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  "Oxygen Kisses" Description




  




  An impossible reunion in the past... The Palace peace-treaty anniversary celebration threatens to crush Annette Staton under the memories of the war. Unfortunately, fleeing the Palace grounds only leads to a new flight from a stranger stalking her from the shadows.




  From out of the quickly forming fog appears a peculiar roadhouse where one should not exist, sending her on a headlong trip into the past. To once again gaze upon the face of the man she loved and lost in his brave fight against a man driven insane by the years of bitter war. But is this trip back in time a blessing or curse? Is she destined to die with him in one dark night of history?




  A 10,500 word steampunk romance novelette in the Gateway Roadhouse Chronicles.




  CHAPTER ONE




  [image: pinstripe]




  "Here she comes," Aide Gina Hillfire whispered.




  The other aides around Annette Staton tensed, their attention on the ornate door with scrolled carvings and gold-leaf inlays. She didn't bother trying to be one of the first in the group to surge forwards when the door opened. No reason to. Over her years as one of the Queen of Castion aides, she knew how it worked. Walking down the hall the closest to her would do no good in monopolizing her valuable time.




  The Queen had outdone herself for the ball tonight. Red brocade fabric overlaying layers of gold and silver threaded sheer fabric. Tasteful jewelry, including the Red Star of Castion hanging from a long elegant throat.




  Annette made a mental list of the other things a normal citizen would not know. Such as the sharpened hairpin which could be used as a knife. The bracelet holding a panic button to alert palace security. The small single-shot firearm hidden in the many layers of her long skirts. Most likely other defensive and offensive weapons she didn't even know about.




  All of it in one cool contained vision. All of it very much the Queen. Elegant, refined, and yet smart.




  The Queen flicked at one of the draped layers of the brocade as one of her personal attendants gave the back skirt one last flourish to settle it into place. Her designer shoes clicked against the marble flooring as the group continued down the wide hall. "Dilby, report."




  The keen-eyed man quickened his pace to come to the Queen's side. "Security reports all clear for the palace and ballroom. The Nine Star Terrorist group claims to hold a person of importance, but give no clue to the identity."




  "Let me guess. Demands, but not much else?" the Queen asked.




  "Yes, my Queen. At this point all persons of Royal interest and their families are accounted for. At this point we do not believe it to be a valid threat," Dilby said.




  Of course not. Ever since their new leader took over their credibility had been shot to death. Someone obviously forgot to tell him the story of the Boy Who Cried Wolf when he was growing up. Their antics had done little to restart the war they were to celebrate the end of in a few minutes. Both sides came out of it too tired and broken to willingly go back in. Not that it stopped the group from trying.




  "Gina, report," the Queen said.




  Dilby fell back and Gina quickened her pace to take his place. "All dignitaries have arrived. Queen Felicia has requested a few moments of your time before the main meal is served to coordinate the Orphan fundraiser next month."




  "Schedule it," the Queen said, not missing a beat as they turned down the wide promenade that would take them to the palace's main ballroom. Already, the sound of an orchestra playing filtered out over the formal gardens. The privileged attendees roamed across the paved pathways weaving among the cultured flower beds.




  Annette followed at the back of the group, keeping up, but not crowding. All the while, a circle of security personnel followed in step with the Queen. One after the other the aides were called forward to give their reports. Each report was made short and concise.




  Then it came Annette's turn. At the call of her name she hurried her steps to take the place of the previous aide to the left of the Queen.




  "The audit of the kitchens went well with only two items which will need to further investigation. With your permission, I would like to start tomorrow before the planning of the next state dinner," Annette said.




  "Permission granted."




  "For personal expenses, the costs of this ball have pushed us over-budget by five percent." Not much as royal families went, but the Queen believed in leading by example, and so they worked with a budget for all activities. A move the accountant in Annette liked. "At this point in the year, there is now surplus funds in any other budget areas to make up the shortfall."




  "Look at options to make it up in future events," the Queen said.




  "I will have the options ready for you tomorrow," Annette said, making a mental note to finish it up, even though she already had the list already started. There were at least eight more large events in the year. A small cost cutting in each of them would more than make up the shortfall.




  The Queen stopped at the curved entrance immediately preceding the ballroom area. One of her personal aides reached up to twist one curl to that it dangled dramatically to one side of her head. The Queen kept her attention on the people beyond, then shifted to the red and black uniforms of the Royal Guard. "Any other security issues I should be made aware of?"




  "No, my Queen," the most ornate of the guards said. "The grounds and ballroom are secure."




  "Good. Thank you, all of you. We will continue business tomorrow afternoon." With that, the Queen left them and her personal attendants to glide out over the floor towards those waiting for her.




  "Finally, an early night home," Gina said as the aides split up to return to either their offices or home.




  Another departure occurred in the gardens. With the Queen's entrance into the ballroom the gardens emptied as all those within returned to the main event inside. The paths took on a deserted air in the fading light of the late afternoon.




  "Only for some of us," Dilby said. "Terrorists never sleep. Pardon me."




  Annette stood where the Queen left them. Poor Dilby would go back to his offices and continue his never-ending quest to find the last of the members of the terrorist group. Just to be sure. To make sure they didn't have the chance to accidentally bumble their way to finding a way to restart the war. Which was why he was so good in his job. He didn't trust anyone, anything, or any situation. If the terrorists said they had someone, he would continue to hunt until it was proven they did not.
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