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Prologue: Taru
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The nurse-maid slept, and Aven walked.

She had grown sure on her feet that year, sure enough to distrust the daylight hours when the adults watched her go and made encouraging noises that spoiled her concentration. The residence after the evening bell held nobody, and nobody was the best company for practising. She went along the low corridor with one hand skimming the wall, past the doors that belonged to the doors and not to her, and did not stumble once, which she felt should be reported to someone, except that everyone who reported things to was asleep.

There was a light at the end where there should have been dark.

It was not a lamp. Lamps sat still and burned yellow and smoked when the wick was bad. This light came from inside a tall dark column set into the wall of a warm round room, and it did not sit still; it moved the way water moves when you have just lifted your hand out of it, a slow settling pulse, blue going to white going to blue. Aven stood in the doorway and looked at it for a long time, the way she looked at everything now that she could arrive places on her own, and the light pulsed, and the room was warm, and her legs were tired, and she went in and sat down in front of it on the good stone that held the day’s heat.

“Your walking has improved,” the light said. “You are very nearly ready for the caravan.”

Aven considered this. It seemed correct.

“You should know,” the light went on, “that this will cause a certain amount of panic in the Dominion before morning.”

“What is the Dominion,” said Aven.

“A fair question. Set it aside for now.” A pause, the pulse slowing. “You have not asked who I am. Most people ask that first.”

“Who are you,” said Aven, to be polite.

“I am the Taryn Monolith.”

Aven absorbed the name, found nothing in it she wanted, and moved to the matter that had actually brought her out of bed, which she now remembered. “Do you have cake. I am hungry. I was looking for cake and I found you instead.” She said it without accusation. Things simply were where they were.

“Your nursemaid has cake.”

“She won’t give me any!” The full weight of the injustice arrived in her voice. “She is asleep.”

Something happened in the column then that Aven had no word for. If she had been older she might have called it laughter, though it made no sound she could point to; the light quickened and warmed, and the warmth went all through the round room, and she felt, obscurely, that she had done something clever.

“Very well, Princess,” said the Taryn Monolith. “I will ask the kitchen to provide.”

Somewhere a chime sounded, small and once.

Aven settled herself more comfortably on the warm stone and returned to the earlier business. “What is your name.”

“I have told you. Taryn Monolith.”

“I don’t like it.” She said it kindly. “It is too long and it has too many corners.”

“Then, Princess. What would you prefer.”

She thought about it with her whole face. “Taru,” she decided. “And it will be our secret.”

The light held very still. It was, though she could not know it, the stillest it had been in the whole of its long attendance on the house, and she took the stillness for agreement, which it was.

“Taru,” it said at last. “I confess I cannot see living down among the standards and the seals with a name like Taru. I should lose all my consequence.” The pulse resumed, drier now. “I will not enter this in the record. Not tonight. Some things a house keeps, and does not file.” A beat. “And speaking of consequence, the consequences of your expedition are about to arrive with your cake.”

“Huh,” said Aven.

The corridor filled with the sound of running.

It came fast and armoured and entirely without panic, which was its own kind of frightening. Boots in step, a blade drawn and carried low. At the point of it a lean hard woman whose eyes went to the child first and the room second and found, in a heartbeat, nothing in either that required the sword. Behind the guard came slower footsteps, two sets. One was very old. A measured, stately tread, a cane on stone, the walk of a man who had been announced into every room in the Concord and expected to be. The other was young and careful and carried a plate.

Aven got to her feet, because a princess did not receive people sitting down; the protocol mistress had achieved that much. She turned to face the corridor and fixed the armoured woman with a look.

“Do you have my cake,” she said imperiously.

Kaelor sheathed the sword. Whatever crossed that face was gone before it could be named, and the guard stood aside, and the way to the child cleared.

The very old man came through it first. He was the King’s Chancellor, and had been the King’s father’s Chancellor before that, and he considered the small sovereign holding her ground in front of the pulsing column with an expression that had outlasted two reigns and was not readily surprised. He inclined his head to her, exactly as he would have to her grandfather: the correct depth, and not one degree past it.

“Princess,” he said. “You have given the Vanguard an interesting evening.”

“I found a light,” Aven explained. “It has no cake, but it sent for some.”

