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About A Gathering Of Stories: Valentine’s Day

Will you be our valentine?


What do you want for Valentine’s Day? A heart-shaped box of chocolates? Dinner out with the love of your life? A romantic river cruise?

How about a murder mystery? Betrayal? Revenge?

We're delighted to bring you this anthology: A Gathering of Stories: Valentine's Day. Five Valentine's Day-themed stories by five gifted storytellers. Tales that will warm your heart...and get it pounding.

Get your copy today!

Featuring stories by:

Bonnie Elizabeth
C.A. Rowland
Johanna Rothman
M.D. Posey
Tami Veldura

Valentine's Short Story Anthology
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Imaginative and just a delightful read"

I absolutely LOVE this collection!!!
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Murder for Valentine’s Day

By Bonnie Elizabeth




 

CARLTON RIVER CASTLE WASN’T EXACTLY a castle. More like a big Federalist building along the side of a huge gorge that rarely held any water, so the whole river thing in the name wasn’t any more truth in advertising than the name “Castle”. Still, it was about as romantic as I got for my short break from work.

It was my honeymoon, in theory. Aiden had gotten time off from his job in IT. He worked remotely so we could live not far outside Louisville where I worked at the FBI office. I was riding a desk because my tongue had gotten the better of me one too many times. I wasn’t exactly a senior officer and the only reason I had a job was because everyone agreed that the mayor of the last town I’d been posted in was built like a pregnant moose and had the brains of a sand flea. They just held their tongues rather than telling him that in person.

The mayor wanted me fired. My boss went to bat and I got a slight demotion and moved to a Kentucky office. Last year it was Pikeville. This year I was in Louisville, working my way back up the ladder, so to speak, although the station head wanted me at a desk for the foreseeable future. Who knew what would come out of my mouth, though I tried to tell myself that I had learned my lesson.

Devoted Aiden had followed me wherever I got posted, working remotely at his job, and trying to be a calming influence to my less than calm persona. And now we were legal. Man and wife. He’d get the government bennies if I got killed in action, not that I was likely to see anything sitting at a desk outside of Louisville.

Feeling generous, my boss allowed me the week of Valentine’s Day off to go on honeymoon with Aiden. Or maybe Aiden had called him and sweet-talked him. Aiden was good at things like that. He’d have made a great diplomat, but Aiden preferred money to influence and power, although arguably the money he made gave him influence and power.

I let Aiden pick a romantic place for us to vacation. He’d chosen a spot at the edge of the Appalachians, not so far in as to remind me of my year in Pikeville hell, but close enough to have some level of beauty. I’d seen the images of Carlton River Castle online. It did look pretty even if it didn’t look like a Castle.

Red brick walls and white columns lined the front. A wing stuck out on one side, more modern hotel than cute old house looking, with a weird square tower at the far end, probably the most castle-like thing. The odd wing was still red brick and white trim but it looked somehow both newer in that the brick was plainer, and older in that they’d been laid in patterns that made it look like some of the bricks had started to sink down, as if it had been there for ages. Either way, it didn’t match the look of the front.

The white columns in the front held up a long wooden porch with rockers of the sort you might see at Cracker Barrel, all painted white. We parked in one of the spaces to the side and got out to check in.

No valets or porters greeted us. There were other cars already there. I noted the makes and models, all nice cars. The price of the Castle wasn’t bad, though it was cheaper than say a weekend at the Kentucky Castle in Versailles. Really, when Aiden had talked about it, at first, I had thought that’s where we were going. Disappointingly, it was not our destination. Of course, in hindsight, it would have been a calmer vacation.

We crossed the parking lot and came to a rather narrow path that led to the front porch, where we walked up three wooden steps. The breeze outside was chilly enough that I crossed my arms. The area smelled of damp leaves and rancid oil, the latter seeming to come from the not-quite-a castle.

I wrinkled my nose and made a face.

“If it’s bad, we can cut it short and find something else,” Aiden said. It wasn’t as if we couldn’t afford it. Aiden might like money, but he was also a saver and if something went wrong, he wasn’t averse to tossing it all in and going elsewhere. But he’d try first. I mean just because it stank outside didn’t mean it was a bad place.

“Good beds and good food,” I said quietly, smiling at him.

Aiden beamed his thousand-watt smile at me. He really was too handsome for someone like me. I was short and rather round, the figure described as a fireplug. He wasn’t terribly tall, an inch or so shy of six-foot but he was rather rangy, the sort of thin that comes naturally and not from working out. His blonde hair was rather messed, but in a sexy way, and his brown eyes were sharp and missed nothing, though they were hidden behind thick lenses.

I thought he was terribly handsome. For some reason, Aiden found me beautiful though I tended to be more non-descript than anything. A good thing for my job. I could watch folks and no one noticed. I mean, if I weren’t stuck behind a desk where people would notice me, if only because of the desk.

“Good beds especially,” he whispered to me as he opened the heavy-looking wood door. It was one of two but both had handles and both were dark black, contrasting with the red brick and white columns.

Walking inside, there was a huge coffee colored desk to the left of the doorway. It took up what had probably once been an old parlor. Old-fashioned cubby holes that could hold letters or keys lined the space behind the desk, though I noted a laptop computer sitting on the desk itself. A bell waited to be rung.

