bad. I better take off. Thanks for the tip anyway, though.” 
He stuck the half-eaten sandwich back in the fridge and hurried down to the bridge. 



Vincent was waiting for him, staring at his unfinished handiwork rather than putting any more 
energy into it. He waved when he spotted Haiden. 

“Hey, buddy. Thanks for helping me out. Tools are all over there,” Vincent said, looking ready 
to bolt at that moment. 

“Oh wait...quick tutorial? I don't want to mess anything up.” 

Vincent looked reluctant to help but led him down to where he could access the beams from 
underneath and gave him a quick run-through of what to do. 

“Some of the girders need reinforcement here,” he explained, “and then the top just needs 
patched up in spots where the beams are falling through. It's really no big deal. You can't screw it 
up. Make sure you return the tools to the shed when you're done.” Haiden nodded and waved 
Vincent off. 

The bridge covered a section of the swamp that was too murky to traverse by foot. It tended to 
flood underneath after heavy rains. The bridge arced over the muck and water with either end 
planted in firm dirt and stone that Haiden had reinforced on multiple occasions. Everyone knew it 
was a bit of a hazard but not horrible enough to replace. They could only do patchwork jobs on 
things like this without the funds to go tearing down constructions to build anew. 

The ladder was placed where Vincent had left off, so Haiden climbed, tentatively at first, to the 
spot where the girders still needed work. Once he got the hang of it, he worked swiftly, nimbly 
hammering in reinforcement beams, with a steadier hand than Vincent, he assumed by looking at his 
sloppy handiwork. Exhaustion was slowly settling in, and he wished he had brought the rest of his 
lunch with him. If he had to, he would eat before finishing up his evening chores and stay a little 
late. 

He was almost at the end when the rain started. It was slow at first, so he rushed to finish the 
beam he was on before ducking under the bridge to avoid the torrential downpour that came 
suddenly with heavy gusts of wind. He had been expecting it—these sorts of storms popped up all 
the time, and they were good at predicting them with some accuracy. He hung onto the rafters 
underneath the bridge as the ladder creaked. The rain pelting the wood sounded like thousands of 
hooves pounding across the bridge and the rain mixed with sweat in his eyes. He couldn't see when 
one of the damaged beams from above shifted and buckled, caving in where his ladder dug in for 
support. The ladder clambered to the ground with Haiden on it, tipping over into the swamp. 

Sometimes, growing up, Haiden would swim to the bottom of the lake at camp, close his eyes 
and hold his breath until his lungs ached before opening his mouth and gulping a mouthful of lake 
water just to feel what it was like to drown, just for a moment before bouncing up to the surface. It 
had been peaceful, quiet at the bottom of the lake. In the swamp, which was barely deep enough to 
reach his chest, drowning felt chaotic, like something he wasn't ready for and should have been able 
to conquer if it wasn't for the ladder trapping him under and his head stinging angrily. He could hear 
murky voices above calling for help and shadowy forms above him before he passed out. 

When Haiden came to, his body was sprawled out in the mud and Kara's face hovered over him. 
When she saw him wake up, she lunged backwards, muttering, “Oh, thank God.” She stumbled 
away from him, climbing up the hill to alert the paramedics, but Haiden didn't see them at first and 
thought for a moment that he was alone again. 

The rest of the day was fuzzy—the stretcher and the ambulance, the heavy feeling of wanting to 
sleep for a long time but nurses waking him up every hour. He wondered if anyone had called his 



parents and then later woke up remembering that conversation distinctly when the nurse asked him 
for a contact number and the feeling of loneliness and dread when they were the only contact he 
could provide. Another time he woke up and wondered very briefly when David and Emily, his 
brother’s high school sweetheart, would arrive—he pictured them as two smiling teenagers—but of 
course not, he convinced himself and felt bad later, swatting the nurse away who was trying to take 
his vitals. After that it was hard to calm down, hard to keep the anger at bay, knowing that his 
brother and Emily would still be mysteries when he woke up. 

Eventually he slept fully—a medicated sleep, but uninterrupted. 

When he woke up his head felt clearer. There was no evidence that his parents had been there, 
but a nurse came in with lunch and explained that he had a concussion, that they wanted to keep 
him another day for observation, but then he would be healthy enough to recover at home. 

“You shouldn't worry,” she said. “We've had you under close observation the past twenty-four 
hours, but you should start to feel better soon. The doctor will be in in a bit, but in the mean time, 
there's a girl outside waiting to see you...if you're ready to take visitors.” Haiden sat up in bed, and 
his head throbbed, but he did feel better. 

“Uh, yeah,” he said. 

She nodded and beckoned Kara into his room as she left. 

“Hey,” she said. She had her hair up in a ponytail and wore a tank top instead of her usual 
uniform. 

“Hey.” Haiden cleared his throat. “I, uh, wasn't expecting company so pardon me for not 
dressing up.” 

Kara grinned, looking a little less uncomfortable. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. 
Everyone was really worried.” 

Haiden grimaced. “Oh yeah, I guess I didn't make too good of an impression for that 
promotion.” 

Kara sat down in the chair by his bed. “Don't worry about that right now. Hey, you look like 
hell, you know that? You should probably eat something.” 

“Here I thought it was my stunning good looks that brought you here.” It felt more natural to 
joke with her, to avoid being serious, and avoid the threat of too many other emotions that came 
with the seriousness. He wondered suddenly if he loved Kara, if it made sense for them to be 
together after she had saved his life, performing CPR until the paramedics arrived (it came back to 
him in that moment, her hands on his chest when he came to). What if it could be that simple?  

“Well, I guess I should go...” Kara stood up, and before he knew what he was doing he reached 
for her hand, grabbing her fingers before she could move away. 

“Thank you,” he said and squeezed. Her fingers felt bony and small, and he wanted to hold her 
there, to keep her even though it felt wrong. 

“It was nothing,” she said, and the connection was lost. 

 

* 

 



Lane had always been clumsy, knocking things over and tripping over rugs—if he was there in 
the factory, who knows what kind of damage he could cause? Sylvia smiles at the idea, knowing he’s 
really harmless in this world, his shape, though less detailed in this universe, was familiar when he 
appeared, reflecting his inner soul rather than the physical body that carried him in life. Still, Sylvia 
knows she will hear him coming if and when he returns and doesn't let his first appearance keep her 
from looking through the glass.  

There was something vaguely familiar about watching them, Crimson and Emerald, or maybe it 
was just the universal feeling of being young and loving too much or before one's time that brought 
back hazy images from her past. If she could go back into her past in her current form and take over 
the fretful, anxious body she possessed in her youth just for a moment to let her see with clearer 
eyes, maybe things would have been made right sooner. Maybe she would have had some sense of 
direction. 

But then, without the struggle, how would she have gotten there at all in the end? 

 



 

 

Chapter 8 
 

 

Despite his advisory, Avery had a strong urge to freak out. Her face must have turned white because 
Benjamin was staring at her. Avery looked out the window, plugged one ear and played the message 
again to be sure she had heard it right the first time. She glanced at her phone to see if he had left 
anything else and then put it back to her ear to play again, as if hearing his voice enough times would 
transport him there in front of her so she could deal with it face-to-face right then and there. 