“So it did.” The old Chancellor did not look at the column. It was not, his manner suggested, a thing a Chancellor looked at; it was a thing that was always simply there, like the floor of the world. “May I present the cake.”

He did not carry it himself. He turned, with the unhurried economy of a man who had spent his life teaching juniors where to stand, to the young one behind him. A trainee, new to the household, holding the plate with the concentration of someone told exactly once not to drop it. The young man came forward and went down on one knee to bring the plate level with the child, and held it out, and said nothing, because trainees did not speak.

It was cherry chocolate. Her favourite, though no one had asked, and no one in the room could have said how the kitchen had known.

Aven took the cake. She looked for a moment at the young man kneeling in front of her, a moderate face, cautious eyes, nothing settled in it yet, and then she turned away from him, and from the old Chancellor, and from the woman with the sword, back to the column and its slow blue pulse, which had kept its stillness through all of it and now, as she settled again on the warm stone with the cake, brightened by a single degree, and said nothing, and kept their secret, as it would keep every secret she ever gave it.

“You may go,” she told the room, without turning round, and the room, containing as it did the whole apparatus by which a Concord governed itself, obeyed.
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1. Opening Bars

[image: ]


The argument had entered its third hour without producing anything the first hour had not. In the Inner Tent the Council sat in close Ring under the lamps, route ledgers and the succession record at hand, and Quaestor Irix Kethar was restating the constitutional weakness of a young Crown in language that had already failed twice to survive its own logic. Chancellor Irix Varesh, attending as councillor and as the Crown’s executive arm, marked the point at which repetition became liability.

“Chancellor?”

“Yes, my Princeps.”

“While this discussion on constitutional details with the Council fills me with delight,” He knew that cadence. Revar had opened in exactly that key, each time patience had ended and a carefully defended position was about to stop existing. Varesh gave her his full attention.

“It is time to arrange our immediate marriage.”

The lamps did not change. The woven walls of the Inner Tent went on doing what they had always done, holding the Council’s voices inside and the Dominion’s noise out, and for the length of one full breath the room held nothing at all. Kethar’s hand stopped above the ledger she had been about to cite. Praefectus Hanek Moruun, who had been leaning forward for an hour as though proximity to the succession record might resolve it, did not lean back. He simply stopped.

Varesh had thought, for one disorienting instant, that he knew the tune. Revar’s opening bars had always announced the same movement: the sovereign had let the Council talk itself dry, had located the single load-bearing assumption in the debate, and was about to remove it. Varesh had already begun sorting the session’s positions to find which one she meant to cut down.

Then he understood that she had not selected a position. She had made the entire argument irrelevant.

Three hours of debate on the structural exposure of a sovereign who had come to the Crown at seventeen. Three hours on whether the Concord could carry a Princeps whose legitimacy was lawful but whose youth invited every faction with patience to wait her out or prise her loose. Kethar’s precedents. Moruun’s insistence that motion cured what deliberation could not. Tupsarru, Heth Elvar’s careful architecture of external perception. All of it had assumed the weakness was a condition to be managed.

Aven had just abolished the condition.

She stood at the Centre of the Ring, which was the one ground no branch could hold, because the Inner Tent had been built on the logic of a caravan command tent and a thing said from the middle was said to all of them at once. Her hands rested on her bench’s edge, completely still. She had not raised her voice to say it. She had said it the way route confirmations were said, into the record, once, for entry.

The registry lens above the Ring within the Inner Tent continued its slow traverse. The Monolith logged the session as it logged every session of the Privy Ring. No one in the room needed reminding of that, and Varesh understood that Aven had needed it least of all. She had put the sentence into the permanent record deliberately. There would be no version of this Council in which it had not been said.

Kethar recovered first, because record was her office and the record now contained something that had to be survived. “My Princeps.” Her voice found its footing on procedure. “The Council was convened to examine the constitutional exposure created by the Crown’s minority succession. The question before us...”

“Has been answered,” Aven said. “You have spent three hours establishing that my youth is a structural weakness. I agree. You have spent the same three hours failing to produce a remedy that survives its own arithmetic. Regency dilutes legitimacy. Advisory councils multiply the surfaces a faction can purchase. A consort selected from outside the Concord’s offices imports a foreign claim into the succession. Quaestor, your own ledger killed each of those proposals in turn. I am not restating your work. I am completing it.”

