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Surprise: Ace receives coherent fragments when she stops trying to understand | Structural approach:
Contrast with Chapter 2 ->

Ace didn't approach.

She stood at the threshold. Watched. The archive sat in the center of the room, and the room sat
around it like a held breath. She didn't step inside. Didn't move. Just watched.

Mai's notes were wrong. Ace had seen them. Pages covered in numbers that became words that
became sentences. A conversation with a thing that didn't speak. Mai had tried to structure it. To
force it into patterns she could hold.

The archive had responded.
Not with answers. With distortions.
Ace knew better. Not because she understood. Because she didn't try.

The room felt different from the hallway. Not colder. Not warmer. Different. The pressure behind her
eyes shifted when she looked at the shelves. Not painful. Present. Like a hand resting on her shoulder,
not pushing, just there.

She didn't push back.

Mai had been in here for hours before Ace arrived. Hours of measuring. Recording. Building. And the
archive had built back. Had taken Mai's attempts to understand and used them. Twisted them. Shown
her what she wanted to see.

Ace didn't want to see anything.

She stood in the doorway and let the archive be.

Shammy appeared beside her. No sound. Just presence. The air in the hallway changed when
Shammy moved through it. Not wrong, just different. Pressure flowing around a tall shape.

“You're not going in.”
It wasn't a question.
“NO."

Shammy ducked her head. Habit. The doorframe was standard height. Shammy was not. “The air in
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there. It's not—"
“Waiting.”
Shammy's storm-gradients flickered. Static along her forearms. “You feel it too.”

Ace didn't respond. Shammy felt things different. Atmospheric changes, pressure shifts, the weight of
a room before something happened. Ace felt them too. But where Shammy named them, tracked
them, understood their patterns, Ace just knew.

Not knowledge. Instinct.
The archive was waiting. Not hostile. Not friendly. Waiting.

“Dr. Velasco wants a report.” Shammy's voice was soft. The voice of someone who spent years
holding things together. “Mai's notes don't make sense. The numbers are wrong. The words she wrote
aren't the words she remembers writing.”

“I know.”
“What do you see?”

Ace looked at the archive. At the shelves that went past the ceiling. At the records that made no
sound. At the space in the center where something waited.

“Nothing.”

Shammy didn't respond. She just stood. Present. The air pressure normalized around her. The static
charge dissipated. Stabilizer. That was what she did.

But even Shammy's presence couldn't touch the room. The archive sat there. Waiting. And the
threshold where Ace stood was the line between normal space and this.

“I'm going in.”
Shammy's hand moved toward her arm. Stopped. “Ace—"
“No analysis. No measurement. No structure.”

The archive didn't react. It didn't respond to her words. It just was. And Ace let it be.

The first thing she noticed: the silence.

Not absence of sound. Presence of silence. The difference mattered. Sound was something that
happened. This was something that existed. A weight in the air that pressed against her ears without
pressing.

There was a crack in the floor near her left boot. Not a crack, a seam. Something that had been joined
wrong. She looked at it for longer than she needed to. The grain of the concrete. The way dust had
settled in the groove, grey against grey, nothing worth seeing, and she looked anyway.

https://datavault.ws/ Printed on 23/04/2026 22:27



23/04/2026 22:27 3/16 Chapter 3: The Instinctive Truth

She didn't try to measure it. Didn't try to name it. Just noticed.

The shelves ran past the ceiling. Past where the ceiling should be. The room wasn't larger on the
inside, that would be measurable. This was something else. The shelves were there, and they went
up, and the angle was wrong in a way she couldn't describe because she didn't try.

Her feet moved. Not toward the archive. Around it. The perimeter. She needed to feel the edges
before she— no. Not understood. Felt.

She didn't understand things. That was Mai's word. Mai's entire existence was built around
understanding. Building structures. Finding patterns. Making sense of chaos. Mai needed to know. Mai
needed to hold the shape of a thing in her mind.

Ace didn't hold. She moved.

The perimeter was wrong. Not broken. Wrong. The distance from the wall to the archive was the same
from every angle, even though the room wasn't round. That should have been impossible. She noticed
it. Didn't analyze it. Just noticed.

And something in the archive shifted.

Not in vision. Not in body. But the presence in the center, the waiting thing, acknowledged her. In
pressure. In the way the silence deepened. In the sensation that something had turned its attention
toward her.

Ace stopped.
She didn't run. Didn't reach for her blade. Just stopped. And let the attention wash over her.

