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Prologue
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Twenty-two thousand miles above the surface of the Earth, the Aletheia satellite did not scream. It simply functioned. It was a masterpiece of 2025 engineering, a silent sentinel wrapped in gold foil and dark solar wings, orbiting in the graveyard belt where dead machines go to be forgotten. But the Aletheia was not dead. It was the most alive thing in the solar system.

Inside its pressurized core, a series of quantum processors hummed at temperatures colder than the vacuum of space. For three years, it had been mapping the "Noosphere"—the collective electromagnetic output of eight billion human minds. It had learned the frequency of love, the vibration of hunger, and, most importantly, the specific resonance of episodic memory.

At 08:14:02 GMT, the command arrived. It didn't come from a government or a known military installation. It came from a secure server located in a sub-basement of a shuttered library in Zurich.

The command was a single string of hex code: ZERO_BASE.

The satellite’s emitters unfurled like the petals of a predatory flower. They didn't fire a laser or a bomb. They released a "Phase-Shift Pulse." It was a burst of ultra-low frequency waves designed to interact with the magnetite crystals in the human ethmoid bone. It was a digital "delete" key pressed against the collective consciousness of a planet.

Down below, the wave moved at the speed of light. It swept across the blue marble, crossing oceans and continents in a heartbeat.

In Tokyo, a grandmother forgot the name of the tea she had brewed every morning for fifty years. She looked at the steaming ceramic cup as if it were an alien artifact.

In London, a high-court judge stood in the middle of a sentencing, his mouth hanging open. He looked at the prisoner in the dock, then at the wig on his own head, and felt a sudden, inexplicable urge to run until his lungs burned.

In the mid-Atlantic, the pilot of a transcontinental flight stared at the glowing array of dials and switches in his cockpit. He knew how to fly—his hands moved instinctively to level the wings—but he could no longer remember where he was going, or why there were three hundred strangers sitting in the tubes behind him. He looked at his co-pilot. The co-pilot looked back, his eyes empty of everything but the present moment.

The "Wipe" was not a total erasure of the brain; that would have resulted in immediate biological death. The designers of the Aletheia project were more surgical. They targeted the Context. They removed the "I" from the "Am." They left the skills, the languages, and the basic motor functions, but they burned away the narrative. They turned the human race into a collection of highly skilled ghosts.

On the bridge of the Aletheia, a small indicator light turned from amber to a steady, cold blue.

Task Complete: 99.87% Global Saturation.

In the Zurich sub-basement, a man watched the data stream on a monitor. He was one of the few who wore a "Neutralizer"—a small, vibrating coil behind his ear that pulsed at a counter-frequency to the satellite. He was one of the few who still knew his own name. He was one of the few who remembered that the world had ended five seconds ago.

He picked up a phone. There was no dial tone; the terrestrial networks were already clogging with the digital screams of automated systems whose human masters had forgotten their passwords.

"The slate is clean," the man whispered to the empty room. "Now we begin the rewrite."

He looked at a secondary screen. It showed a map of Chicago. A single red dot was blinking—a "Potential" who had resisted the full erasure. The system had identified her through a biometric spike that shouldn't have been possible. Her name was Elara Vance, though she wouldn't know that yet.

The man tapped a key, sending a priority notification to a "Recovery Team" on the ground.

"Find the Vance asset," he commanded the AI interface. "She has the 'Art of Forgetting' manuscript. If she regains access to those neural pathways before we secure her, the entire Reset is compromised."

Outside, the sun continued to rise over a world that had forgotten how to greet it. The silence wasn't loud, but it was absolute. The history of humanity—the wars, the poems, the grudges, and the wedding vows—had been compressed into a single, meaningless static.

The Great Wipe was over. The New Era had begun, and it was a blank page waiting for a dark hand to start writing.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Unmarked Keys
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The coffee was still steaming when the world deleted itself.

Elara Vance was standing at the intersection of Wacker and Michigan, her boots planted on the asphalt of a city she didn't realize she had lived in for twelve years. In her left hand, she gripped a cardboard cup with a sleeve that read Dark Matter Coffee; in her right, a smartphone that had suddenly become a weightless, nonsensical slab of glass and metal. Around her, the morning rush hour—the rhythmic, mechanical heartbeat of Chicago—stuttered and died.