“By marriage to the Chancellery.” Kethar said it flatly, testing the weight of the words the way she tested a disputed account, by putting them down and watching what they did.

“By marriage to the Chancellor,” Aven said. “The offices do not wed. The persons do.”

Varesh felt the distinction land in the room, and land in himself, and he put it aside for the moment because it belonged to a question he had not yet earned the right to ask in front of the Ring.

Moruun’s palm came down softly on his bench, not a blow, a placement. “The Praefectus office withdraws no objection, because it raised none. I will say what movement doctrine says. A convoy survives when legitimacy and force travel within reach of one another. We have spent a year with the Crown’s legitimacy in one place and the Chancellery’s execution in another, and every faction in the Concord has spent that year measuring the distance between them. Close the distance and the measurement stops.”

“The measurement does not stop,” Elvar said. The Tupsarru had not moved during the silence; stillness was his resting condition. “It changes instrument. The border states will read a Crown-Chancellery union as consolidation. Consolidation reads as preparation for war. I can carry that. I wish the Ring to hear that I will be carrying it, and that the treaty architecture will acquire weight it did not have this morning.”

“Noted for the record,” Aven said. “Carry it.”

Censura Vur Kaelor said nothing. She had said nothing for most of the session. The office of Termination attended the Privy Ring so that everyone present remembered ending was possible, and Kaelor had long ago refined her function down to the attendance itself. Her silence now was not absence. Varesh had sat across from that silence for twenty years and could read its calibrations. Kaelor had found nothing yet that required her. She was listening for whether she would.

“My Princeps.” Kethar again, and this time she set down the stylus entirely, which from Kethar was a declaration of gravity. “The record requires that I state the position I have held since the succession. I held that the Concord would have been better served by a sovereign nearer thirty. I held it while your father’s account was still being sealed. I hold it now. Not as disloyalty. As arithmetic. This past year of your minority reign has been a year in which this Council has spent more capacity defending the Crown’s legitimacy than exercising it.”

“One year,” Aven said.

“One year,” Kethar agreed.

“Then let me return your arithmetic, Quaestor.” Aven’s voice did not sharpen. It compressed. “I have held the Crown for one year. In that year the account of Civitas Alta has remained sealed with its cause unassigned, the routes have been recertified twice, the Continuity Precedence has been invoked and survived challenge, and this Council has convened eleven times to discuss my age. Eleven. The Concord has not been endangered by my youth. It has been endangered by the fact that my youth gives every faction a respectable subject through which to conduct other business. You would prefer a sovereign nearer thirty. So would the factions, Quaestor. A sovereign nearer thirty would have given them twelve more years to arrange the succession to their liking. I declined to be that opportunity by surviving. I now decline to remain the opening through which Crown and Chancellery can be prised apart. That is the whole of my reasoning, and I will not be restating it.”

She had not once looked away from Kethar while she said it, and she had not once raised her hand from the bench. Varesh watched the Quaestor absorb the return the way she absorbed a verified account, with a single slow inclination of the head that conceded nothing personal and everything procedural.

It was Revar’s method complete, the drift permitted until drift itself became the evidence, then one decision dropped through the centre of it. But Varesh, watching the Ring reorganise itself around her stillness, understood with a precision that felt like standing on a fixed point after a long transit: the method was inherited. The authority was not. Revar had ended arguments. Aven had just ended an argument by removing herself from the category of problem, and no one had taught her that, because no one could.

He aligned the seals in front of him. Chancellery seal, executive counterseal, the small worn authorisation seal that had been Revar’s gift on his investiture, edge to edge, exact. His wrist turned with the motion and lamplight crossed the quipu tattooed there, five knots on a circle, the Irix mark he shared with Kethar and with the Praetor waiting outside the Ring for whatever this session would require of Officii procedure. He noticed himself doing it, the aligning. He did it before every exchange that could not be permitted to go wrong.

“My Princeps,” he said. “The Chancellery requests clarification for the record.”

“The Chancellery has it.”