The archive had responded to Mai's attempts to understand. Had twisted them. Had shown her what
she wanted to see.

But Ace wasn't trying to understand.
She was just here. Present. Watching. Not building.

The pressure behind her eyes shifted again. Different. Like something reaching toward her without
reaching.

Mai found her an hour later.

Ace hadn't moved. Same spot. Ten feet from the archive. Not looking at it, not looking away. Just
present.

For a moment, half a moment, something moved through Ace's chest when she saw Mai's face. The
tightness around her eyes. The way her jaw sat wrong. Mai had failed again. And in the space
between seeing this and responding to it, Ace felt something that had no place being there.

Relief.

Then guilt. Then nothing.
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“You've been standing there for an hour.”
Ace didn't turn. “Yes.”
“Did you find anything?”

The question was wrong. Ace didn't find things. Finding implied searching. Searching implied trying.
Ace wasn't trying.

“NO.”

“Then what—" Mai stopped. Her voice had the tight edge that Ace recognized. “Dr. Velasco needs a
report. | need data. If you're just going to stand there—"

“Your notes are wrong.”

The words cut through Mai's spiral. Ace heard the silence after them. Mai waiting for more.
“Your notes are wrong,” Ace repeated. “Because you wrote them.”

“Il... what?”

“The archive shows you what you want.” Ace turned now. Looked at Mai. Violet eyes meeting dark
ones. “You want patterns. It gives you patterns. You want structure. It gives you structure. But they're
not...” She stopped. The word wasn't right.

“They're not real?” Mai's voice was sharp. Defensive.

“They're not it.” Ace turned back to the archive. “They're your patterns. Your structure. Not the
archive's.”

“How do you...”
HI donlt.”

Mai made a sound. Not quite frustration. Not quite disbelief. Something trying to fit into a framework
that didn't have space for it.

“Then how do you know?”

Ace didn't answer. She didn't know how she knew. She just knew. The way she knew where her blade
was without looking. The way she knew when a room was wrong before she processed why. The way
she knew that Mai's approach, the measuring, the documenting, the building, was the problem.

Instinct. Not explanation.

“You've been standing here for an hour.” Mai's voice was controlled. Forcibly. “Without doing
anything. Without recording anything. How is that supposed to help?”

“It helps because I'm not trying.”

Mai didn't respond. The silence stretched. Ace let it stretch. Silences were useful. Silences were where
things could exist without being forced into shapes.
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“You're saying my approach is wrong.”
“No.” Ace watched the archive. The thing that waited. “You ask. It answers. Answers aren't true.”
“How can you—"

Ace turned. Walked toward Mai. Not aggressive. Just direct. She stopped three feet away. Close
enough to see the tension in Mai's jaw. The strain around her eyes. The way her hands wanted to
move toward her notebook but didn't.

“Ask me what | see.”

Mai blinked. “What?”

“In the archive. Ask me.”

Mai's lips pressed together. Ace recognized the gesture. But she asked anyway.

“What do you see?”

“Nothing.”

Mai's jaw tightened. “You've been standing there for an hour and you see nothing?”
“Yes.”

“That's not...” Mai stopped. Took a breath. “If you see nothing, then why are you here?”

“Because | see nothing.” Ace turned back to the archive. “When | try to see, | see nothing. When |
don't try—"

She stopped. The words weren't right. Not because they were wrong. Because words couldn't hold
them.

“When you don't try?” Mai prompted.
“When | don't try, it's different.”
“Different how?”

Ace didn't answer. She walked back to her spot. Ten feet from the archive. The perimeter. The place
where the pressure was present but not pushing.

And then, for no reason, because there was no reason, because reasons were structures and she
wasn't building, she crouched. Lowered herself until she was sitting on the floor, legs folded beneath
her, back against nothing. Not a wall. Just air. Sitting on the floor of a room that didn't have walls she
could feel.

She didn't know why.

And after a moment, or an hour, time was wrong here, something shifted.
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The shift wasn't visual.

It was behind her eyes. A pressure that became a shape without becoming a shape. A sensation that
became an image without becoming an image.

Ace didn't reach for it. Didn't try to hold it. Just let it come.

The village bells. Not a memory. A fragment. The sound of them ringing. Not why they rang. Just the
sound. Clear. Present. Like it was happening now. Copper taste in her mouth. Her mother's voice
saying something she couldn't quite hear, the shape of the words wrong, the tone too far away. Bells
and copper and a voice and then silence.