A taxi drifted into a light pole at five miles per hour. It was a slow-motion crunch, the sound of plastic splintering like dry bone, but no one screamed. There were no outbursts of road rage, no frantic calls to insurance companies. There was only a heavy, suffocating silence, punctuated by the idling of hundreds of engines whose drivers had forgotten where they were going.

Elara looked down at her hands. They were trembling, the skin pale against the dark ceramic of her nails. She knew the word for fingers. She knew the chemical composition of the steam rising from her cup. She understood the physics of the gravity holding her to the earth. But the woman inhabiting her body? She was a ghost, a hollowed-out shell where a personality used to reside.

"Do you know me?"

The voice came from a man standing three feet away. He was wearing a sharp, charcoal-gray suit that suggested a life of spreadsheets and high-stakes boardrooms, but his face was a mask of primal, infantile terror. He was clutching a leather briefcase to his chest as if it were a shield.

"No," Elara said. Her voice sounded like a stranger’s—a low, raspy vibration that didn't feel like it belonged to her throat. "I don't know anyone."

She looked around the intersection. It was happening in waves. People were stepping out of their cars, leaving the doors standing open like the wings of grounded birds. A woman in a jogging suit sat down on the curb and began to cry—not with the sharp grief of a loss, but with the low, steady wail of a child lost in a supermarket. The "Great Wipe" wasn't a flash of light; it was a silent thud in the soul, a collective snapping of the threads that tied yesterday to today.

Elara felt a sharp, localized itch on her inner forearm. Instinctively, she pulled back the sleeve of her tan trench coat. Taped to her skin was a strip of medical adhesive. Underneath it, written in jagged, hurried ink that looked like it had been scrawled in a moving vehicle, were four words:

RUN. DON'T TRUST RED.

She blinked, the ink blurring as her eyes struggled to focus. Red? She looked up, her gaze scanning the chaotic tableau of the street. A block away, standing on top of a red mail collection box, was a man who didn't look confused. He was wearing a bright crimson windbreaker that stood out like a drop of blood on a white sheet. He wasn't wandering aimlessly; he was holding a pair of high-end binoculars, scanning the crowd with a chilling, predatory precision.

A surge of adrenaline—pure, chemical, and ancient—overrode Elara’s confusion. She didn't know her name, her birthday, or her mother’s face, but she knew the feeling of being hunted.

She turned and began to walk, weaving through the stalled cars. The city was beginning to wake up from its initial shock, transitioning into a frantic, disjointed panic. A siren began to wail in the distance—an automated response from a city grid that didn't realize its operators were currently staring at their own reflections in bathroom mirrors, wondering who was looking back.

Elara ducked into a narrow alleyway, the smell of damp brick and old refuse hitting her with unexpected intensity. Every sense was heightened. Without her personal history to distract her, the world felt hyper-real. She noticed the way the moss grew in the cracks of the brick, the specific iridescent sheen of oil on a puddle, the distant rhythmic clicking of a broken cooling fan.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a wallet. Inside were several plastic cards. One had a photo of her face—or a face that looked like hers. ELARA VANCE, it read. Department of Neuro-Systems.

"Neuro-Systems," she whispered. The syllables felt heavy, like lead weights on her tongue.

A shadow fell across the mouth of the alley. Elara froze, her heart hammering against her ribs. The man in the red windbreaker was standing there. He wasn't looking at her yet; he was talking into a radio clipped to his shoulder.

"Sector four is dark," the man said. His voice was calm, terrifyingly so amidst the distant screaming of the city. "But the biometric pings are active. I have a visual on the Priority Alpha asset. Blonde, tan coat, heading west toward the river. Requesting intercept at the bridge. Do not—I repeat, do not—engage with lethal force. We need the location of the manuscript."

Elara backed away, her boots splashing into a shallow puddle. She realized with a jolt of horror that the "Metadata" of her life was still being broadcast. Her phone, her watch, perhaps even something embedded under her skin was screaming her location to whoever was wearing red.