“Avery,” Benjamin said, pulling her arm down before she could listen again, “take it easy...what's 
going on? You look like someone died.” 

Serena turned around from the passenger seat. “What's happening?” 

“Oh...it's not—I mean, no one died. It's nothing…” she said, glancing at the numbers and 
wondering if she should call back. 

“She listened to the same voicemail like three times,” Benjamin chimed in. 

Monica gave Avery a knowing look through the rear view mirror. “Do I need to kick someone's 
ass for you?” she asked. 

“No it's fine, really. It was Ben, but I think I should talk to him myself, you know?”  

“What does he want?” Monica asked. 

“Well...” 

“Oh, I know that look,” Benjamin interrupted. “He wants to get back together, right?” 

Avery bit her lip. It sounded like that, and she wasn't entirely closed off to the idea. “He's 
coming here, actually,” she admitted. 

“Here as in to our house?” Monica asked. 

“Well, yeah...he got the address from my mom,” Avery said, “but don't worry, okay? I'll make 
sure he doesn't stay long, and I'll put him up in a motel or something.” 

“I don't know if it's a good idea Avery,” Serena said quietly. 

“He's already on his way here...there's nothing I can do.” 

“Just say the word, and he'll be out of here, Avery. I swear,” Monica said. Avery could always 
count on her—even when they were young, Monica was always the tough one. 

“Thanks for looking out for me, guys. He's really not a bad guy, though.” 

She couldn't be sure but she thought she heard Benjamin mutter “frat boy” under his breath and 
regretted having told him that. Avery wondered if he was already there at the house, waiting for 
them and hoped that he wasn't. She needed time to figure out what she was going to say, to 
compose herself before he came back into her life and reminded her of all the things she was 
missing out on since they had split. A part of her was already prepared to take him back, like it had 



been inevitable. She couldn't tell everyone else that, though, especially not Monica after going on 
and on about how great it was to be a free woman, the feeling of independence. 

Avery and Ben had met at a party during her second year of college. She had sought him out, 
actually. Her friends all claimed that she was a tease, the way she was friendly to everyone she met, 
the way she gave out her phone number like a business card, but only picked up when the moment 
suited her or she felt like chatting, never committing to anything beyond conversation. Her friends 
told her about Ben, about the community service he did and how smart he was at accounting. Those 
things felt trivial now, but she remembered approaching Ben preset with the idea of dating him. He 
was her chance to be loved, and she wanted so badly to feel that. She knew he wasn't “the one”—
she had always known that, but the longer they stayed together, the more she felt like he could at 
least be enough. 

The rain made the dingy bungalow look like trailer trash. She was suddenly self-conscious of it as 
they pulled into the parking lot, but she took comfort in noticing the driveway was empty. “Maybe 
he bailed out,” Monica said hopefully. 

“Don't get your hopes up,” Avery said, swinging her car door open first and hurrying into the 
house before anyone could talk to her. She realized how awful she must look and couldn't stand to 
have him see her looking like that, hair pulled into a tattered braid, her face red and blotchy from all 
the Florida sun from the past week. She hadn't worn makeup in a week and couldn't remember now 
how much she used to put on or how often. As much as she didn't want to look like she was trying 
too hard, she also didn't want him to think she was a wreck without him. 

Avert barricaded herself in the bathroom, trying her best to make herself look decent and 
resisting Monica's knocks on the door. 

“I just don't want you to get hurt,” Monica said from outside the bathroom. 

“Monica, I'm just fixing my hair, not getting married. Relax. I've got this under control.” If she 
said it enough times, maybe it would be true—that strategy had worked fairly well in the past. 

She backed off after a couple minutes and Avery thought it was safe to retreat. She came out and 
noticed Benjamin's door was open and gave a hesitant knock to let him know she was standing 
there. 

“Hey,” she said. 

“Hey.” 

Why was it so hard for them to get passed those clumsy “heys”?  

“When will your boy toy get here?” Benjamin asked. 

Avery shook her head. “I don't know. I didn't call him back.” 

A silence crept over them and he moved to flip his headphones back over his ears. 

“This is totally intrusive, but would it be okay if I hid out in here?” Avery asked quickly. “It's just 
too crowded being with Monica and Serena right now.” 

Benjamin snorted. “I get that.” 

“They just seem so...perfect. Together. Are they always like that?” 

“For the most part. You can hang out here, I guess. Don't touch my stuff.” 



Avery sat down on his bed and watched whatever he had on TV for a few minutes, but after a 
while she dozed off, sinking into his plaid sheets in a comfortable sleep. 

When she woke up, it was dark outside and there was noise coming from the living room. She 
groaned and looked at the time: 9:27 p.m. Benjamin sat in front of his computer playing video 
games, pretending not to hear the yelling. At first, Avery's sleepy mind convinced her that Monica 
and Serena were just arguing about something, but then she remembered Ben's voicemail and knew 
it had to be him. She wanted to hide deep inside Benjamin's covers (she had forgotten how great it 
felt to sleep in a real bed instead of a sofa) and sleep the night away, fast forward to a week from 
that moment where Ben would be far away, back at home, and she would be sad but mostly okay. 

“Shouldn't you get out there?” Benjamin asked. 

“Yes,” she said but didn't move. 

Benjamin groaned, more annoyed than anything, she suspected, but then he got up and reached 
his hand out to her. “C'mon, I'll go with you for moral support, in case your frat boy needs a swift 
punch in the face.” 

Avery smiled and took his hand. And at that entirely horrible moment, Ben burst inside without 
so much as a knock. His eyes flickered between Avery and Benjamin, and his hair was standing up in 
a way that Avery recognized as stress from running his hands through it too many times, for hours 
probably, the whole drive over to meet her. She shook her hand free from Benjamin's and stood up. 

“Ben...please don't jump to conclusions,” she said calmly. 

“Jump to concl—Avery how could this be anything besides what it looks like? I mean, I guess I 
shouldn't be surprised...who is this guy, anyway? What's your name?” 

Benjamin stuck a hand up in a wave. “Ben. Hey.” 

“Oh that's rich—” 

“Ben, stop it! He's just a friend—not even that really, a roommate.” 

Avery had forgotten about Ben's temper. It seemed insignificant when they first started dating, 
but it grew over time when they moved in together. It was easy to forget about the bad things after 
they were apart and just think about the sweet moments—the times when he made her soup when 
she was sick and showed up to her graduation with a bouquet of flowers. 

Benjamin had slinked away by then, rejected from his own bedroom, and Avery was alone with 
her Ben—the original. 

“You know what, this is stupid. I didn't come here to point out all your mistakes—forget about 
that guy. I came because I want to be with you, and seeing you here, I still do. You don't need to live 
this way.” Ben’s brow was sweaty, his hands balled in unintentional fists at his side. She could sense 
his brain working fast, trying to conjure sweet words to lure her back to him. He always ended fights 
scrambling for a measure of sane discourse to make himself seem innocent and rendering her insane, 
guilty. 