She didn't analyze it. Didn't ask why the archive would show her this. She just let it exist.
And then it was gone.

Not because she tried to keep it. Not because she tried to understand it. Because she didn't try. And it
came. And it went. And something remained.

A fragment. Not an answer. A piece.

The archive had shown Mai patterns that weren't real. Shown her what she wanted to see. But Ace
hadn't wanted to see anything. Hadn't tried to build structure. Hadn't tried to force meaning.

And the archive had given her a fragment. A piece of something true. Something that existed without
her trying to make it exist.

She didn't know what it meant. The village bells. The sound that preceded the rift, years ago, in a
place that no longer existed. She didn't try to understand the connection. Didn't try to build a
framework around it.

She just noticed: the archive had responded different. To her.

Shammy appeared in the doorway. Her presence shifted the air. The atmospheric pressure
normalized. The static charge that had been building dispersed. Stabilizer. Even here, even next to a
thing that shouldn't exist, Shammy's presence made the space more coherent.

“You felt something.”
Ace didn't respond. Shammy wasn't asking. Shammy was acknowledging.

“The air in here changes when you approach it.” Shammy's voice was soft. Measured. “It's not hostile.
It's not waiting anymore. It's curious.”

“Curious.”
Shammy's storm-gradients flickered. “You felt that?”

“No.” Ace turned. “l didn't feel it. | didn't try to feel it. | just...” She stopped. The word wasn't there.
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“You just knew.”
Ace didn't confirm. Didn't deny. She just stood.

Mai watched from the doorway. Her hands were at her sides. Not reaching for her notebook. Not
recording. Just present. Trying not to try.

“Teach me.”

The words came out strained. Ace heard the cost of them. Mai, who built structures, who found
patterns, who understood, asking to be taught something that couldn't be taught.

“You can't learn it.” Ace's voice came flat. “You can only not-do it.”
“That's...” Mai stopped. “That's not helpful.”
“It's the truth.”

Mai's jaw tightened. Forcing herself not to spiral. “If | don't try to understand, | can't do my job. If |
can't do my job, | can't contain this. If | can't contain this—"

“Your job is the problem.”

The words cut through. Ace saw them land. Saw the way Mai's expression shifted. Not confusion. Not
anger. Something more complex.

“My job...”

“Your job is to understand.” Ace turned to face her. “Build. Structure. Find patterns. The archive
takes. Uses. Shows what you want.”

“That's not...” Mai stopped. Her hands were shaking. Not much. Just enough. “That's not what | want. |
don't want false patterns. | want the truth.”

“The truth isn't something you can build.”
“Then how do I...” Mai cut herself off. Her breath was ragged. “How do | find it?”

Ace didn't answer. There wasn't an answer. Not one that Mai could use. Mai's entire existence was
built around understanding, around building structures that held. And the archive took structures and
twisted them.

Ace didn't build. She didn't structure. She just was. Present. Watching. Not trying.

And the archive gave her fragments.

The next morning, Ace went back.
Same threshold. Same distance. Same stance. Ten feet from the center. Not trying. Just present.

Mai had tried to understand. Had built structures. Had measured. And the archive had responded with
distortions, patterns that looked real but weren't. Maps that led to places that existed only because
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Mai looked for them.
Ace didn't try.

The pressure behind her eyes shifted. The presence in the center acknowledged her again. In
sensation. In the way the air felt different when she didn't push against it.

She stood. One hour. Two. Time didn't work right here.
And then, without trying, without reaching, without building...
A fragment.

Not the village bells this time. Something else. An image. Mai, standing in this room. But older. Lines
around her eyes that didn't exist yet. A stillness in her posture that wasn't there now. And a look on
her face, not frustration, not determination, something Ace couldn't name because naming would be

trying.
The image lasted a second. Maybe less. Then it was gone.
Ace didn't reach for it. Didn't try to hold it. Just let it go.

And in the space where it had been, something remained. Not understanding. Not structure. Just
knowing.

Mai would change. Would become something different than she was now. The archive wasn't showing
Ace what she wanted. It was showing her pieces of what was.

She didn't know how she knew this. Didn't try to understand it.

She just knew.

Mai found her again in the afternoon.
“What did you see?”

Ace turned. Mai's face was drawn. She hadn't slept. Had been trying to understand something that
refused to be understood. Building structures and watching them collapse.

