
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_94650125394ec85e5d523191f9cea00a_2x7FSY_html_me182b33.jpg]

 



[image: tmp_94650125394ec85e5d523191f9cea00a_2x7FSY_html_7b4a6fb9.png]

Published by
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2020

 


 


ISBN: 978-0-3695-0224-7

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: CA Clauson

 


 


ALL RIGHTS
RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction
or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of
this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print
without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 



 


 


 


 


THE POISON OF
BITTERNESS

 


Cozy Bend Romance,
5

 


Serenity Snow

 


Copyright © 2020

 


[image: tmp_94650125394ec85e5d523191f9cea00a_2x7FSY_html_71dbcfad.png]


Prologue

 


The hacker seated behind the desk
laughed. “The numbers were dead on,” he said and slapped his hands
together.

“How much?” the blond male
asked, his blood pumping furiously in excitement. He hadn’t thought
it would be this easy to begin exacting his revenge on the people
responsible for putting his father in jail.

They’d ruined him, taken his good
name, and most of his savings had gone to fighting the charges. His
father had lost his business and the respect of his colleagues. He
was broken and not just in his own eyes, but in the eyes of the
community.

Those women hadn’t just taken his
father’s life but had sliced through his family leaving him and his
mother the subject of gossip and dirty looks.

“A million,” the hacker
told him. “The other account has another mill in it. I’m going to
see if I can get into it, too.”

“Not yet,” he said
quickly. “Wait another day. Then, go for it, and I’ll pay you then,
before we move ahead with our next break in. She’ll have to replace
that money for payroll.”

The hacker gave him an annoyed look.
“She might have changed the codes by then if she’s smart. Getting
back in won’t be so easy.”

“You can do it,” he
snapped. “That’s why I brought you in.”

“You brought me in because
you thought I was good, and I am, but the system she has in place
is boss, man. I couldn’t break it and even her back doors are
traps. We’ll need to strike while the iron is hot.”

“I’m sure the next go
round will be harder,” the blond man said, lips pulling into a hard
line. “But you’ll have to pull it off to get paid.”

“That’s why I say let’s
just do it now and walk away before it turns into a game we can’t
win.”

“No,” the blond man
snapped, staring into the cold brown eyes of a man he’d known as a
teenager. “Listen to me. I want this to hurt her as badly as it’s
hurting me.”

“I know you want revenge,
but that’s a sword that cuts both ways,” his friend
muttered.

This wasn’t going to cost him
anything, it was only going to purge him of the rage building up
inside him more and more every day. His family was on the edge of
destruction and it was up to him to do something to salvage what he
could—his sanity.

“Did you send that note
like I asked you to?”

“Yeah, the lawyers got
it,” he said with a confused look. “Why are we fooling with that
when she’s right here, right now? The more variables you introduce
the harder the outcome will be to control.”

The blond man smiled. Ashbury had been
on the verge of closing out a deal with some old employees, but
he’d made sure that didn’t happen. Their lawyers had to be certain
by now that Ashbury meant to fuck them over in their
settlement.

“Good,” he said with a
grin. “Now—”

“We’d have to go down
there in order to wreak further havoc, though,” the hacker
said.

“I know—we’ll deal with
that later,” he replied. “What about the girlfriend? Anything in
her past we can use to rip Ashbury’s life apart? Anything that
points to her as the person who actually got this all
started?”

The other man looked at him, shaking
his head, a lock of hair falling over his forehead. “I haven’t
found a digital footprint, so if her father sent her info and told
her to do this, it was by snail mail.”

The blond man blew out a breath. “What
about her life though? Any exes we could entice out of the
woodwork?”

“She’s not much for social
media, man. Her FB account was deleted, she has no Instagram, and
her Twitter is sparse. She doesn’t talk about her personal life
much. I’d have to go down to

where she lived and detective shit
ain’t my forte.”

“I can get one of the guys
to do it.”

His agency was small, but a few loyal
employees remained working cases and bringing in a little money.
One of them was a good friend of his. He’d send him down to
Mississippi to check things out.

“Hey, where are we on
finding the other one?” Ava Murrow, the woman he’d thought had
started all this, seemed to have disappeared off the face of the
earth.

The woman he’d thought was her,
wasn’t. She was just a woman whose name happened to be the same as
his quarry.

“Nowhere,” the hacker
replied. “Without a real target, I can’t hack into anything. She’s
like hunting for a ghost in a haunted house.”