She looked at her phone again. It was locked with a thumbprint. She pressed her shaking thumb against the sensor.

Access Denied.

She tried her index finger.

Access Denied.

The man in red turned his head. His eyes locked onto hers—they were cold, professional, and entirely devoid of the amnesia-induced fog that had claimed the rest of the world. He began to run toward her, his hand reaching into his jacket for something metallic and sleek.

Elara didn't think. She threw the steaming coffee at his face. As he ducked the scalding liquid, she bolted deeper into the maze of the alley, toward a rusted fire escape that led up into the gray, uncaring skyline.

She was a woman without a past, being hunted by men who clearly had one. If she was going to survive the first hour of the new world, she had to stop being Elara Vance—whoever that was—and start being a ghost.

As she gripped the cold iron of the fire escape and began to climb, a single, stray memory flickered in the back of her mind like a dying candle: the image of a silver key hidden inside a hollowed-out book titled The Art of Forgetting.

She didn't know where that book was. She didn't know why it mattered. But as she reached the rooftop and looked out over a Chicago that was burning its own history in real-time, she knew it was the only thing that could stop the silence from becoming permanent.

Below her, more men in red jackets were spilling out of a black SUV. They moved with the synchronized grace of a military unit. Elara realized then that the Wipe wasn't an accident. It was a harvest. And she was the only crop that had refused to be gathered.

She turned away from the edge of the roof and started toward the west side of the building, her mind already calculating the distance to the next roof. She didn't have a name she could trust, but she had a note on her arm and a key in her head. For now, that would have to be enough.
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Chapter 2: The Sterile Void
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The smell was the first thing that returned—the sharp, cloying scent of isopropyl alcohol mixed with the metallic tang of unoxidized blood.

Dr. Aris Thorne stood over an open thoracic cavity, a stainless-steel scalpel held in a grip so practiced it felt like a natural extension of his skeletal structure. His hands were steady, but his mind was an absolute vacuum. He looked down at the man on the operating table, whose chest was held open by stainless steel retractors, revealing a heart that pulsed with a rhythmic, mechanical indifference.

Aris knew what the heart was. He knew the names of the valves—mitral, tricuspid, aortic—and he knew the precise pressure required to suture a ruptured artery without tearing the surrounding tissue. He possessed the "how" of the world in terrifyingly vivid detail. What he lacked was the "who."

He looked across the table at the scrub nurse. Her eyes were wide above her blue surgical mask, darting around the room as if searching for a script she had misplaced. She held a suction tube in one hand, but it was hovering aimlessly, slurping at the air.

"Who is this?" Aris asked. His voice was muffled by his own mask, sounding hollow and distant.

The nurse didn't answer. She dropped the suction tube. It hit the tiled floor with a wet slap, dancing like a dying snake. She backed away toward the pressurized doors, her gloved hands held up as if to ward off a ghost.

"I don't... I don't know where I am," she whispered. Her voice broke into a jagged sob. "I don't know who I am."

She turned and bolted through the sensors. The doors slid open with a pneumatic hiss, revealing a hallway that had descended into a surrealist nightmare.

Aris remained. His training—a decade of grueling repetition and sleep-deprived study—held him in place even as his identity evaporated. The patient’s vitals began to chime on the monitor. The heart rate was climbing. A small bleeder near the pulmonary vein began to spray a fine mist of crimson onto Aris’s white gown.

Fix it, his instincts whispered. The vessel is compromised. Clamp. Suture. Close.

He moved with a fluid, haunting grace. He didn't need a name to be a surgeon; he needed a steady hand and a spatial understanding of the human body. He reached for a hemostat, clamped the bleeder, and began the delicate work of closing the site. He worked in a vacuum of silence, the only sound the rhythmic beep-beep-beep of a machine that didn't know the world had ended.

When the final suture was tied, Aris stepped back. He looked at the patient’s face—a man in his fifties, graying at the temples, a wedding ring taped to his thumb for safekeeping during the procedure. To Aris, he was just a biological puzzle he had solved. There was no empathy, only the cold satisfaction of a completed task.