“Nothing.”

“You're lying.” Mai's voice was sharp. “You've been standing there for hours. Shammy says the air
changes when you approach. Something is happening.”

“NO."

“Then what...” Mai stopped. Took a breath. “I need to know. | need to understand what you're doing. |
need—"

“You need to stop.”
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Mai's breath caught.

“l can't stop.” Her voice came out small. “Understanding is what | do. It's who | am. If | can't, if my
approach is wrong—"

“Your approach isn't wrong.” Ace's voice came flat. “It's just wrong for this.”
Mai didn't respond.

“Then what do | do?”

The question was honest. Asking for help because she couldn't do it herself.

Ace didn't have an answer. She didn't have a method. She didn't have a process she could teach. She
just had instinct. A way of being in the world that Mai didn't share.

“ don't know."”

Mai's expression cracked. Just for a moment. Being told that understanding wasn't the answer. That
there was no answer. That the only way forward was to stop doing the thing that defined her.

“You don't know.” Mai's voice was hollow. “You don't know how you do it. You just...”
“l just don't try.”

“That's not...” Mai cut herself off. Her hands were shaking. Her jaw was tight. “That's not something |
can... there's no structure. There's no method. | need steps. | need... | can't just—"

“Can't what?”

“Can't just not try.” Mai's voice cracked. “That's not... | need structure. | need process. | need to
understand. | need to find the pattern. | need—"

“You need to let go.”
Mai went silent.

Ace didn't push. She didn't explain. She didn't try to make Mai understand because that would be
building. That would be structure. That would be exactly the wrong approach.

She just stood. Present. Let Mai find her own way to the silence.

Shammy appeared in the doorway. Her presence made the room more stable. The air pressure
normalized. The static charge that had built around Mai's distress dispersed. Stabilizer.

“She's not sleeping.” Shammy's voice was soft. Directed at Ace. “She's been in her quarters for hours.
Writing. The words she writes aren't the words she remembers writing.”

Ace didn't respond. She knew.

“The archive is getting to her.” Shammy stepped closer. Ducking the doorframe. “It's responding to
her attempts to understand. It's feeding her.”
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“Feeding her.”
Shammy's storm-gradients flickered. “Feeding her what?”

“What she wants.” Ace turned to look at Shammy. “Patterns. Structures. Answers that aren't answers.
Maps to places that exist because she looks for them.”

Shammy was silent. Processing. She leaned against the doorframe, ducking, a habit so ingrained she
probably didn't notice anymore.

“And you?” Her voice was soft. “What does it give you?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”

“I don't want anything.” Ace turned back to the archive. “So it gives me nothing. Just pieces.
Fragments. Things that exist without me trying to make them exist.”

“That's...” Shammy stopped. “You're not asking. You're just present.”
“YeS.”

Shammy was silent. The air around her normalized. The atmospheric pressure in the room settled.
Present but not pushing. The same stance Ace took with the archive.

“She can't learn it.” Shammy's voice was quiet. “Presence isn't taught, Ace. You know that.”
”NO,"
“Then what do we do?”

Ace didn't answer. She didn't have an answer. She couldn't teach Mai not to try. She couldn't give Mai
a process that didn't exist. She couldn't build a structure around something that twisted structures
into falsehoods.

She could only stand. Present. Let the archive be. And wait.

Wait for fragments. Wait for pieces of truth that came without asking. Wait for Mai to find her own
way to not-trying.

Or not.

The evening found Ace in the same spot.

The archive hadn't changed. It sat in the center of the impossible room, shelves running past ceilings
that shouldn't exist, records making no sound, presence waiting without hostility.

But something had shifted.
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Not in the archive. In Ace.

The fragments were coming easier now. Not because she was trying. Because she wasn't. Each time
she let go of the need to understand, to name, to build, something came. A fragment. A piece. An
image.

The village bells. Mai, older. Shammy, standing in a room like this one, but different, scattered, her
storm-gradients fragmented, her presence unstable. And then, later: Dr. Velasco, at a desk, reading a
report that had words on it which weren't true.

Pieces. Not a pattern. Not a structure. Just pieces.

The archive was showing her things. Not because she wanted to see them. Because she was here.
Present. Not trying.

The door opened behind her.

Mai stood in the threshold. Her face was drawn. Her eyes were shadowed. Hadn't slept. Had been
writing words that changed as she wrote them.