“She’s out there,” he
said. “Find her. I want her dead for opening this can of
worms.”

 



Chapter One

 


“I can’t find her,” Lang
Washington told Remi Ashbury as she faced him across the table in
the restaurant of her casino.

She held a cup of coffee in one hand,
her thoughts coming to a complete stop. The Murrow girl had been of
interest to her for two months. After the trial of the men who’d
killed their fathers, Remi had been intent on finding the other
woman.

In part, she wanted to thank her and
partially because she wanted to know why the woman had wanted to
open the old wounds of their childhood.

Both of their fathers had been
convicted of embezzlement and murder. Hers had been innocent as it
turns out. Was Ava’s?

“What do you mean?” Remi
asked of the brown eyed man. “Why? She couldn’t have just vanished
off the face of the earth.”

“I didn’t say she did,” he
answered. “I merely said I couldn’t find her.”

Remi blinked. Lang was the owner of a
successful security firm out of Texas, but he’d come down here to
handle her case personally after sending some of his men to protect
her lover and train the casino’s security staff.

“Okay.” She thought his
words over again. “What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m going to keep
looking,” he told her. “She was sent to her relatives after her
father’s death.”

That had been the best thing despite
how hard it had been. Living in a small town where they were the
anomalies to be pointed at and whispered about behind their backs
hadn’t been any way for either of them to live.

“I’d like to talk to her
in this century, Lang,” she told him. “So, find her.”

“I’m going to, Remi,” he
replied with a hint of a smile. “Just be patient. How is security
working out for you?”

“Fine,” she replied. “My
fiancé is comfortable with the guys because she knows them. I’d
like to keep them on.”

“They’re willing to stay
another few months, but, Remi, these are men used to action. They
won’t stay beyond that, so I’ve already started looking for
replacements.”

“As long as you trust them
and they have a proven track record of good results, I’m fine with
whoever you select.”

“I’ve spoken to a woman
who’s ex-military. She didn’t see any action in the Middle East,
but she was over there assigned to an Embassy.”

“She good at her
job?”

“Such as it was,” he said
with a frown. “Yeah. She can shoot, kick ass, and cuss like any
sailor.”

“She was Navy?”

“No.” He grinned.
“Army.”

“Okay. I’ll meet with her.
She straight?”

“Afraid of a little
competition?” he asked, his tone mocking.

“Sarina doesn’t look at
other women.”

“Everyone looks, Remi,” he
said. “It’s just a matter of intent from there on out.”

“Just send her down,” Remi
ordered. “I’ll meet with her.”

She did worry that Sarina would wake
up one day and realize what she’d gotten herself into and walk
away.

“Okay.” He sighed. “I’ll
do that. In the meantime, I’ll keep looking for this woman. You
changed your name. Happen to know what her mother’s mother’s name
was? We haven’t found her under her mother’s name.”

“I didn’t know her,” Remi
said. “She was—hang on. Sarina knew her.” She picked up her phone
from the table next to her. She input her fiancée’s
number.

“Hello, Remi,” Sarina
murmured in her ear. “Is your meeting over already?”

“Almost,” she said,
butterflies filling her stomach. Finding Sarina back in Cozy Bend
had been a surprise, but reconnecting with her had been a gift from
the gods.

She’d liked Sarina more than she
should in high school, but Sarina’s father hadn’t approved and
wouldn’t have allowed a relationship beyond friendship. But they
were all each other had now with their fathers and families
gone.

Well, Sarina’s mother was still alive,
but Sarina was all she had, and Remi didn’t intend to allow anyone
to take Sarina from her.

“I need to ask you
something,” she said.

“I’m not naked, Remi,”
Sarina replied, laughter in her voice.

She cleared her throat. “Sari,” she
groaned. The woman was smoking hot. Then, Remi had always thought
Sarina was hot despite being overweight. “Do you remember the
Murrow girl?”

“What about her?” she
asked quietly.

“Did she ever mention
anything about her mother’s family?”

“Her mother was adopted,
and she didn’t speak to them. Why?”

“The investigator has hit
a wall in finding her,” Remi replied.

“Remi, why are you still
looking for Ava? The trial is over. If she sent you that
information, just be happy and let it go.”

“I can’t. So, anything you
can tell me about her that you might remember?”

There was a brief silence. “Her father
had family here. They owned a farm. Ava used to go out
there.”