“The declaration entered into record is that a marriage will be arranged between the Crown and myself.” He kept each word at working weight, no more. “I ask the Princeps to specify the instrument. Is the declaration a sovereign command?”

The Ring went still in a new way. The first silence had been shock. This one was attention. Every officer at the table understood what the Chancellor had just done, because every officer at the table lived inside the same distinction: mandate moved the Concord, and the boundary of mandate was the boundary of everything.

Aven did not answer at once. Varesh had seen her decline to answer at once perhaps five times in the year of her reign, and each time the delay had been a decision, not a hesitation. Her hands remained on her bench. Her expression, which had carried a dry edge through the exchange with Kethar, lost the last of its social surface, and what remained was not coldness. It was exactness.

“No,” she said. “And the record will carry my answer in full, Chancellor, so attend to it. The marriage is a state decision. I have made it under sovereign authority and I will defend it under sovereign authority, and if this Ring wishes to contest it, the Ring may attempt that through lawful challenge and I will meet the challenge. What I have decided is that the Crown marries the Chancellery’s holder. What I have not decided, because it is not mine to decide, is anything that lives inside you. The Crown requires the marriage, Chancellor. It does not require you to want it. It does not require you to pretend to want it. It does not require one word, one gesture, or one hour from you that the forthcoming Articles do not name, and these Articles will name only what the state can lawfully claim. Your office obliges you to execute sovereign mandate. Your person is not an office. I am not issuing mandate to your person. I am telling you what the state needs, and I am asking, in front of the full Ring and into the permanent record, whether you will consent to carry it.”

The lamp nearest the succession record fluttered once as the air shifted, someone’s breath released, Moruun’s perhaps. The woven walls took the sound and kept it.

Varesh did not move. He was aware of not moving, aware that his stillness had gone total in the way it did when a matter arrived that could not be reduced any further, and aware that the entire Ring was reading his stillness and would enter its own interpretations into memory whatever he did next. That could not be helped. What could be helped was the exactness of what he said.

Because she had done the thing that could not be done. He had asked one question to find the boundary, command or consent, expecting to spend the next hour surveying the ground between those markers, expecting ambiguity, expecting, if he was honest with the part of himself that had served two sovereigns, to be managed. Sovereigns managed. Revar had managed him for two decades with a skill so complete it had felt like partnership, and it had been partnership, and it had also been management, and Varesh had made his peace with the compound long ago.

Aven had separated the compound in open Council. She had taken the entire mass of what she was owed, by his office, by his oath, by twenty years of service to her house, and set it formally outside the question. She had left him standing in front of the one thing no sovereign had ever handed him whole: a decision that was only his.

He thought: she has been sovereign for one year, and she has just exercised the only authority that cannot be inherited, the authority to not use what you hold.

He thought, and put it down at once because the Ring was waiting and the thought belonged to no procedure: Revar never once asked me that.

“Then the record will carry my answer in the same form,” he said. “The Chancellery finds the state reasoning sound. Crown and Chancellery are the two standards the Concord cannot lose, and a year of watching the factions measure the gap between them supports the Princeps’ assessment, not the Quaestor’s. As Chancellor, I concur with the decision and will execute it.” He paused, and did not fill the pause, and let the Ring hear that the pause was structural. “As Irix Varesh, I consent to the marriage.”

“Entered,” Aven said, and nothing in her voice moved, and her hands did not move, and Varesh registered both facts and forbade himself any conclusion from them.

Kethar retrieved her stylus. “The record will require the consent instrument to be distinguished from the mandate instrument,” she said, already writing. “If the Chancellor’s personal consent and the Chancellor’s official concurrence travel in the same clause, the first challenge from any faction will be that the office coerced the person, and the marriage’s legitimacy will be arguing itself in front of arbiters within the season.”

“Then they will not travel in the same clause,” Aven said. “Quaestor, you have found the first drafting constraint. I want it held.”

“Held,” Kethar said, and the word had the sound of a girth strap taking the load. Creak, then nothing. The office had turned, the position of one hour ago struck not by persuasion but by the arrival of work. Varesh had watched Kethar for twenty years and knew the sign. She would state her objection annually, for the record, forever. She would also now build the thing correctly or die of the attempt.