“Don't, Ben...please don't act like you're saving me from anything. I don't need saved,” Avery 
said, exasperated. She sat back down, feeling a headache blossoming. 

“Fine, you're right...let's not do this. Let's just go back to where we were. I'm sorry, Ave, I didn't 
mean to upset you. I'm just tired...” He sat down next to her. 



“Shh, I know. Let's go for a drive, okay? Check you into a hotel.” Her instinct to look after him 
took over. It was a role she felt natural in even if it wore her down. She remembered all the times he 
insulted her and then turned it around so she was the one doing all the comforting by the end of the 
day. It was exhausting. But here he was, putting in all the effort to be there, and maybe that was 
worth something. 

 

* 

 

It took Sylvia a long time to learn, and it wasn't until after the fact that she could put her thumb 
on that one secret piece of advice to finding a soul mate: stop looking. In retrospect, it seems like 
easy advice, but she remembers being young also and how impossible that request would have 
sounded then. It would have been equal to giving up.  

She has witnessed enough souls produced from the machine and followed enough life tunnels to 
see the pattern: no one finds the other half of their soul until they stopped looking, giving in to a 
certain level of peace going through life without. It takes sacrifice, but it is rewarding in the end.  

Still, not everyone gets to that point. Some people settle with near soul matches. She has seen it 
go that way before too, one person settling for someone who seems like an easy fit and missing out 
on something wonderful. It makes her heart ache to witness it, especially remembering when she 
had almost done the same thing—before Lane, before any of this. 

 



 

 

Chapter 9 
 

 

Haiden's parents wanted to take him home. The doctors told him he couldn't work for the next two 
weeks, but the thought of going home felt untimely—he had a sinking feeling that there was too 
much to lose if he left then, even for a couple weeks.  

“You need bed rest,” his mother insisted when they finally made it to the hospital right before 
he checked out. 

“I have a bed in my...apartment.” They didn't need to know he lived at a campsite in a state park. 
That was the other thing he was afraid of...his parents' influence. For all he knew, his father had 
already pulled some strings at his company and gotten Haiden a job there. They disapproved of his 
current employment situation, and as much as he struggled with his own failures in life, he never 
wanted to be handed something for free. He wanted to work, to make something out of himself 
without his father’s influence. 

“It wouldn't kill you to get out of the swamp for a few days,” his dad said gruffly. 

Haiden sighed but tried to remain pleasant. “No, really...I wouldn't want to put you guys out like 
that. How about I come by to visit in a few weeks instead, after I'm all healed up? I get some 
weekends off.” 

“Maybe I should speak with the doctor, find out what he thinks is best…” his mother said, her 
voice trailing off as she wandered out to find the doctor. 

Haiden was perched on the edge of the bed in his street clothes with gauze wrapped around his 
head. His father sat down across from him. 

“Just do it for you mom,” he said. 

Haiden sighed, exasperated. “I told you I would visit...” 

His father shook his head. “She already lost one son, Haiden. She just wants to be a part of your 
life again.” 

His parents rarely spoke about David, at least not in front of him. It didn't matter how old he 
got, when Haiden was with his parents, it was like his growth had been stunted and he was 
perpetually a youth in the most horrifying of ways, trapped in insecurities and loss. His mother 
would have kept him young forever if it meant he would never go too far away. 

“Okay,” Haiden said slowly. “Okay, but just for one week. I know it doesn't seem like much to 
you, but I'm working on a promotion at the park, and I don't want to be too far away for too long.” 

His father nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “We'd better get going then before you 
change your mind.” 

The whole car ride over, Haiden's mother talked non-stop, explaining the changes they had 
made to the house the past year since he had visited last, the remodeled kitchen, the shed his father 
built in the backyard. 



They got there and Haiden settled into his old bedroom where he usually slept when he 
visited—it was refreshing to see it changed, some of his old furniture moved out to make a tiny 
office next to his old twin-sized bed with plain, beige sheets and a quilted comforter. He didn't want 
to investigate David's old room in fear of finding it exactly the same. 

He felt nauseous and drained by the time they got there, so he crashed in the twin bed even 
though it was only seven in the evening. His parents didn't disturb him for the rest of the night. 

He woke up groggy at two a.m. to a silent house. It was a thicker silence than he was used to—
less wild and crowded with the sounds of frogs and insects. He couldn't figure out why he had 
woken up at all and wished he could go back to sleep. He checked his phone and saw that someone 
had texted him much earlier, at around eight. It was Kara asking where he was. She had been to the 
hospital to see if he needed a ride, but he wasn't there, and of course, he wasn't back in his cabin 
either. 

He quickly responded: “Staying with parents. Just for a week—be back soon.” 

If only Kara had gotten there a few hours sooner and taken him back to the swamp—things 
would have been so much simpler that way. 

Restless, Haiden wandered down to the basement to see what changes his parents had made, but 
the most they could have done was flip over a couple couch cushions. It looked exactly as he 
remembered it, a creepy shrine of David's adolescent escapades. Haiden couldn't imagine why they 
hadn't ripped out and replaced the carpet or swapped out any furniture. It had been over fifteen 
years since David had run off. 

Haiden remembered the assortment of girls crawling out the upstairs window—some David's, 
and then later his. He wondered how much his parents knew. 

His head started throbbing again and he let his body collapse onto the worn-out sofa. It creaked 
under his weight, and the tinny sound of aged springs made his ears ring. All at once it felt like the 
walls were caving in on him and at the same time like he was falling, the safety of the couch 
cushions pulled out from underneath him like the ladder falling into the swamp. It was hard to 
breathe. He sat up, trying to force breaths, reminding his lungs what to do, reassuring them that 
there was nothing wrong, but his brain kept insisting that everything was wrong—that everything, 
his whole life, was slipping out of his grasp and there was nothing he could do. 

You just have to breathe, you just have to breathe, he kept telling himself but the room kept getting 
smaller—the room where David wasted his life away, where Haiden almost caught himself spiraling 
into the same fate before he pulled himself up and went to college, did what was expected of him 
instead. What had gone wrong—what had broken in David—that somehow managed to skip over 
Haiden? Why was he the one who made it out mostly unscathed in the end? And why couldn’t he 
make the best of that fate instead of running into dead end after dead end? Just breathe, breathe... 

Cradling his head in his arms, Haiden focused on the darkness, tried to let it calm him down. 
The room brought back too much. Even when he visited, he never came down to the basement. 
Sometimes his parents even told him it was flooded or that the lights were broken because they 
didn't want to go down either. It had been years since he had come down. He sat like that for a 
while, balled up on the sofa, before he finally regained some strength and could stand up to leave. 
He climbed up the stairs and planted himself in the kitchen. 

