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Life hasn’t been easy for Beatrice “Birdie” Harper. Every man she’s known has let her down. Her father was no exception. She spent years struggling to distance herself from the monster who raised her. His betrayal catapulted her onto a path to discover if evil is born or created – nature versus nurture. And ultimately, if her struggle to be a good person will be in vain.

Navigating life as an adult has become a gauntlet of lies and infidelity. When all hope for a normal existence seems lost, Birdie meets the man of her dreams – sexy, charismatic, and covered in tattoos.

But figuring out which secrets to expose and which to bury will be the difference between Birdie finally getting her happily ever after or paying the ultimate price. 
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​TRIGGER WARNING
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While I’d want everyone to enjoy this novel, I know that certain subject matters can be triggering to some. Please consider this list before continuing. If you do not have any triggers, please skip this page to avoid spoilers. 

THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY deals with a plethora of sensitive topics, including, but not limited to – 

Dubious consent, kidnapping, murder, stalking, cheating, graphic violence, rape, & knife play. 

This list is not exhaustive. If you are sensitive to any of these subjects, please proceed with caution. 
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​PROLOGUE
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​Birdie

I felt him before I saw him, an apparition of my past. His eyes lingered on me as if trying to decipher a code without an answer, a zodiac riddle taunting him. I could see the pain in his gaze, and it rippled through my core, causing a shiver to snake its way down my spine. I stepped toward him before ducking into the cab that waited in the middle of the street. I never looked back as it took me home. Home. I’d only lived in this town for six months, but I was a different person now, hours away from where my past tormented me – a past I was trying desperately to keep a secret.

Picking at the strap of my Chanel bag, I worried my lip as Willmington flashed by. Cason’s Tesla was in the driveway of our modest two-story home. I hesitated before slipping the driver some cash and stepping out onto Colebriar Court. The curtain swayed, and I smiled up at the darkened window. Old habits. The door opened before I could stick my key in the lock, and Cason wore a scowl as he assessed my appearance. 

“Hello to you, too,” I teased as I pressed my lips against his cheek. 

“You hesitated.” 

“What?” I laughed as I dropped my bag on the side table just inside our home. 

His fingers drug roughly through his short caramel hair. “You hesitated when you left the cab. Where is your driver?”

“I was enjoying the warmth of the sun on my face. I’ve been stuck inside all day. And I sent the driver home. I need a vacation.”

His arm snaked around my back as he pulled me tight against his body. “Maybe we can get away for a bit. Remember our trip to Vegas?” He asked, his lips traveling down the crook of my neck. A sigh escaped me before I swallowed hard and pressed my hands against his chest. 

How could I forget Vegas? After getting married, we never left the hotel. But we weren’t locked inside because we were so consumed by our passion. No. We stayed in because of what I’d done.

“I could never run away from work long enough for that,” My shoulders fell as disappointment marred his chiseled face. Then, rolling my eyes, I forced myself to relax. “You’re right. I’ve just been preoccupied with my new client. I’ll see what I can do, okay?” 

His expression softened as his fingers slid through my honey-colored hair, tugging the end just below my chest. 

“I’m going to take a bath and pretend I’m soaking in a hot tub somewhere surrounded by an ocean.” 

He smiled, his hand falling to his side as I turned to head upstairs to the master bathroom. The second I was finally alone. I let the memory of Reames wash over me. His hardened face now covered in salt and pepper scruff. His unwavering gaze let me know he didn’t show back up in my life by accident. He had hunted me down, and he wasn’t going to leave until I faced him. I still jumped at every shadow; paused before walking out of my front door. My demons had finally caught up with me.

I turned on the faucet in the tub and let the water fill and warm as I shrugged off my dress and slipped out of my heels. Taking my diamond studs out of my ears, I was careful not to catch my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t want to see the guilt that lingered. 

I slipped into the water, lowering myself into the lukewarm liquid until I was completely submerged, letting out a muffled scream. I felt my eyes burn from the tears that would be washed away as quickly as they appeared. 

The guilt of what I’d done caused my stomach to turn. I didn’t want to have to face my past. 

Pushing up through the surface, I gasped for air. I would have to see him. I didn’t have a choice. I just hoped I could do it without Cason finding out. 