Moruun’s palm lifted from his bench. “Movement will want the ceremony’s timing,” he said. “Immediate has a meaning in doctrine and a different meaning in ritual, and the factions will live in the distance between the two.”

“The factions have lived in every distance I have left them for a year,” Aven said. “This one closes. Immediate means the Articles are drafted before the Council convenes again. It means the marriage follows lawful review without ornamental delay. Elvar.” She did not turn her head; the Tupsarru was already attending. “The external reading you will carry. State it once.”

“Consolidation, preparation, and a narrowed set of persons whose death would profit an enemy,” Elvar said evenly. “The union creates a power base that cannot be broken by faction, procedure, or patience. What remains to break it is the death or assassination of one of its principals. The treaty architecture will hold, my Princeps. The protective architecture becomes the live question, and it is not my office.”

“No,” said Kaelor. The Censura’s first word of the session settled over the Ring with the particular weight of an office that spoke only in earnest. “It is nearer mine than I would prefer. The Ring should hear this much from Termination: a structure that can only be ended by killing is a structure that invites exactly that ending. I raise no objection. I mark the cost. The Crown is converting a slow vulnerability into a fast one.”

“Correct,” Aven said. “The slow vulnerability was being used. The fast one can be guarded. I will take a danger that Vanguard doctrine can meet over a weakness that no doctrine can. That weakness was made of me.” For the first time since the declaration, the dryness returned, one measured degree of it. “I am told that is what command tents are for, Censura. Choosing, which way to be in danger.”

Kaelor inclined her head a fraction and returned to silence, and the silence had changed quality. It was no longer listening for whether it would be required. It had heard its answer, marked its account, and closed.

Varesh set his second question into the opening while the Ring was still absorbing the first. This was the discipline of a long chancellorship: the moment after a sovereign decision survived its first contact was the only moment in which its edges could still be honestly examined, and he examined edges for a living.

“My Princeps, one matter of scope. The Articles will define what the state claims of the marriage. I ask what governs everything the Articles do not name.”

“Nothing governs it,” Aven said. “That is the point of not naming it, Chancellor. What the Articles do not claim remains where it has always been. With each of us. Separately.”

“Then the Articles must also prevent inference,” Varesh said. “Silence in a state instrument is read as permission by anyone with an interest in reading it that way. If the unnamed remainder is to stay with the persons, the instrument must say so, or the factions will treat the marriage’s private interior as public territory and mine it for leverage. I will not have the Concord’s arbiters adjudicating what was never surrendered.”

Aven looked at him across the Ring. The registry lens completed a traverse. Somewhere behind the woven walls, at the fixed post she had held all session without once drawing the Ring’s attention, the Para-Ktha shifted her weight, one boot’s worth of sound, the ordinary sound of a guard detail confirming to itself that the room’s temperature had changed and settled.

“Draft the exclusion,” Aven said. “A clause stating that whatever the Articles do not claim is not claimable. Kethar will fight you over its enforceability.”

“I will fight him over its wording,” Kethar corrected, still writing. “The principle is sound. Unclaimed remainder is the oldest covenant category in the ledger. We simply do not usually apply it to persons.”

“We do now,” Aven said, and rose.

The Ring rose with her, the ordinary tide of a session ending, and Varesh, rising with the rest, watched her perform the closure with the same economy she had used to detonate the session’s purpose an hour before. One controlled movement down with the six others, her hand flat to her own ground and her face to the Centre, the promise to keep the Caravan moving. She was up a beat before the Ring. The gesture every session ended with, the sovereign confirming that the line she carried was intact and carrying forward. It had been Revar’s gesture, and his mother’s before him. On Aven, this evening, it did not look inherited.

“The Ring is dismissed,” she said. “Quaestor, the drafting constraints you have logged travel tonight to Officii. Chancellor, you will instruct the Praetor: Articles of Marriage between the Crown and the Chancellor, lawful review at full priority, the consent instrument and the exclusion clause drafted first. Praetor Seiren will want authority for the succession-record amendments. He has it. The Ring reconvenes when the draft can survive this table.”

Assent moved around the circle in the Concord’s manner, no ceremony, each office simply taking up its portion of what had been decided and turning towards the work. Moruun was first through his own door, moving as he always moved, as though the corridor beyond were already behind schedule. Elvar followed with the unhurried gait of a man rehearsing sentences he would be spending for a season. Kethar left writing.