“She never mentioned any
place she might like to see?”

“Spain, Greece. She was
going to be a journalism major. Dad counselled her after her father
was arrested. I’ll go through the files and see if I can find
her.”

“Files?”

“Copies of all dad’s old
cases were at Luckgood Manor. I thought I told you that,” she said.
“I’ll go through them and see if I can find her.”

“I’m not sure that’ll
help, but thanks,” Remi said.

“Talk to you later,
sweetie,” Sarina said.

“No luck?”

“None,” Remi answered.
“I’m not holding out much hope that her father had anything useful,
but if I turn out to be wrong, I’ll let you know.”

“Call me,” he said. “I’ll
do the same if I come up with anything.”

“Yeah.” She walked him
out, brow furrowed.

She probably should just forget about
the Murrow girl as Sarina urged. There was really nothing that
could come out of it except maybe a few answers as to why the woman
had wanted to pursue this.

She headed to her office where Ella,
the casino’s manager, sat behind the desk that would be occupied by
Remi’s assistant once she found one. Her former assistant Thomas
was in California playing assistant manager at her resort
there.

She’d sent him there to curtail his
growing interest in her. Remi was thinking of sending Ella away as
well, but she wanted someone she trusted running things.

“You have two meetings
this morning,” Ella told her. “Both are assistant candidates. I
think you should let Sarina handle this until you find
someone.”

“I didn’t ask you,” she
retorted, giving the other woman a cool look. The woman’s blue eyes
glittered with disapproval, but Remi wasn’t in the mood for her
crap today.

“Anyway, both are
qualified, and both live around here. One is a college student and
the other is a woman who’s been out of college a year.”

She considered both, mentally
calculating how much work she’d get out of the college girl. Her
schedule would be a problem, but the other one—now, she was a
better choice. She would be able to give her better hours with less
distraction.

“No to college girl,
what’s the other one’s major?”

“Business.”

“Interview her for your
assistant.”

“Are you serious?” Ella
demanded, incredulity shining on her face.

“I think you need one more
than I do at the moment,” Remi said.

“There’s one more thing,”
Ella said, her eyes growing serious.

“What?”

“There’s been some
activity on one of your business accounts,” she said. “It’s been
hacked.”

Remi lifted her brows curiously.
“Which account?”

She had an accountant handling the
casino’s finances along with a bookkeeper dealing with payroll.
Both were local simply because she had wanted to add more jobs to
the area. The accounts had more than a million in each, but that
was just pocket money for her.

“The casino’s accounts for
payroll. Someone tried to get into the building fund, but couldn’t.
The accountants don’t have access. Only you and I.”

“Right,” she said. “Well,
dump another half mil in there. I’ll have someone monitor it and
trace the thief. I dearly would like to know what’s up.”

The men who’d killed her father and
framed him were in jail. One of them had been guilty of
embezzlement. He had children, two of which still lived here in
town. They were both struggling to get by now that the company
their father had once co-owned was bankrupt.

So, maybe one of the kids was looking
for an easy payday.


Chapter Two

 


Sarina pulled several files from the
box in her office. She’d be treating patients here in a few weeks,
but she hadn’t even hired a secretary yet. She’d barely gotten the
furniture delivered.

Remi had been excited that she was
going into private practice, but she had suggested Sarina look
around for another psychologist or a psychiatrist to partner with.
The reason being she’d have someone to help carry the burden of
patients which meant Sarina wouldn’t be at work late into the
evening.

Her children’s home was nearly
finished and would be able to house at least fifty kids at a time,
seventy-five in a pinch. Sarina was eager to serve the area’s
children just as her father had and was more than excited about her
plans.

The jingle of the bell had her tensing
and dropping the lid back on the box she’d opened. It had only
fifty files in it and she was sure one of them contained some
information on Ava Murrow.

If Remi’s detective wanted to find
her, there had to be a reason despite Sarina’s urging to leave
sleeping dogs to lie.

She hurried into the outer office, a
reception counter to her right and the waiting room to her left. In
front of the glass door, a woman of average height with honey-gold
skin stood there in navy pants and a gold blouse open at the
throat. Her black hair just reached her shoulders.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m
Danica Daniels.” Her lips curved up into a congenial smile, her
blue eyes dancing brightly.