***
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I awoke twenty minutes before my alarm clock rang, my heart pounding in my chest. I felt the bed beside me, exhaling when my fingertips found Cason’s arm. I wasn’t alone. It had all been a nightmare. He rolled over toward me as I stared up at the ceiling. 

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he rasped. 

“Just a bad dream.” 

He didn’t respond, but Cason wasn’t stupid. He knew there was something I was keeping from him. Or maybe my guilt was beginning to eat at me. I didn’t like to keep secrets from my husband, but if he found out someone from my past had hunted me down, the results would be catastrophic. I needed to fix this on my own and fast. 

Pushing from the bed, I hurried into the bathroom to freshen up for the day. 

“You want to talk about it?” he called after me. I pretended I didn’t hear him, struggling to get ready as quickly as possible. I heard him groan and the sound of his feet hitting the hardwood floors. 

Soon he was behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist. I smiled at him through my reflection in the mirror as his hand slid across my stomach. His lips pressed against the nape of my neck, and I shivered as the stubble on his chin tickled my skin. His grip tightened around me.

“Watch me, baby,” he groaned, sliding his hand lower to tease the edge of my panties. He tugged at my robe, causing my breast to fall free. 

“I have an early meeting,” I protested. 

“I know.” He smirked against my ear. I quickly spun in his arms, pressing my palms against his chest. 

“I can’t be late. But I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” 

“Let’s go out for dinner tonight,” he sighed. 

“Calinno’s?” I asked with an eyebrow arched. He smiled, his shoulders falling as he relaxed. 

“Anything you want.” His lips pressed against the back of my head a final time as he took a step back, allowing me to put in my earrings. 

“You’re too good to me.” 

“Am I?” he asked. I stiffened before forcing a smile and laughing off his comment. I needed to stop overreacting to everything, or he was definitely going to know something was going on. 

“Calinno’s at seven. I’ll meet you there. I have a client who wants to go over a contract at six.” I spun around, smoothing out my robe. His eyes searched mine before he nodded once. 

“Don’t make me wait.” He replied, his tone cold. 

***
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I left home as quickly as possible, my eyes scanning every figure that came into view. I thought I’d seen him at the corner coffee shop as I waited for my latte and again at the stoplight across the street. It wasn’t until I stepped inside the Chancellor Building on Riverton that I finally let out the breath I’d been holding. 

“Grace wants you in the conference room at nine,” Devin called out from behind his desk as he grabbed a stack of folders and rushed toward me. We began walking faster, his sense of urgency becoming mine and finally putting my mind at ease. “Showfield called and canceled his three o’clock, saying he would not sign anything until you went over the papers with him personally. And your seven a.m. arrived twenty minutes early and is waiting for you in your office.” 

I rolled my eyes, pausing for him to pull open the door to my office for me. My heart stuttered. The hot splatters of my coffee burned up my legs as my cup hit the ground. 

Reames pushed to his feet, adjusting his dark suit jacket, his eyes burning into mine as the left side of his mouth twisted up into a smirk. 

“Shoot,” I sank to my feet, bumping shoulders with Devin as he bent down to clean up my mess. 

“I got it. I got it!” He whisper-yelled, leaving me with no choice but to push to my feet and face my worst nightmare. 

“I’ll send Alison down for another latte, print out new copies of the Anderson contract since this one is now soggy, and see if I can’t find you a new pair of pumps that are less sticky... and tacky. You’re a size eight, right?” 

“What?” I stuttered, not hearing a word he’d said. 

“Seven and a half,” Reames corrected. Devin slowly stood, his eyes shifting back and forth between the two of us. “Um... okay. I’ll see what I can find.” 

“My shoes are fine, Devin. Just get me a new copy of these papers and hold my calls.” 

“Whatever you say,” he replied in a sing-song voice as he disappeared into the hallway. 

I stepped over the puddle on the floor and pulled my door closed behind me. 

“Six months, and you’re not even going to say anything?”

“I didn’t think there was anything left for us to talk about, officer,” I replied, struggling not to let my voice waver. He took two large steps toward me, and I fought the urge to retreat. 

“You disappeared without so much as a goodbye.”

“Don’t pretend you missed me,” I spat. Tears threatened to spill over my lashes. 

My words caught him off guard, his eyes widening momentarily before his icy glare was back in place. 