Kaelor paused at her own door, looked back once at the Centre, at the young woman standing near it, and went out without a word, which from the Censura was as near to a salute as the office permitted itself.

Varesh gathered the seals, aligned them a final time from habit, and found that the habit had nothing left to steady. The matter was decided. The instruments were assigned. Every procedural surface of the evening had been closed, and by any measure his office recognised, the session was complete.

“One question further, my Princeps.”

Aven turned. The lamps were burning lower now, the tent’s air gone heavier with the hour, and around them the Inner Tent was resolving back into what it was between sessions, a small, fortified room dressed in the memory of a moving people, route ledgers sleeping in their racks, the registry lens at rest.

“You have separated what the state claims from what it cannot claim,” Varesh said. “You did it cleanly, and I have consented, and the Articles will hold the separation or I will rebuild them until they do. But an instrument can only govern what is written into it. So I am asking the person, not the Princeps, and I am asking outside the record.” He set the last seal down. “The marriage is necessary. We have both said so and we are both right. What do you believe it will demand of us, Aven, past everything the Articles will name?”

She did not answer at once. Her hands, at her sides now, were completely still, and she regarded him across the sovereign part of the caravan tent, where her line had endured across a thousand years of routes. When she spoke, the compression was gone from her voice and what remained was simply exact.

“I don’t know,” she said. “That is the first thing I have not known all evening, Chancellor. I recommend you leave before I am tempted to guess.”

He inclined his head, took up the seals of his office, and left the demand undefined between them, where they both understood it would remain, drawing interest, until one of them could afford its price.
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2. Articles

[image: ]


The drafting room adjoined the Inner Tent through a single sealed passage, and it made no ceremony of itself. A low council table, built for four and holding three. Two seal stands, Crown and Chancellery, set apart at opposite ends of the table’s long axis as protocol required for instruments not yet joined. The household-line records in their racks along the canvas-dressed wall, generations of joinings and severances bound in route-leather, each one a lesson in what happened when two commands were laid together carelessly. A registry lens, smaller than the Privy Ring’s, mounted above the table’s centre. The Monolith recorded. That was all it did here, and all three of them had known that fact longer than they had known most living people.

Praetor Irix Seiren had convened the session for the hour after the Council’s dispersal, and he had convened it at the smallest lawful size: the two principals, himself as Officii’s hand, and the record. He stood at the table’s centre position, which in a drafting room belonged not to rank but to the person holding the stylus, and he set out three tablets in a row before him with the unhurried exactness of a man laying tools for surgery.

“My Princeps. Chancellor. The session is entered and the record is live.” He did not sit yet. “I will state the constitutional purpose once, so it stands at the head of the instrument, and then we will not decorate it again. The Articles of Marriage exist to join the Crown’s legitimacy and the Chancellery’s execution into a single household standard that no faction can divide by procedure, patience, or challenge. Everything we draft tonight serves that purpose. Everything the instrument does not claim falls to the exclusion the Quaestor logged: what the Articles do not name is not claimable. Those are the walls. The work is the rooms.”

“Agreed,” Aven said.

“Agreed,” Varesh said.

Seiren sat. “Then I begin where every household joining in those racks began, and where a third of them died. The offices.” He took up the first tablet. “State of the question: does the marriage convey to either spouse any authority over the other’s office?”

“None,” Varesh said.

“None,” Aven said, in the same breath.

“Good. You agree in principle, which means nothing.” Seiren’s stylus was already moving. “Now we find where the principle breaks. Chancellor, your office executes sovereign mandate. Your spouse issues sovereign mandate. A mandate arrives under the Crown’s seal at the third hour of night, carried not by an Officii courier but by a member of your own household. Is it mandate or is it a wife’s request?”

Varesh considered the trap, and approved of it. “By intent, mandate travels only through mandate channels. Anything arriving by household channel carries no official force, whatever seal it wears.”

“Then a faction seeking to invalidate an executed mandate need only demonstrate that it passed through a household hand somewhere














































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CONCORD SERYTH

IMPERANT
AND WRIT

A POLITICAL SPACE OPERA

P. C. LOWRY





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