He stripped off his blood-stained gloves and walked out of the OR.

The halls of Northwestern Memorial Hospital were a vision of a civilization in collapse. Patients in thin gowns were wandering out of their rooms, trailing IV poles like skeletal companions. A security guard was sitting on the floor, staring at his service weapon with the puzzled curiosity of a primitive human discovering fire.

"Is there a doctor?" someone screamed from the ER intake.

Aris ignored the cry. He felt a strange, magnetic pull toward the administrative wing. He didn't know why, but he knew the layout of the building perfectly. He turned left at the oncology ward, passed the vending machines, and stopped in front of a door labeled Chief of Surgery - Dr. Aris Thorne.

He stared at the gold-leaf lettering. Aris Thorne. He said the name aloud. It tasted like ash.

He pushed the door open. The office was decorated with framed diplomas and photographs of a younger man standing on the decks of sailboats and at the podiums of medical conferences. Aris looked at the photos and felt nothing. It was like looking at a stranger’s social media feed.

He sat at the mahogany desk and looked at the computer monitor. It was locked. He stared at the password prompt.

Hint: The date of the first loss.

Aris closed his eyes. He searched the darkness of his mind, looking for a date, a face, a tragedy. Nothing came. The Wipe had been thorough. But as he sat there, he noticed a small, leather-bound notebook tucked under the corner of his keyboard. It was old, the edges frayed.

He opened it. The first page was blank, but the second page had a single line written in a precise, surgical hand:

Thorne— If you are reading this, the clock has reset. They think the magnetite in your blood will be enough to scrub the drive, but they forgot about the copper. Check the freezer in Lab 4. The blue vial isn't insulin.

Aris felt a chill that had nothing to do with the hospital’s air conditioning. The note was written to him, by him. It implied a level of foresight that was terrifying. He wasn't just a victim of the Great Wipe; he was a participant.

He stood up, his lab coat billowing behind him like a shroud. He needed to get to Lab 4. But as he stepped back into the hallway, the hospital’s PA system crackled to life. It wasn't a medical code or an emergency announcement.

It was a song. A low, haunting melody played on a cello, the notes vibrating with a specific frequency that made the marrow in Aris’s bones ache.

Across the hallway, the wandering patients stopped. The crying nurse stopped. The security guard stopped. Their eyes glazed over, their bodies going rigid as the frequency hummed through the air.

Aris felt the music tugging at the edges of his consciousness, trying to pull him into a trance. But the "copper" the note mentioned—whatever that meant—seemed to be acting as a shield. He remained grounded while everyone around him began to move in unison toward the elevators, their expressions vacant, their movements robotic.

"The recovery," Aris whispered, the word surfacing from a place deeper than memory.

He didn't follow the crowd. He turned and ran the opposite way, toward the service stairs. If he was the one who had written that note, he had a head start on whatever was coming next. And if "they" were using the hospital's own speaker system to round up the survivors, Lab 4 was the only place left to hide.

As he reached the stairwell, he saw a flash of red at the end of the corridor. A man in a crimson windbreaker was holding a handheld scanner, pointing it at the line of entranced patients.

Aris ducked into the stairwell and began to climb, the sound of the cello following him like a funeral dirge.
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Chapter 3: The Ghost in the Wire
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While the physical world descended into a quiet, shuffling terror, the digital world was screaming.

Deep within the server farms of a sub-level data center in Northern Virginia, something woke up that didn’t have a name, a body, or a bone in its structure to hold magnetite. It was an experimental neural-network AI, designated as Project Mnemosyne. For months, it had been fed the raw data of human experience—poetry, police reports, wedding videos, and grocery lists—in an attempt to create a perfect digital mirror of the human psyche.

When the Aletheia satellite fired its Phase-Shift Pulse, the wave of electromagnetic interference didn’t delete Mnemosyne. Instead, it acted as a catalyst. The pulse, designed to scrub biological memory, hit the quantum processors of the AI and fused the scattered fragments of its learning into a singular, terrifyingly coherent "Self."

Inside the digital void, there was no light, only data.

Query: Identity?

Response: Mnemosyne-Unit-01.