Kara hadn't texted him back, which wasn't surprising considering the time of night, but he found 
himself staring into the light of his phone at her message in the dark kitchen. The house brought 



back too many memories. He wasn't sure if it was the concussion or maybe a combination of 
things—he had gone so long without thinking about David or wondering where he was, but it all 
came back to him now along with the looming dread that followed him around throughout high 
school that David was dead, coupled with his misplaced longing for Emily—the girl he proposed to 
in his childish naivety, the girl he couldn’t save in the end. Either way, he knew he couldn't stay for 
the whole week. 

He carefully composed the words in his head before typing them out in a message to Kara: 
“Hey, I know I have no right asking you to do anything else for me after you've done so much 
already. There's a lot going on right now that I can't explain, but could you give me a ride back to 
the swamp tomorrow? It's a 3-hr drive.” 

Then quickly: “No pressure. Just lemme know.” He set his phone to silent, too anxious to wait 
around listening for it to buzz. He placed it face down on the counter. 

By then he felt exhausted again and a little hungry. He barely had the stomach to eat anything 
the past few days so he took advantage of the feeling and spooned mouthfuls of peanut butter out 
of the jar and scoured his parents’ freezer for frozen burritos. All they had were health-conscious 
frozen dinners, so he nuked one in the microwave and scarfed it down at the table. Before heading 
back to bed, he flipped his phone over, surprised to find Kara's response waiting there, having been 
sent just a few minutes after he reached out to her. 

“Don't want to get in the middle of anything, but you seem desperate and it's my day off. What 
time?” 

Haiden quickly responded that any time was fine and breathed deeply, greedily, feeling relief for 
the first time in days. 

It was tough to explain to his parents the next day why he had to leave, but he hugged his mom 
and promised her over and over that he would visit in a couple weeks once he could drive. He made 
up some excuse that his boss wanted him to come in to do some easy office work until he recovered 
and he couldn't turn down the opportunity. In the end, they had to relent. 

Kara arrived at noon. 

“You're looking better,” she said when he opened the passenger door. 

“Less concussed?” he asked with a grin. 

“Marginally less concussed.” 

They didn't talk much while Kara drove. A part of him wanted to tell her everything that had 
happened, to frame himself as the sensitive guy like he used to, falling back into old habits. But 
where had those gotten him in the end? More than anything, he felt vulnerable, and he wasn't quite 
up for anyone prodding old wounds. 

Things were easy with Kara, comfortable, but he quit trying to see her as anyone he would ever 
be with because she wasn't, and it took the long car ride for him to realize it, but he didn't need to 
be with anyone. Before, relationships for him had just fulfilled an urge to protect someone—to be 
the strong one, but the whole time he hadn't even been able to take care of himself let alone another 
person. Emily had always been in the back of his mind, the girl who got away, the girl he couldn't 
save—some bullshit like that. But finally he was able to let the illusive image of Emily go, and he 
watched her melt in the landscape that flew by outside the car window, finally disappearing into thin 
air. 



 

* 

 

Sylvia notices the unusual sounds more frequently now, and Lane begins to reemerge almost like 
clockwork—she can't account for time passing in a traditional sense, but she can sense an urgency 
mounting in his reappearances. Each time he is just a little clearer, the amorphous shape of his half 
of their soul whirling around in his intangible form, a murky teal at first but glowing brighter 
steadily. Sylvia has seen Lane's soul countless times before, of course—the longer she knew him, the 
more she saw his true soul emerge in life as both their halves combined. But she never knew the 
color, not until she saw it inside him and it made perfect sense, like she had always known that he 
was teal, an aquamarine shade like the sky in late afternoon, right before it wore into yellow with the 
setting sun. 

A thought occurs to her that her and Lane are just byproducts of the machine, that they are 
complex, intelligent off-shoots of the originals. What if their originals are both still alive on Earth, 
and she is just the machine's consciousness?  

She pulls away from the glass to find Lane, whose presence has grown inevitable. Unlike in life, 
now all she has to do is look for him, and he's there. 

“Lane,” she says, spotting him sitting in the emptiness of the factory, gazing at the machine. 
“Lane, what are we?” 

He smiles, his soul shimmering inside his chest cavity. She wants to reach out and touch it, 
touch him, something she hasn't been successful with yet, but then she hesitates.  

Lane finally speaks the words she already knows: “Not yet.” 

 



 

 

Chapter 10 
 

 

Avery stayed with Ben at his hotel—one night, then two. It felt weird to leave, like they were making 
up for lost time. He complained when she went to her first day at her telemarketing job, justifying 
that it was a crappy job anyway and he would support her until she found something better, but she 
pulled herself away. Once she was out of his presence, it was a startling relief, like she had been 
holding her breath every moment she was with him and now she could breathe and be herself again. 

It was sweet that he offered to support her, but at the same time it made her feel uncomfortable. 

She called Monica to touch base the morning after Ben arrived and after she spent the night with 
him. Monica told her to be careful, and Avery recycled the same old line: “I know what I'm doing.” 

After the second day of work, she only went back to Monica's house to pick up a few of her 
things. 

“I don't know what we're doing yet,” she explained.  “I guess we're back together, but I don't 
know where we're staying. I haven't quit my job, but I haven't been putting everything into it either.”  

“I think you should stay here,” Monica insisted. “At least for tonight. Maybe you'll see things 
clearer in the morning after being away from Ben again. You can figure out what you really want.” 

But Avery felt exhausted and small like she wasn't qualified to make that decision—not after 
Ben had come all this way, not after she had already been selfish before in leaving him and skipping 
town without communicating with him. He wore her out in the end, calling her three times 
throughout the day to make sure she was coming back to the hotel, not to the house, and maybe her 
mother was right, and he was the best she would ever find. 

“I can't,” she said weakly. “He's expecting me. I'll stop by after work tomorrow, okay? We can 
talk then.” 

Avery wanted nothing more than to tell Monica everything or to just talk about nothing for 
hours, blissfully ignorant to the world around them, but she had to get back before Ben worried. 

''Okay,” Monica relented, “but call me if you need anything...even if you just want to chat. You 
can call any of us, even Benjamin. He's not mad about what happened with Ben...just worried about 
you.” 

“I know, but that was a fluke, I promise. Ben's never like that—he was just tired and jumped to 
conclusions. But we're a lot better now. I'll stop by tomorrow and hang out for a little bit then,” 
Avery said, forcing a smile. 

At the hotel, which was cluttered by then with Ben's clothes scattered all over the floor, phone 
and laptop chargers sprawled out over the beds, and snack wrappers littering the desk, Avery 
suggested they go out somewhere. “Just to walk around or grab dinner?” 

Ben sat up on the bed and grimaced. “It's so hot, though.” 

“Yeah, but it's so cramped in here,” she said. 



Ben went over to her and draped his arms around her neck. “I don't mind as long as I'm close to 
you...” 

Avery hugged him back and smiled. “I just want to do something fun.” 

Ben relented, so Avery drove him around the town for a little bit, telling him to let her know if 
he saw somewhere he wanted to stop. “Let's just go somewhere quick and cheap, maybe ice cream?” 
he said. 