“You nearly destroyed my life.”

“I guess we’re even.”

He took one large step, towering over me and causing me to crane my neck to meet his angry gaze. “I never wanted you to get hurt you, Birdie. Ever.”

“But you still did,” my voice was barely a whisper, but my words were deafening in the small space. 

“Why? Why did you run? I could have protected you.” His eyes searched mine, desperate for answers, but I couldn’t give him the words he needed. I quickly wiped away a wayward tear from my cheek before taking a step back, needing to put as much space between us as possible. 

“You can’t be here. If Cason finds out that I’ve talked to you...” My voice trailed off. 

“He’s not going to do anything. In fact, maybe I should pay him a visit, finish up some old business.”

“Is that a threat?” 

He shook his head, running his fingers through his messy gray hair. I knew he was trying to keep his cool. This isn’t the way he wanted our reunion to go. 

“I said I would protect you, Birdie. I meant that. I keep my word. Not like –”

“Not like who?” 

He swallowed hard, the apple of his throat bobbing. “Not like every other man in your life.” 

I felt my face pale as my heart twisted in my chest. “Stop it.”

“I need to show you something.” 

“I don’t –”

“Just look at it.” He held out a small thumb drive. I hesitated for a moment before reaching for it. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.”

My tongue ran out over my lips, my mouth suddenly feeling parched. “Please leave.”

“That kid is an idiot. Those shoes look great on you.” Without another word, he left my office, and it took only thirty seconds to round my desk and open my laptop. The words and images on the screen blurred, and I felt like I was going to be sick. 

I hit the button on my phone for Devin, who appeared in my doorway seconds later. 

“You rang?” 

“Call my husband and tell him I won’t be able to make it to dinner.”  

Devin’s brow furrowed in concern. “He’s not going to be happy.” 

“He’s not the one I’m worried about.” 

THE PAST
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​Elijah

My hand came down swiftly across the ass of Becky... or Bonnie... or Betty. Something that starts with a B. It’s not important. 

She’s not important. 

Her yells echoed off the walls of the nearly desolate room while wiggling against my dick as she sprawled out across my lap. 

“Perfection,” I groaned, knowing that now it was time to have a little fun. I’d been a good boy for two weeks as I stalked and plotted, and now my plan was coming to fruition. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, causing my head to go dizzy with anticipation. 

Inhaling deeply until the cherry of my cigarette glowed an angry orange, I pulled it from my lips, smiling at her as she looked over her shoulder at me in what I guessed was a seductive manner. Her bottom lip was tucked between her teeth. 

I told her to stop doing that. 

Pressing the fire end against her ass, an agonizing scream ripped from her chest, releasing her lip as she struggled to free herself from my grip. Embers scattered across her milky flesh, and she began to buck wildly. I laughed before finally raising my arm and letting her scurry across the room like a feral rat, slamming her body against the door as she twisted and pulled at the knob while sobs wracked her petite frame. 

Reaching behind my neck, I grabbed my t-shirt and tugged it over my head, watching as her eyes skated down my inked chest. I let her covet me, knowing it was the closest she would get to seeing Heaven tonight. That’s not where I was sending her. 

I cocked my head to the side, admiring the thick black streaks that lined her face, like a broken clown, the tears still clinging to her trembling chin. My dick grew harder with each violent rapture of her body. Pushing from my seat, I began to slowly cross the room, not because I didn’t want her to panic, but because fear makes time slow. I wanted this moment to last a lifetime for her. I wanted her heart to give out from the sheer panic that widened her eyes. 

“Please... please... please... please...” was all she kept repeating. It was... odd. No prayers to God, no begging me, the executioner, for mercy. Just, please. Please, what? Please hurry up and kill me already? Do whatever it is that pleases you?

Cracking my knuckles, I stopped just before reaching her, tapping the heel of my motorcycle boot against the concrete floor. Then, when her head dipped to look at my foot, I swung, connecting the toe to the bottom of her chin and sending her sprawling backward, her head bouncing off the steel door. Blood sprayed from the split in her chin, painting my jeans like a Jackson Pollock. 

I shook my head as I sank down on my haunches, flipping her burgundy hair from her face. She looked peaceful as she slept before me. Where was the fun I that?