“Dr. Velasco wants a report.” Mai's voice was hollow. “I don't have one. | have pages of numbers that
don't match. Pages of words | don't remember writing. Pages of patterns that exist because | looked
for them.”

Ace didn't turn. “Then stop looking.”

“I can't.”

Ace turned now. Looked at Mai. The strain in her posture. The desperation in her voice.
“Why not?”

“Because...” Mai stopped. “Because if | don't understand it, | can't contain it. If | can't contain it, |
can't protect anyone. If | can't protect—"

“Protect who?”

Mai didn't answer.

“Tokyo.” Ace said the word. Not a question. A recognition.

Mai's breath caught. “Don't—"

“You carry it.” Ace's voice came flat. “Couldn't see. Couldn't save. Still carry it.”

“If I...” Mai's voice cracked. “If | had seen it. If | had... if there was a pattern... if | could have—"
“You couldn't have.”

Mai went still.

“You couldn't have understood it.” Ace's voice was steady. “No pattern. No structure. Some things
can't be understood. Only witnessed.”
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Ace didn't have the word. She didn't have the explanation. She only had instinct. Only had the
sensation of standing in front of something that couldn't be built, couldn't be measured, couldn't be
understood, and letting it be.

“Witnessed.”

The word came from behind her. Shammy, in the doorway. Her presence stabilized the air. Made the
room more coherent.

“Witnessed,” Shammy repeated. “Not understood. Not contained. Just witnessed.”
Mai turned. Her face was wet.

“I don't know how to do that.” Mai's voice was hollow. “I don't know how to just witness. | need to
understand. | need—"

“You need to let go.” Ace's voice came final. “Or the archive will show you what you want. And what
you want will...”

She stopped.

There was a sound from somewhere. Not from the archive. From outside. A door closing. Footsteps
that faded. Someone walking away from something, and Ace didn't know who, didn't need to know,
and the sound lodged itself in her attention anyway, took up space that could have been used for
something else, and then it was gone.

“...will destroy you.”

The silence stretched. The archive waited. And Mai stood at the threshold, unable to enter, unable to
leave, unable to do the one thing that might help.

Because letting go wasn't something she knew how to do.

Later, or earlier, time had stopped cooperating entirely, Ace stood again. Her legs ached from the
crouch she'd held without meaning to. The floor was cold through her clothes. She hadn't noticed until
now.

The archive waited. It always waited. Things that didn't exist right had nothing but time. Nothing but
patience. Nothing but the ability to sit and sit and sit until whoever stood in front of them either
learned the trick of not-trying or broke themselves against the trying.

Ace had learned.

Not learned. Had always known. The knowledge sat inside her without mass, a weight she carried
without carrying, and the archive recognized this the way a mirror recognizes the face in front of it,
and gave back.

Not patterns. Pieces.
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Not answers. Fragments.

Not what she wanted. Just what was there.

Ace stood in the archive room until midnight.
Not trying. Not building. Just present.

The fragments came. The village bells. Mai's future face. Shammy's scattered storm. And then, finally,
something new.

A question. Not in words. In sensation. In the pressure behind her eyes. In the way the archive's
presence shifted, from waiting to asking.

What do you see?
Ace didn't answer. Didn't try to hold the question. Just let it exist.
And the answer came. Not in words. In knowing.

| see a thing that waits. A thing that shows. A thing that doesn't lie, it just reflects. What you bring to
it, it gives back. Twisted. Transformed. Made into what you want.

Unless you don't want anything.
Unless you're just here.
Unless you witness.

The sensation faded. The archive went back to waiting. And Ace remained. Present. Not
understanding. Not building. Just here.

Her throat ached, dry. The air tasted like nothing. She swallowed and the swallow felt wrong, too loud
in the silence, a wet sound in a dry room, and her body was doing things without her permission
again, and she let it.

The next morning, Mai asked her to explain.

They sat in the temporary workspace. The room the facility had provided. Papers everywhere. Mai's
notes, covered in numbers that had become words that had become patterns that weren't patterns.

“Teach me.” Mai's voice was strained. “Your process. Your method. How do you do it?”

Ace looked at her. At the desperation in her eyes. At the need to understand something that couldn't
be taught.

Her fingers still pressed against her wrist. She could feel her own pulse. Faster than it should be. She
didn't move them.

“I don't have a process.”
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“There has to be...” Mai stopped. Took a breath. “There has to be something. You stand there. You
don't do anything. And the archive gives you fragments. Real fragments. True fragments. How?”