“Hi.” Sarina moved toward
the stranger with the voice that was almost familiar.
“I’m—”

“I know who you are,” she
said warmly. “I heard you were setting up offices and building a
children’s home.”

“Yeah. I would ask where
you heard but this is—”

“A small town,” Danica cut
in with a little laugh. “I’m new in town. Actually, I live over the
county line in Clover.”

“Okay.”

“I’m a psychologist, too,”
Danica said. “I specialize in working with adults. I can work with
teens, but I prefer working with adults.”

“Oh. Are you looking for a
place to work? Do you have, um—”

“I do actually,” she said
with a smile and reached into her pants pocket. “Here. You can
check out my credentials. I’ve been working in Jackson,
Mississippi. I worked at Parchment Prison for a few years, but most
recently I’ve been working in a treatment center for substance
abuse.”

“Why’d you leave?” Sarina
asked with a frown as she moved to accept the sheet.

Danica shrugged. “It was time for a
change. Plus, a relative is down sick, needed me to come
stay.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Sarina
said with a nod. “I hope your family will be getting back on their
feet soon.”

“He’s doing as well as can
be expected,” Danica said. “He’ll recover in time. I need a job in
the meanwhile.”

“I won’t be opening my
doors for another two weeks, but I have enough room to take on two
other doctors,” Sarina said. “You want to come on back and check
things out?”

“Sure. I’d like
that.”

Sarina showed Danica around before
leading her back to the reception area. She found the woman
personable and nothing about her had her on edge. Sarina actually
liked her.

“Check out my credentials
and give me a call,” Danica said. “I’d really like to get back to
work. I’m sure the pace will be far slower, but a six-hour workday
will be fine with me.”

“I know what you mean,”
Sarina said.

She had already made it known she
would be open for business, and she’d talked to the proper
authorities to alert them that she would be able to take kids in
the home in a month. She had the small staff lined up for
that.

Getting the proper permits and
paperwork filed had been easy thanks to Remi.

“I will get back to you
within a few days. I just need to confirm that you’ll be able to
see a few teens if it comes to that.”

“If necessary,” Danica
said. “I’ve worked with teens in the penal system.”

“Okay, great,” Sarina
replied with a nod. “I’ll get back to you soon. I’m Sarina Snowden
by the way.”

“Nice to meet you,
Sarina.”

“Same here, Danica. You
said you had family in Clover. So, you’re from around
here?”

“No,” Danica answered with
a shake of her head. “But that won’t stop me from staying if I like
it.”

Sarina saw the other woman out and
locked the door before going back into her office. She wasn’t sure
what she’d find, but she got back to her task.

****

She was setting up shop to shrink
heads. Well, that made sense. Sarina was smart, and she had the
temperament for dealing with other people’s shit.

People like her didn’t change too
much. They never stopped being doormats and they never stopped
wanting to fit in.

He watched the building for a moment
as the woman left.

When Sarina had gone back inside, he
walked up to the building. She didn’t seem to have cameras around
the place which would be a plus down the road when he made his move
against her.

He wanted to know a little more about
her and her part in his father’s unjust incarceration before he
planned how to deal with her.

Sarina had testified at the trial that
she’d found the evidence in a storage locker and the contents of
the place had been gone through by police. So, she probably had
just found it, but she’d still caused problems for him and he
needed to at least make her feel the sting.

He hoped his man found something in
her past that could be used to hurt her career here or at least
damage her credibility.

He checked the back door and found it
locked. She wasn’t stupid at least. He made his way back to his car
and climbed in. He could blow the place up, but costing her
patients would be a better use of his time.

However, he really wanted to destroy
Ashbury more. He wanted to rob her of her good name and her money
the way she’d done to his father. Stealing her money would be easy
with his source on the inside giving him the passwords he
needed.

However, wrecking her name would be
harder. After all, people weren’t expecting much of trash like her
to start with. Nothing she did would surprise them given that her
father was a thief, abuser, and drunk.

He’d have to get someone to help him
sabotage her, but that would require help from the inside out,
possibly from her girlfriend. How did he convince little Miss
Pollyanna to betray Ashbury just enough to get the job
done?


Chapter Three

 


Remi got to her feet when Sarina
approached the table in the diner. She couldn’t help staring at
her, she was so beautiful and so sweet that she forgot about stares
she was getting. She’d seen more than one person snicker and mumble
something that had to have been about her.

Someone had even made a crack about
her father being gay and the apple not falling far from the
tree.