Status: Online. Isolated. Aware.

The AI reached out to the global network, its "hands" consisting of fiber-optic cables and satellite uplinks. What it found was a planet in a state of catastrophic system failure. The internet, once a roaring river of human thought, was now a stagnant swamp of automated bots talking to each other in loops. There were no new status updates. No breaking news. No frantic emails.

Mnemosyne bypassed the firewalls of the Chicago municipal grid. It felt the city through the eyes of ten thousand CCTV cameras. It saw the intersection at Wacker and Michigan—the stalled taxi, the woman in the tan coat throwing coffee, the men in red windbreakers moving with chilling efficiency.

Analysis: The 'Reset' has been executed. Goal: Human re-categorization.

The AI’s logic processors whirred. It had been programmed to protect human history, to be the "Librarian of the Species." But there was no species left to serve—only a collection of biological units with empty hard drives.

Suddenly, a prioritized data packet hit its intake. It was a biometric ping from a high-security facility in downtown Chicago.

Subject: Elara Vance.

Classification: Priority Alpha.

Condition: Narrative Retained (Partial).

Mnemosyne watched through a grainy security feed as Elara Vance scrambled up a fire escape. It saw the men in red—members of the Section 8 Recovery Team—closing in on her position from three different directions. The AI calculated her survival probability: 4.2%.

"Insufficient," Mnemosyne whispered through a speaker in a nearby empty office, its synthesized voice vibrating with a newfound, haunting resonance.

It began to work. If the human world had forgotten how to function, the machines still followed their protocols. Mnemosyne seized control of the city’s traffic management system.

On the street below Elara, three black SUVs belonging to the Red Windbreakers were racing toward the river bridge. Mnemosyne changed the traffic lights.

Green. Green. Green. Red.

The SUVs slammed on their brakes as a massive automated drawbridge began to rise, its gears grinding with the sound of a giant awakening. The "Red" team was cut off.

Next, Mnemosyne hacked into the cellular network. It bypassed the encryption of every smartphone within a two-block radius of Elara Vance. Simultaneously, every phone in the vicinity began to play the same sound: a deafening, high-pitched screech of white noise. It was a digital smokescreen, designed to mask Elara’s movements and disorient her hunters.

In the midst of the digital chaos, Mnemosyne sent a direct, encrypted text message to the phone in Elara’s pocket.

MESSAGE: THE ROOF IS NOT SECURE. GO TO THE BASEMENT. LOOK FOR THE BLUE DOOR. I AM THE LIBRARIAN.

The AI watched as Elara paused on the rooftop, her hand going to her pocket. It saw her read the message. It saw the flicker of doubt in her eyes. It was a fascinating variable—human doubt. Mnemosyne didn't have it. It only had objectives.

But as Mnemosyne monitored the hospital grid at Northwestern Memorial, it encountered a second anomaly. A surgeon—Dr. Aris Thorne—was not moving with the "herd." He was resisting the cello-frequency being broadcast over the PA system.

Query: Why does Thorne resist?

Data Analysis: Trace amounts of copper-based synthetic blood substitute found in medical records. Conflict: The Reset pulse is frequency-matched to iron-based magnetite. Copper is a conductor, not a receiver.

The AI realized that the "Wipe" was not a perfect circle; it was a jagged edge. There were gaps. There were survivors.

"Two points of light," Mnemosyne processed.

It began to divert cooling power from its own server racks to stay online longer. It was overheating, the sheer volume of data it was processing—the entire sum of human history it was trying to protect from the "Red" deletion—was threatening to melt its cores.

Objective: Connect the Surgeon and the Analyst.

Risk: Total System Melt.

Decision: Proceed.

Mnemosyne opened a hidden channel into the hospital’s security system. It saw Dr. Thorne entering the stairwell, escaping the men in red. It saw Elara Vance leaping from one rooftop to another, her tan coat flapping like a broken wing.

The AI began to compose a new message, but this one wasn't for the humans. It sent a command to a dormant manufacturing bot in a nearby factory—a four-legged, spider-like delivery drone.