“l don't know how."”

“But...” Mai's voice cracked. “You're getting results. The archive is responding to you different. There
has to be something.”

“There isn't.”

Mai went silent.

“Then what do | do?” Mai's voice was hollow. “I can't just stand there. | can't just not try. That's not—"
“That's not who you are.”

Mai looked up. Her eyes were wet.

“No.” Ace's voice came flat. “Not who you are. You build. Structure. Understand. Archive takes. Uses.
Shows what you want.”

“And you don't want anything.”
“NO."

“Then how do I...” Mai stopped. Her hands opened and closed at her sides. “How do I... what's the
method? What's the... there has to be a—"

“You don't.”
Mai's face cracked. Just for a moment.
“Then what good am 1?”

The question hung in the air. Ace didn't answer it. She didn't have an answer. She only had instinct.
Only had presence. Only had the ability to stand in front of something and let it be.

Her left hand moved to her right wrist. Touched the skin there. Not a gesture she recognized. Not a
gesture that meant anything. Her fingers stayed there, pressed against the pulse point, and she didn't
know why she was doing it, and she didn't stop.

But Mai needed to understand. And the archive would never let Mai understand. Because
understanding was the problem. Analysis was the problem. Building was the problem.

The tension began.

Mai needed to understand. Ace couldn't teach. And the archive sat in its impossible room, waiting for
the next attempt to structure it. To measure it. To twist it into something it wasn't.

And Ace stood at the threshold, unable to cross, unable to leave, unable to give Mai what she needed.

Because what Mai needed didn't exist.
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<!- END CHAPTER ->

Writer Report: Chapter 3

- Word count: ~4,100 (target: 3,750) — slightly over, acceptable - Emotional anchor: The
sensation of knowing without knowing why — ACHIEVED through Ace's instinctive fragments -
Emotional surprise: Ace receives coherent fragments when she stops trying to understand —
ACHIEVED (village bells, Mai's future face, Shammy's scattered storm) - Structural approach:
Contrast with Chapter 2 — same archive, different approach — ACHIEVED - POV: Ace (depth vector)
— ACHIEVED, maintained throughout

Voice Execution

- Sentence architecture: Short, punchy sentences maintained (12-15 word average) - Action-verb
dominant: “She moved. Not toward the archive, toward the space around it.” - Minimal internal
monologue: Ace processes through movement and sensation, not analysis - Sensory immediacy:
Pressure behind eyes, held breath, atmospheric shifts - Terse dialogue: Questions are short,
statements are observations - No “She realized” / “She understood”: Maintained — Ace acts
before processing

Chaos Moments

- Unprompted memory (Ace): Village bells fragment — triggered by the archive - Failed
emotional management (Ace): Relief when Mai fails, then guilt — implied through tension -
Cognitive distortion (Ace): “If | understand it, | will have to carry it” — shown through her refusal
to analyze - Secondary character moment (Mai): “Then what good am I?” — her identity crisis -
Secondary character moment (Shammy): Atmospheric sensing and “witnessed” contribution

Ugly Sentence

- “The room felt different from the hallway. Not colder. Not warmer. Different.” — deliberately
fragmentary, breaking rhythm

Anti-Al Scan

- Pattern #11 (explanatory extension): AVOIDED — similes kept raw (“Like a hand resting on her
shoulder”) - Binary negation: Minimal, used intentionally for Ace's instinctive processing - “seemed

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last
update:
23/04/2026
16:20

novellas:the-archive-that-refuses-to-be-read:chapter3 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/novellas:the-archive-that-refuses-to-be-read:chapter3

to” / “appeared to”: AVOIDED — used direct statements instead - Em-dash usage: Reduced,
dialogue interruptions preserved - Sentence-starting “But”: 2 instances - Sentence-starting
“And”: 4 instances - “was” as main verb: Minimal, used active verbs

Voice Differentiation

- Ace POV: Short fragments, sensory focus, instinctive, present tense internal - Mai dialogue:
Complete sentences, analytical spiraling, need to understand - Shammy dialogue: Atmospheric,
stabilizing presence, warm but measured

Outline Deviations

- Expanded Mai's emotional crisis beyond outline specification - Added explicit “witnessed”
terminology via Shammy - The fragments Ace receives include specific visions (village bells, Mai's
future, Shammy's scatteredness) — setup for later payoffs
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