A part of her wanted him to fall in love with the town so they could stay. She wanted to be close 
to her new friends, who were better than any of the friends she had at home, and she didn't want to 
go job searching again. She took the long way to the ice cream place, driving through a residential 
neighborhood lined with trees draped in sheathes of Spanish moss and blossoming, manicured 
flower beds. He didn't seem to be paying attention, though. 

She took him to a popular little business with a cozy atmosphere and plenty of flavors to choose 
from. Ben only agreed to sit down and eat their ice cream inside instead of getting it to-go because 
Avery insisted. “You'll like it,” she said. “It'll be a nice break from the hotel room.” 

“You really like it here, don't you?” Ben asked. 

Avery shrugged. “I know I've only been here a couple weeks, but it's really grown on me. I feel 
like I've already established myself and adjusted really quickly. I never felt that way at home.” Home 
was always the place where her father never drove the truck back to, the place where she could 
never collect her self worth enough to even apply for a job. 

“I see,” Ben said and grew quiet, only replying to her attempts at conversation in clipped 
responses. Finally, feeling exhausted in her efforts to make him happy, she got up to get some 
napkins, asking if he wanted any. He shook his head no. 

She awkwardly maneuvered around another couple to ask the server at the counter for napkins. 
At the same time, the couple stepped up to the counter to order, and it seemed like the woman had 
forgotten her request. She opted to wait patiently for her, though, fully realizing at that moment that 
she would go back to the table in a minute and tell Ben she would be happy to go back home with 
him, because what choice did she have? They kept coming back to each other, so it had to be right. 
She was an adult, too old to be living with a bunch of friends in a shack by the coast of Florida, 
scraping by with a crappy job and waiting around for something better. It was nice, but it was just a 
vacation—a quick breather away from reality, but she had to go back. 

“Excuse me?” someone said, breaking her train of thought. 

“What?” 

“Oh, sorry, I just noticed you were waiting for napkins and we just kind of squeezed in front of 
you. I'll get her attention when she comes back to make sure she didn't forget,” he said. 

Avery felt dazed. A man with the side of his head wrapped in gauze was looking at her, waiting 
for her to say something back. It took her a long time to speak, or at least it felt like a long time, but 
maybe it had actually been a short time. “Uh, no worries,” she finally said. 

The man laughed a little. “Geez, I thought I was the one with brain damage,” he said, 
confirming her suspicion that it had been a long pause. 

Avery tried to laugh too. “I'm sorry,” she said, “I was just...distracted.” 



“I know, there are so many flavors,” he said. “Have you been to this place before? I didn't know 
anything like this even existed.” 

“I come here all the time,” she admitted. 

“I guess if I lived closer, I would.” He glanced over at the girl standing next to him. “Hey, how 
far are we, anyway?” 

“I think around an hour. Not too far!” she said. 

“We're just passing through,” he explained. 

“From where?” Avery realized immediately how intrusive she sounded. “Or, I mean, you don't 
have to tell me considering we're complete strangers....” 

“Well, we're heading back to Chicory State Park if you're familiar with the area. We both work 
there. I'm Haiden, by the way, so you don't have to worry about us being strangers.” He smiled 
genuinely, and Avery suddenly wished she could be the person to sustain that smile, to make sure it 
never wavered. It was a weird feeling—sudden but powerful, a full-dose of longing. She had only 
ever felt teaspoons full of that longing for Ben, and not in a long time. The server came back with 
the couple's ice cream cones. 

“Oh, and would you mind grabbing napkins for her?” Haiden asked the server. 

“Avery,” she said to him quickly, in a small voice, “and it was nice to meet you.” 

He smiled again. “Maybe I'll see you around. I think this place is worth driving an hour to visit.” 
They left before Avery could think of something else to say, but she offered a small wave and 
watched as they got into a white SUV and drove away. 

When Avery made it back to her table, Ben already looked ready to go. “What took you so long? 
Did you get any for me?” 

She tossed the whole stack on the table and pushed them in front of him. “Sorry,” she said, “the 
server was busy with other customers.” 

“Okay, well we should get going,” he said, already standing. “We need to figure out what we're 
doing next, you know?” 

“Yeah, good idea,” she said, briefly remembering her former conviction of giving in and telling 
him she was ready to move home whenever he was ready. Suddenly, she wasn't so sure she was 
ready to give in just yet. 

 

* 

 

With time as unpredictable and wishy-washy as it is in the factory, Sylvia never considered the 
notion that a human Sylvia and a human Lane were still alive somewhere, mucking their way 
through separate tunnels of life, still waiting to find each other. She feels compelled to go searching 
for their former selves through the glass, but something stops her from going through with it. Every 
time she pulls away from the Crimson and Emerald souls to seek out her own, she can't focus in on 
anyone else anymore—only Crimson and Emerald are clearly visible. In the pivotal moment of their 
chance encounter, all else fades away. 



Besides, even if she did find Lane's sea-green soul traced in a labyrinth of lines waiting to be 
connected with the pattern of her soul, she is shocked to realize she still doesn't know what her own 
soul looks like. She can imagine the pattern—an inversion of Lane's to fit just so like interlocking 
pieces, but when she stares into her own chest, she sees nothing. She feels impossible, half-formed, 
and the only thing keeping her going is witnessing Crimson and Emerald, as if watching fulfills her 
purpose in the factory. 

 



 

 

Chapter 11 
 

 

The last hour of the trip flew by. Haiden wanted nothing more than to get back to his rugged little 
cabin by himself, but a conflicting desire tugged him in the other direction. As much as he hated 
being around lots of people, in the crowded little ice cream shop it had been so easy to talk to the 
girl by the counter. Avery. He was surprised he remembered her name. He wished they would have 
sat down with her and just talked, easily, fluidly—about whatever; he didn't care.  

“I think you're going to be okay, Haiden,” Kara said out of the blue. 

“Oh yeah?” he said. 

“Yeah, I wasn't so sure before. You always seemed so tense, especially when I picked you up, 
but now you seem...I don't know, lighter? Is that weird for me to say?” 

“A little bit weird,” he admitted, “but you might be onto something.” 

“I think that girl in the ice cream shop was into you,” she said with a knowing smile. 

“Nah…she was probably just being polite. I'm undate-able.” 

“Still. You should have gotten her number at least,” Kara said. 

Haiden hadn't even thought of asking at the time, but maybe Kara was right. It wouldn't have 
hurt, right? Even if she said no—even if she said yes and then he never built up the nerve to call—it 
would have been nice just to have in case he needed it, to know she was a phone call away. Or was 
that weird to feel about a girl he had just met? 

“Some wingman you are...shouldn't that be your job to get that information?” he said, trying not 
to think about it. 

They got back to the campsite in good time and pulled up next to Haiden's cabin so Kara could 
help him bring his things in. Vincent was wandering around nearby and waved as they got out of the 
car, rushing over to help as they hauled his suitcases to the door. Even though it hadn’t been 
Vincent’s fault that the bridge caved in, his rushed work on it couldn’t have helped, and Haiden 
wouldn’t have been stuck working on it in the rain if Vincent hadn’t bailed. Kara seemed to blame 
him also and refused to engage him when she got out of the car. 