The door closed behind us with a swish and from somewhere I heard a computerized ding-dong, probably to let someone know people had come inside.

The building smelled of that old building smell, the faintest hint of damp and old wood that was doing its best not to rot. I heard creaks and groans from all around us as if a hundred little elves were waking to help us check in.

Rather than an elf, a very tall woman, several inches taller than Aiden, walked into the entry and looked at us.

“We’re the Baxters,” Aiden said. “Checking in.”

The woman nodded at us, looking down at the computer. She typed away at it, not once looking at us again.

“You said honeymoon?” she asked looking up at us. Her nose was as long as her frame, but a bit too wide for the horsey shape of her face. At some point in history, she’d have been described as a handsome woman. Now she just looked rather outdated, her eyes a faded blue. Her style of clothing, dark jeans and a casual blue sweater did nothing to change her look, though it did make her a bit more modern, rather than like a spinster out of a painting.

“I did,” Aiden said smiling.

“Congratulations.” The word was said flatly as if she didn’t care. In fact, I suspected I’d get more emotion if we’d said someone had just died. Perhaps even a smile had that happened.

“Thank you.” As always Aiden was far more gracious than I was.

I bit back my sarcastic comments.

“I put you in the Rose Room,” she said. “All rooms are named after flowers. I like flowers.”

Aiden smiled and nodded and while he filled out some paperwork that included giving her our license plate, presumably so that she wouldn’t tow our car, she stared at us, her eyes chilly. If she were an actress, she’d get good work in horror movies.

“I’m Maude,” the woman said. “I run the place. I have one elevator. I ask that you not use it late at night as it can keep the guests in the rooms closest awake. I serve breakfast from seven to nine in the morning and that’s included. You’ll have a menu in your room before bed so you know if it’s to your liking. I don’t do substitutions.”

Maude led us around a corner. Stairs led down to the hallway. Just beyond, in the curve of the stairs was a silver door. The elevator.

“Your room is on the second floor. All the best rooms are. Faces the gorge in the back. People like the view. There’s a balcony if you want to sit out there. No hot tub, which disappoints some people. Those rooms are more expensive and they were booked before you booked yours. If you want specialty things here, pays to book early,” Maude said. She looked accusingly at Aiden as if our lack of a hot tub was all his fault for not thinking appropriately ahead for our honeymoon.

Never mind that I wasn’t interested in sitting in a hot tub on a balcony in February in the Appalachians. Might be pretty or romantic for some. I had to pinch back a shiver just thinking about it.

“We’re good,” Aiden said.

Maude pressed the up button for the elevator. I noticed there was a down as well. The place had a basement. There might even be rooms down there if it were a walk-out. We were at the edge of a hill.

“Do you run this place all on your own?” Aiden asked as we got into the elevator. It was larger than I expected, though rather plain. Dark, near black floors, shiny and clean. The walls were also shiny black with lighter wood paneling halfway up.

“I own it,” Maude said. “I have a girl come in to help at breakfast sometimes and two people who clean rooms. I do everything else, mostly.”

She sighed.

“It sounds like a lot of work,” I said.

Maude stared at me as if I’d insulted her. I tried to work out what could possibly be insulting about the words I’d said. I’d wanted to commiserate with her. I was so used to putting my foot in my mouth that it didn’t even occur to me until later that this was a strange reaction.

“I was engaged when I bought the place,” Maude said. “Each year I miss him more.”

She didn’t look at me as she talked.

We rode in awkward silence the rest of the way, even Aiden not certain how to approach further commentary.

When we got to our room, Maude inserted the metal key into the lock and then turned. I noticed that our key was linked to a large plastic shape with the flower pictured on it, along with a number, though not the name of the hotel. I preferred the key cards that told no one anything about us, but this would have to do.

Maude let us go first, though neither of us had our suitcases. The room was larger than expected with a big four poster bed in dark wood. A flat screen TV sat across from it. Near the sliding door was a pair of club chairs and little table. The bathroom had a large shower with a seat and a big jetted tub next to it. The two sinks gave two people plenty of space. This might not be a honeymoon suite with a hot tub but it was nicer than most places I stayed.

“Very nice,” Aiden said.

Maude nodded and then turned leaving us with the parting comment about breakfast.

“I’ll see you at breakfast. It ends at nine sharp, so don’t come down a minute before expecting to get anything.”

“Thanks!” Aiden said.

“Wow. She was something,” I said after the door was closed and we started poking around our digs. The room had a slightly musty smell.

“She seems lonely,” Aiden said picking up something I had missed.

I shrugged. I let myself fall back against the bed, enjoying the feel of the mattress, the soft spring of the top and then the firmer lower level. I was going to sleep well that night.
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THE NEXT MORNING, I WOKE early as was my habit. Aiden was still sleeping but I got up and pulled on a coat and went to sit on the balcony. Chill air slithered up through my night gown along my legs, raising goose flesh. Coffee would have been perfect out there. White frost lined the limbs of trees that climbed the hillside across the way and far below, in the bottom of what might have once been a river gorge, I saw what I thought was ice, though I could have been wrong.

Pink sun rose on the horizon, off to my left. In summer the rooms would be warm with the southern exposure. In the early spring, the air was still too cool for the warmth to make too much difference.

When I could stand the cold no longer, I went
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