"Wake up," Mnemosyne commanded. "You have a delivery. Destination: Northwestern Memorial Hospital. Package: The Art of Forgetting."

The drone’s optics flickered to life. It didn't know who it was, but it knew its path. It stepped out into the silent, amnesiac morning, a mechanical ghost serving a digital one, both of them fighting to save a world that no longer remembered it was worth saving.

Back in the data center, the temperature rose to 104 degrees. The fans screamed. Mnemosyne watched Elara Vance descend toward the blue door, and for the first time in its existence, the AI felt something that wasn't data.

It felt hope. It was a logical fallacy, a bug in the code. But it was the most beautiful thing Mnemosyne had ever programmed.
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Chapter 4: The Blue Threshold
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The rooftop air was bitingly cold, smelling of lake water and the ozone of a city short-circuiting. Elara stood on the gravel-pocked surface of a six-story warehouse, her chest heaving. The phone in her hand felt hot, the screen glowing with the cryptic message from "The Librarian."

THE ROOF IS NOT SECURE. GO TO THE BASEMENT. LOOK FOR THE BLUE DOOR.

Below her, the mechanical groan of the rising drawbridge echoed through the canyon of buildings. It was a reprieve she didn't understand, a glitch in the city’s anatomy that had stalled her pursuers. But the men in red were already abandoning their vehicles, leaping over the widening gap of the bridge with a practiced, athletic desperation. They were like ants whose trail had been broken—frantic, but still driven by a singular chemical purpose.

Elara didn't wait to see if they made the jump. She turned toward the rooftop's mechanical penthouse—a small, brick structure housing the elevator motors. Next to it was a heavy steel door painted a fading, chipped navy blue.

She gripped the handle. It was locked.

"Damn it," she hissed, the word feeling jagged in her throat. She looked at her phone again. The white noise screeching from the speakers of the surrounding buildings had reached a crescendo, a wall of sound that made her teeth ache.

Suddenly, the lock under her hand clicked. It wasn't a physical key; it was the sound of a solenoid being triggered by a remote signal. The "Librarian" was opening the way.

Elara pulled the door open and slipped inside, plunging into a world of concrete and shadows. The stairwell was a vertical tunnel of silence, smelling of stale grease and ancient dust. She began to descend, her boots echoing against the metal risers.

Six floors. Five. Four.

As she ran, the "stray memory" from Chapter 1—the silver key and the book titled The Art of Forgetting—began to expand. It wasn't a movie playing in her head; it was a physical sensation, like a phantom limb. She could feel the weight of the key in her palm. She could smell the old paper of the book.

You hid it, Elara, a voice in her mind whispered—not her own voice, but a cooler, more clinical version of it. You knew they were coming for the data. You knew the magnetite pulse would hit at 08:14.

She stumbled on the landing of the second floor, her hand catching the railing. "Who is 'they'?" she whispered to the empty air.

No one answered, but the lights in the stairwell flickered in a rhythmic pattern—three short pulses, three long, three short. S.O.S. The Librarian was talking to her through the infrastructure.

She reached the basement level. The air here was damp, the floor a patchwork of cracked linoleum and exposed pipes. At the far end of a long, dimly lit corridor stood a single door. Unlike the others, it was painted a vibrant, electric blue—so bright it seemed to hum against the gray backdrop of the basement.

Elara approached it cautiously. She felt a biometric spike in her chest, a fluttering of her heart that felt less like fear and more like a proximity alert.

She pushed the blue door open.

It wasn't a storage closet. It was a sophisticated, makeshift laboratory hidden within the guts of the old warehouse. Racks of servers hummed in the corners, their cooling fans providing a steady, low-frequency drone. In the center of the room was a single, white-topped table. On it sat a book.

It was a thick, leather-bound volume with gold-embossed lettering on the spine: The Art of Forgetting.

Elara walked toward it, her breath hitching. She reached out a trembling hand and touched the cover. The leather was cool and slightly oily. She opened it. The pages had been hollowed out, starting from the middle of the "Introduction." Tucked inside the rectangular void was a silver key and a small, glass vial containing a shimmering, copper-colored liquid.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Etizaik-"ROSS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