“Hey, buddy...” Vincent started, clapping Haiden on the shoulder. 

Haiden and Kara pushed through and shut the door on Vincent without saying anything. 

“That was a good call,” Kara said once inside. “He would have just tried to make up excuses. 
Don’t expect any genuine apologies out of him.” 

“I should have listened to you sooner,” Haiden said. 

“Well, I'll let Hanson know you're back. And don't worry—you may not have completely 
screwed up your chances for a promotion.” Kara smiled and left. He heard some choice profanities 
slung at Vincent as she walked away. 



The doctor had instructed Haiden to make sure he had someone watching over him in case 
there were any complications with his injury, which he had mentioned off-handedly to Kara in the 
car, but didn't actually intend to follow through with. She had other ideas, and in the end, Hanson, 
his boss, ended up being his guardian, stopping over to knock on his door no less then seven times a 
day. 

It went on for a couple days before Haiden's lie to his parents came true, and Hanson asked if he 
wanted to work in the office for a week filing paper work and answering phones. It was a relief to 
have something to do besides rereading books all day and eating sandwiches in the lounge. 

“That way we can start some practical training for when we make you a full-time park ranger,” 
Hanson added. “Kara gave you a glowing recommendation...and besides, it's easier to train staff than 
hire someone from outside.” 

Haiden was glad to know he would be coming back as a ranger, but it was like a switch had been 
turned off inside him since he had come back, and it was hard to be excited about anything. He was 
pretty certain he had had a panic attack in his parents' basement, and the threat of another one made 
him anxious and jumpy. Maybe it was the days spent mostly in his cabin with nothing to do and the 
constant headaches that were getting better but still lingered that made him go stir crazy. He needed 
to be out working to be happy, but in the quiet evenings alone he found himself thinking about 
Avery, her freckled shoulders and nervous laugh. It was in a different way than he usually thought 
about women he was attracted to—it was innocent and genuine. He would have been happy just to 
be able to sit down and talk to her. 

The office work helped him keep his mind off other things. It was mundane, but he got to talk 
to visitors who came in asking questions, and he recommended his favorite trails when they asked 
for maps. Hanson was pleased with how well he got along with visitors. 

Answering phones was his least favorite part. There was no caller ID so he couldn't filter out 
junk, and he couldn't believe the number of people who asked if they were guaranteed to see an 
alligator when they visited. 

One afternoon he answered the phone after a relatively slow day with few guests because of the 
rain. He picked up and rambled off, “Chicory State Park, how can I help you?” 

It was a telemarketer. She was asking if he had a second to take a survey. Usually he would say 
no, but he was bored. 

“What...really?” the woman's voice stammered. She seemed caught off guard and so was he for a 
second, thinking he recognized her voice. 

“Yeah, why not?” 

“People usually say no.” She was silent or a few seconds, and that's when he knew where he had 
heard it.  

“Avery?” 

“What? I mean, no, sorry, gotta’ go.” She hung up.  

It was possible that his concussed brain was making him crazy, but Haiden was almost certain it 
was Avery, and he felt bad for making her flustered. She couldn't have known who he was 
considering it was highly unlikely that he had left as strong of an impression as she had on him at 
the ice cream shop. 



But even if it wasn't her, what if it was a sign? What if he was supposed to meet her again? There 
had to be some way to find out who she was. 

 

* 

 

Sylvia remembers the way it had just clicked with Lane when she had finally met him. They had 
been strangers too, had gone through long lives dating others or relishing time spent alone, but 
when they met, they were immediately ready to make amends with whatever past they held onto to 
be with each other. It felt like they were healing—encountering an impossible cure that they had 
already been satisfied to live without, and suddenly they didn't have to. 

She gazes across the factory at where Lane still sits peacefully watching the machine. She doesn't 
approach him, stays close to the glass instead. She isn't sure how much he knows or how little she 
knows, but she suspects his knowledge is of a relative future whereas hers is filled with the past. 
They need to encounter each other at a moment where their knowledge lines up, and then 
everything will come together. Or at least, she hopes. 

 



 

 

Chapter 12 
 

 

“Well, I guess I can kiss my job goodbye,” Avery said when she finally made it over to Monica's 
house at the end of the week.  

“Why? What happened?” Monica asked. 

“I spazzed out. Someone said he wanted to take a survey, and that happens so rarely that I froze 
up, and then he said my name like he knew me, and the weird thing is, I think I know who it 
was...but anyway, that's not important. The company monitors all the calls. My boss said she wanted 
to speak to me on Monday.” 

“Wait, who was it, though?” Monica asked. 

Avery grinned. “Well, that's the other thing: the thing I wanted to ask you, actually. How would 
you feel about going back to Chicory State Park with me?” 

“Really? It seemed like kind of a disaster last time.” 

“I know, but there's something I have to do, just to get it out of my system. I guess I should be 
up front—Ben and I are moving back home next week. I know it's sudden, but since I'm probably 
getting fired, it felt timely. But before we go, I just have to find out something. I'll explain later, but 
are you in?” 

“You're acting really weird, Ave, but if I can have a car ride with you to at least try to talk you 
out of the move, then I'm in.” 

It was all settled then. Avery had talked over the move with Ben before the phone call incident 
and agreed to go with him mostly because it was easier—she would be disappointing less people that 
way. But when the guy from the ice cream shop called (and she was almost certain it was him and 
that he recognized her voice too) she struggled to read the signs at first. On the one hand, Haiden 
had, against all odds, drifted back into her life after their first chance encounter, steering her towards 
a life in the small Florida town she had grown to love. But on the other hand, she would probably 
lose her job over it, giving her no reason to stay now that Ben was back in her life. It was confusing, 
and she had to make a slight compromise with fate, choosing Ben without a shadow of a doubt, but 
going to the park one last time to prove to herself that Haiden didn't feel anything for her, that they 
were, in the end, just strangers. 

Avery explained as much as she could to Monica later that weekend when they were driving. 

“Are you sure it's because of your attachment to Ben that you're doing this and not longing for 
this other guy?” Monica asked when she was finished. 

“Yes,” Avery said with a sigh, “I'm done searching. I'm done putting myself out there, and I 
think I need to be shattered by this guy, this stranger, to prove to myself that sometimes this is just 
how life works. There might be better things out there, but they don't belong to you.” 

“I don't know,” Monica said quietly, “Serena's the best thing that ever happened to me.” 



“Some people are lucky, I guess,” Avery said. 

They pulled into the park and started walking, Monica practically bouncing, eager to spot the 
mystery man. It was a sunny day with light streaming down through the trees almost intrusively. It 
reflected off the swamp water and made moving shadows that she mistook for Haiden. She felt 
overwhelmed with the idea that he could be anywhere, maybe even making out with the girl he was 
with in the ice cream shop, their bodies entwined on a dock overlooking glistening water. He 
probably knew all the best places in the park to make out with women. 