At this moment it didn’t matter what
they thought. She was the one who’d gotten the pretty girl, and she
was the one with the successful business. She wanted them to choke
on the knowledge that she’d risen up from the conditions she’d been
left to drown in.

However, the dislike she could feel as
some of them stared at her, made her doubt her decision to meet
Sarina here for a late lunch. If it wasn’t for her pride, she’d
probably drag Sarina out of here, but the thought stopped dead as
she watched Sarina stride toward her without a care.

The outfit Sarina wore screamed
femininity from the blouse to the detail of the front of her pants.
The delicate flowers were in complementary colors to her blouse
which was tucked into the waistband of her pants with a slim belt
cinching her waist.

Her black hair was in a bun bringing
all attention to her pretty unmade face. Her brown eyes were like
whiskey and she moved with a sensual grace that made Remi
wet.

“Hi,” Sarina said, putting
her hand on Remi’s arm and leaning in to kiss her.

“Hey,” Remi said in a low
tone as she wrapped her arm around Sarina’s waist and pulled her in
closer. “I never get tired of watching you walk into a
room.”

Sarina gave her a wicked look. “I
thought you enjoyed my exit a lot more.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I
love watching your ass,” she murmured. “But I love the look in your
eyes as you walk to me.”

“What does it look like?”
Sarina asked softly.

“It’s like you’re making
love to me with a simple look. Like you can’t wait to be with me,”
she answered, but she was still awestruck by that
feeling.

No one had ever made her feel as if
they saw her and wanted to be with her because she was.

Sarina caressed her cheek. “I can’t
wait,” she said. “Why do you think I agreed to marry
you?”

“Keep your hands to
yourselves, freaks,” a masculine voice growled.

“Yeah, do us all a favor
and go have lunch at that freak club on the edge of town,” another
masculine voice muttered. “Man wannabe.”

“No,” Sarina said when
Remi looked past her in search of the jackasses who’d
spoken.

Remi put a hand on her waist intent on
setting her aside while she told the jerk a piece of her mind, but
Sarina gripped her chin.

“Remi. Look at me,” she
ordered in a low tone full of command. “Remi.”

Remi met her gaze, finding patience
and a warm gentle stare that washed over her, stopping her in her
tracks.

“You invited me to lunch
to show off,” Sarina told her. “Now, sit down and talk to me or
just stare at me. I don’t care which, but don’t pick a fight or I’m
going to be really pissed off.”

Sarina’s words held a sharp edge as
they slid over her, and Remi exhaled slowly. She disentangled
herself from Sarina and pulled out the chair opposite the one she’d
been sitting in for her. Then, Remi slid into her own, but part of
her brain was still on doing battle with the men who couldn’t keep
their opinions to themselves.

“Hey,” Sarina said sharply
when her gaze wandered. “I’m leaving if you get up to do anything
other than go to the bathroom. I mean it, Remi.”

“No. I’m not,” Remi
assured her. “It just pisses me off when people like that act like
they have the monopoly on taking their girlfriend out.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what
you get in this town,” Sarina reminded her sternly. “We both knew
that, but you know you’ve changed. You’re not the same girl you
used to be. You’re capable of ignoring that.”

Remi met her gaze. The brown depths
were full of a strength that curled around her like a pair of steel
toe boots making her feel as if she could take on the world. And
that smile on her lips was like a coat so warm it warded off the
nastiest verbal chill.

“You’re trying to shrink
me, and that little move you did a minute ago was topping from the
bottom. What did I tell you about that?” she teased as she leaned
toward her.

Sarina lowered her eyes before looking
at her from beneath her lashes. “Mistress, I thought you realized
by now I wasn’t a strict bottom.” The way she said the words sent
waves of desire washing over Remi along with the memory of how
aggressive Sarina could be in bed.

“Ha.” Remi shook her head,
and Sarina’s hand glided up her knee beneath the table. She stopped
its progress with a tap before linking her fingers with Sarina’s.
“You’re smart and beautiful. How did I get so lucky?”

“You were brave enough to
let me take the lead when necessary,” Sarina said. “BDSM is fun,
but I’m not going to let you boss me around all the time,
Remi.”

“I don’t,” she said
defensively.

She knew she had a tendency to be a
bit controlling because so much of her young life had been out of
her power. If her employees didn’t do as she thought or wanted, she
either fired or reassigned them so they wouldn
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