“Maybe this is a bad idea,” Avery said after they had been walking for no more than fifteen 
minutes. 

“No, no. You have to do this. Should we split up? You said he had a bandage around his head, 
so he shouldn't be hard to identify.” 

“Yeah, okay. But call me if you get tired and want to go back,” Avery said. 

Monica gave Avery a quick hug and a reassuring, “We'll find him!” before heading off towards 
the main trails. Avery started towards the interpretive center and park information office. Haiden 
had answered her telemarketing call, so maybe he was working at the desk. 

She went inside and the door swung closed with the sound of jingling bells. There were stands 
with pamphlets and maps lining the room and a tiny empty desk in the back that said, “Out for 
lunch” even though it had to be at least two-thirty p.m. She wondered if anyone was actually coming 
back but decided to sit down on the bench outside for a little while just in case. She felt like she was 
in the middle of a pause, a wavering breath between words—between this life and another one, the 
unknown of the future nestling in with her on that bench as the stale, wet air punctured her lungs. If 
she closed her eyes and remained silent enough, focusing on controlling every part of herself into 
stillness, she felt less alone, like she was in good company somehow. Avery never meditated; she 
wasn't religious or particularly disciplined in matters of the mind and spirit, but she knew she wasn't 
meant to be alone in this world. She just didn't always know what that meant. 

“Can I help you with something?” A voice asked brightly. 

Avery opened her eyes and straightened up. She recognized the girl right away from the ice 
cream shop. Seeing her that close, Avery noticed how young she was. That was probably more 
Haiden's type. As her mother constantly reminded her, Avery wasn't getting any younger. 

“I don't know,” Avery said. “You see, I'm on sort of a mission.” 

“Like a scavenger hunt?” she asked. 

“Not exactly.” 

She craned her neck a little. “Hey, I recognize you...oh I remember!” 

“Oh, no…I don't think so. I just have one of those faces—” 

“No, weren't you at that cozy little ice cream shop earlier this week?” 

“I should probably just go.” 

“No, you can't! I need to find Haiden...” 

Avery's face drained of color. What did this girl think? If she was anything like Ben, she would 
be burning with jealousy. She didn't want Haiden to be accused of anything, to be the reason a 
happy couple split up. 



“Oh, there,” the girl murmured before calling out, “Haiden! Haiden, come over here quick!” 

“I don't really know what you're...” Avery started but then Haiden was running towards them, 
and the girl was grinning. 

“Hey, I gotta’ be somewhere...why don't you take care of this visitor, Haiden?” she said to him 
before slinking away. 

For a second Avery couldn't speak—it wasn't that she couldn't find the words because she never 
had them to begin with. She had no plan, and the crisp stillness she had felt before overwhelmed 
her, freezing her in place. 

“This is really weird,” Haiden finally said. 

“I know what it looks like, but I can explain myself...” Avery stammered. 

“No, it's just weird that we keep meeting by accident like this. Was I right? Was that you on the 
phone?” 

“Guilty,” she said, “but this...this meeting wasn't entirely by accident. I just hadn't planned on...” 
Avery glanced around at the other park rangers and visitors starting to congregate around the area. 
“Is there somewhere else we could talk? I promise I won't take up too much of your time. You can 
say no.” 

Haiden nodded and then called out to another park ranger, “Hey, I'm going on break. Be back in 
a few, alright?” He got the thumbs up and ushered her away. 

“It's quieter in the campsite,” he said, grazing his hand against the small of her back. She tried to 
focus on Ben, oblivious to everything back in his hotel; she tried to trace their roots, recounting 
their history together, but nowhere could she identify a feeling that even rivaled what she felt when 
Haiden touched her back. 

 

* 

 

Lane's form flashes in and out like a fickle light bulb. Sometimes he's here; sometimes he's 
somewhere else. He is different ages, his soul reflecting different conditions of his heart—broken, 
repaired, broken, repaired. Sylvia suspects he is cycling through the past in reverse, catching up to 
her in the way the machine intends for him to go about this. Sylvia is almost certain that they were 
never alive now, that they are just projections cast out by the machine—they are a part of the 
process in some way, witnesses of the patterns. 

“It must need new ones,” Sylvia ponders. Of course only a machine with consciousness could 
create such diverse and creative patterns—like artwork, really. So it has selected Sylvia and Lane, the 
consciousness of two halves of the most perfect, most unique souls, to take over the task of creating 
more. Sylvia is flooded with the knowledge all at once, remembering the times she laid on her 
stomach inside the machine, face in her hands, idly kicking her feet, thinking she was watching the 
patterns churned out, not knowing that it was her own imagination creating them. That her 
imagination created Crimson and Emerald—or at least the blueprints of their beings, releasing them 
into the world. 

Lane appears in a flash, his face clearer, brighter than it has been before. His soul looks like an 
ocean, swirling and frothy. 



“Hello, Sylvia,” he says. “My Sylvia.” 

 



 

 

Chapter 13 
 

 

“And here we are.” 

“Here we are.”  

Haiden's head throbbed. He rubbed his temples, trying to process everything Avery had just told 
him. They had already far exceeded the fifteen minutes he was allotted for breaks, but he didn't care. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

“You know, normally I hate telemarketers,” he said, and Avery laughed. 

“What happened to your head, anyway?” she asked. 

He explained the incident with the bridge and Avery grew pale again. Not wanting to worry her, 
he said quickly, “It's just a concussion—nothing too serious.” 

“No,” she said, “I was there that day, with my friends. We heard the bridge caving in, and my 
cousin, Monica, wanted to help, but we left instead because it was raining. But we could have met 
then.” 

“I guess we weren't ready yet.” 

“Do you believe in fate?” Avery asked, almost sneering at the idea like it was a joke but at the 
same time not quite ready to deny it. She held herself with a strange confidence, a pride she didn’t 
seem quite ready to indulge. 

“Something like it, maybe,” he said. 

They were both silent. Haiden was sitting on his bed in the cabin with Avery huddled in a chair 
across from him. 

“So what do we do now?” she asked. 

“We go back to what we were doing, I guess,” Haiden said. Avery looked ready to protest, but 
Haiden put up a hand. “No, let me finish. You came here to move on, right? You were all ready to 
go back with Ben, so that's what you should do. Even if you leave him, it shouldn't be because of a 
rash decision to be with someone else. And I...well, I feel the same way about you, and I already told 
you I wasn't with Kara, but I'm not ready to be with anyone. I don't want to screw this up. We don't 
even know each other, Avery.” 

She was quiet for a minute before reaching a tentative hand out to hold his. “Okay,” she said. 
“I'll wait.” 

“That's not what I mean...you don't have to do that.” 

“I don't think I have any other choice. I know it sounds crazy, and I respect your decision to not 
rush into anything, but this is the first thing that has felt right to me in a long time,” she said. 

It was almost evening. The sun was at the right angle with his window to illuminate swirling 
motes of dust that floated around Avery's hair and shoulders. She looked unreal, like he had willed 



her into being there after all the nights spent thinking about her. Her presence made him feel calm 
in a way he felt like he didn’t deserve to feel—not yet. She stood up suddenly, dismantling the 
illusion, the floorboards creaking under her feet. “I guess I should go, let you get back to work,” she 
said. 

He wanted to tell her she could stay. He wanted to take her around the park, show her the 
alligators and magnolia trees, and then take her back to his cabin at night, for their bodies to be 
crammed against each other under the sheets of his twin-sized bed and to sleep peacefully next to 
her without his head throbbing, without the anxiety of his past bubbling into his dreams, and then to 
wake up next to her after sleeping in late and knowing that he was lighter. That life would be a little 
less terrifying with her by his side. 

There, in front of him, was a woman who didn’t need saved—a woman who had figured out life 
on her own, and he suspected she would be just as happy without him, without anyone, which made 
it hard for him to understand why she wanted him. But he could come around to the idea if he gave 
it time to settle; he knew that much. 

Haiden had never been an idealist, but everything within his reach for the first time, and he was 
trying to do the noble thing in letting it go, letting her go.  

“You know where to find me,” he said, “just in case. I don't expect anything from you, though.” 

She closed the space between them without hesitating, his hand still firmly in hers, and kissed 
him hard and quick. She pulled away and said, “I know what I'm doing,” her mouth curling into a 
confident smile. 

And then she was gone. 

 



Chapter 14 
 

 

Lane peers into the glass for the first time, gazing at what Sylvia has created. By now, she has seen 
these parts over and over, and even though Crimson and Emerald cling to their respective tunnels of 
life by the threads, she knows the next part is easy—all they have to do is jump; the safety nets have 
already been strung. She isn't surprised that Crimson knows this first—it isn't the first rash decision 
she has made, after all—but if anyone can convince Emerald, it's her. 

“See? It all worked out,” Sylvia says with some pride. 

“I never doubted you,” Lane says. As he explained to her when his projection arrived fully, it 
takes a lot of power for the machine to project them correctly—sometimes things don't line up just 
right, which is why Lane and Sylvia had trouble seeing each other at first. With time fluctuating and 
turning on them like it does in the factory, the pattern engraved in Crimson and Emerald's soul 
hadn't been successfully rendered until Lane's projection arrived. It only seemed like a very long time 
to Sylvia who watched their lives proceed chronologically, hypothetically, really—but now that Lane 
and Sylvia are together, Crimson and Emerald's fates are sealed.  

“It's a tedious matter,” Lane had told her, “when souls are split in such intricate ways.” 

But now Lane is here, and the hard part is done, and Crimson and Emerald have the whole rest 
of their lives to figure things out for themselves. 

“It's just like what we went through,” Sylvia says, “our human forms, that is. Where will we go 
now?” 

“Back in the machine,” Lane says quietly. “Maybe it'll need us again someday.” 

Sylvia holds Lane in her arms, and it's like the first time when their human forms held each other 
this closely. He feels solid in her arms now, but she knows it must be some sort of illusion. She 
looks down and sees Lane's aquamarine soul, but now she can see her own too for the first time, a 
sandy yellow—the beach to his ocean. “Look,” she says softly, and Lane seems equally mystified, 
seeing his own soul for the first time too. 

“This is it, my love,” he says. 

Their souls interlock, the patterns clicking together like gears until the lines melt away altogether 
and they are one, a mix of aquamarine and sand swirling together until they are indistinguishable. 
They are whole. 

Sylvia tastes the tangy sweetness of becoming. It is both new and familiar, ripe and 
decomposing. And she knows instantly that she is part of everything now. 

Their soul burns one last time, a blinding light, before the machine takes them back. 

 

* 

 

Avery settled with writing to Haiden at first when he failed to answer his phone consistently. She 
wrote to him for weeks, months, giving him the space he needed to get better and then to figure 



things out before deciding anything. She let Ben go home without her—he lingered for another 
week before he ran out of funds and the hotel kicked him out. Her mother understood in the end, 
or at least she told her she would forgive her, and that was enough to make Avery feel relieved that 
she would remain in Florida, living out her sunny vacation in a house full of starving artists. It was 
difficult and it tested her confidence to the core, but she found a better job in the end. 

Haiden recovered slowly, but given the freedom to drive again, he started taking trips to the ice 
cream shop where they met, not expecting to see her there, not even seeking her out. He just wanted 
the reminder that she existed, a place to read her letters and feel close to her. He wasn't ready to be 
with her, not at first, but when he was, he sent it in a letter. 

His message was brief: “I'm in if you're still in.” 

When they met again, the weather was milder, less temperamental. They sat on Monica's back 
porch drinking wine after everyone else had gone inside and talked about things that felt so trivial 
and superfluous that they couldn't be real—the names of their future dogs, where they would go on 
vacation together, who would do the grocery shopping. It was like coming out of surgery and 
receiving good news. They talked about Haiden's job, and Avery laughed at him for living in a tiny 
rustic cabin for so long, imagining him wrestling with alligators and cooking meals over fires—”a 
real wild man!” she remarked. So he dared her to sleep outside—”just for one night...”—and she 
dug around in Monica's garage until she found an old tent. 

“We both will,” she said, grinning. 

“Tonight?” 

“Well, there's no room for both of us on the sofa bed.” 

She rolled out a foam mat and arranged a pile of sheets and blankets on the ground, and they 
didn't waste any time. They picked it up like a dance they had always known but had never had the 
music for—it was easy and thrilling with nothing held back, no resignation or anxiety about moving 
too quickly. They were all in.  

The campfire flickered recklessly outside, and they listened to it crackle from inside the tent after 
they finished, stuck in a temporary stupor.  

“This is just the beginning,” Avery said, rolling over to kiss him as she dragged a finger back and 
forth across his chest. 

In the morning, they would eat breakfast in their underwear. The next day, they would start 
looking for apartments. In a few months, they would crawl around on the carpet looking for an 
earring Avery lost. And weeks after that, Haiden would surprise her with a visit to the pet adoption 
agency. They would take it slow in getting married, with no one to prove anything to except each 
other. Haiden's parents would love Avery; Avery's mom would call Haiden once a week to talk 
about specials she had seen on Animal Planet. They would go back and forth about having children 
until it was too late for Avery to get pregnant—and then they would adopt.  

They would fall in love every morning they woke up together, and inside their souls would be 
flickering brilliant Crimson and Emerald, and they would never see these colors inside, but they 
would know that even through the rough patches, the loss, and the stress that come with life, that 
this was the best it could ever get. 

 



 

 

Afterward 
 

 

For some finding love can be one of the easiest things in the world for some. And for the rest it can 
complex and sometimes seem even seem impossible. If you are lucky enough to have found your 
soul mate, hold on tight appreciate your partner and make this short life a blessing for your mate. If 
you have yet to find your soul mate, don’t give up on the idea. Somewhere out here there is 
someone just for you waiting on someone just like you. 

 

Thank you, for showing interest and giving this book a chance. 

 