“Wake up,” I growled as I slapped her cheek, the sting biting the flesh of my palm. She stirred, mumbling incoherently before her eyes shot open, and she began to hyperventilate. 

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” 

“B-B-B-Becka,” she stammered, and I chuckled as I pulled my cigarettes from my jeans pocket, lighting one with my Zippo. Her eyes widened as she watched the cherry glow. 

“B-B-B-Becka?” I teased. “I was close.” Blowing out a plume of smoke in her face, she coughed, waving her hand frantically to get some fresh air. “There are a lot worse ways to go than second-hand smoke.”

“Please don’t hurt me. I’ll do anything you want.” She reached out, running her timid hand over my thigh. My, she was a brave little thing, but I wasn’t interested. 

“Sorry. You’re not my type,” I sneered, pushing to my feet as I took another drag of my smoke. Leaning back against the door, she held her palms out toward me, trying to offer herself some protection, but it wouldn’t do her any good. B-B-B-Becka was going to die tonight, and I was going to enjoy her suffering. 
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​Birdie

“Another body was found by the river last night,” I muttered as my eyes danced over the news article. “It doesn’t feel safe here anymore, ya’ know?” 

“Birdie,” Cason said my name with a sigh. “Are you even listening to me?” He adjusted his dark-frame glasses as he eyed me. His dirty blonde hair had grown shaggy over the past month and hung just above his hazel eyes. He was normally clean-cut, but the look suited him. I could picture his oxford uncuffed and rolled up his forearms as he scoured over legal documents in the local library. 

I glanced around the quaint café that we often retreated to when we needed to get out of our apartment. A few people glanced up from their beverages as Cason’s voice rose. 

I lowered my gaze, focusing on his tie that I’d bought him for his first day at his firm because looking him in the eye and not seeing the caring, loving man he once was, would crush me. Or maybe I only made him out to be that way in my head. I was always overthinking everything, winding fantastical stories in my mind to avoid what my reality really was like.

“I said I think we should take a break.” 

I sat down my tablet. “You’re right. I get obsessed with –”

“Not from that. From us.” 

Sitting on the edge of my chair, my eyes clouded over with unshed tears that threaten to breach my lashes. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t know his feelings had waned. But it didn’t make it hurt any less. 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“I do. I can’t do this anymore. I’ve been seeing someone else.” The muscle jumped above his angular jaw. Was he... annoyed with me?

“What? Did you ever love me?” I choked back a sob, swiping away a wayward tear as it rolled down my cheek and clung to my trembling chin. 

He sighed, and that is when I let my gaze travel up farther. The look of disappointment in his eyes was unmistakable. “Birdie.” 

The weight of his voice saying my name like that felt like it was crushing my chest. Did he pity me for thinking we would last forever?

“We were going to get married,” my voice didn’t sound like my own. There was no emotion behind my words, but inside it felt like my soul was being ripped from my body. Maybe I was the problem. Perhaps if I’d stopped living in my head and showed him more how much he meant to me...

“We had fun together,” he placated, shaking his head as he ran his palm roughly over his jaw. 

“You gave me a ring!” 

“I know. I know. Things change.” 

“They change? What changed?” I stood, my body shaking from the sheer panic that was consuming me. 

His frustrated groan let me know he didn’t feel that taking the time to give me an explanation was worth it. “Maybe... maybe it was because we didn’t change. I don’t know.”

“What does that even mean? You told me you loved me. If we haven’t changed, why did your feelings?” 

“I’m getting promoted, Birdie. I am finally getting the career I’d worked for my entire life. But you,” he gestured to me. “You don’t take life seriously.”

“I’m in college.”

“But what is it you want to do with your life? You want to write novels. You want to be a crime fighter. You’re all over the place,” he sneered as if my hopes and dreams were all a joke. “You haven’t been to classes in several weeks, Birdie. Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Is life just one giant game to you?” 

“Please don’t make fun of me,” I whispered. 

“If you would just take your medication –”

“I don’t like the way it makes me feel. And I don’t need it. I’m fine.” 

“Not according to your doctor.” 

I narrowed my eyes, my voice barely a whisper. “I’m not crazy, Cason.” 

“Opinions vary, Birdie.” 

“You brought me here because you didn’t want me to make a scene.” My eyes danced around the shop, tears threatening to spill over my lashes as I contemplated doing just that.

“You’ll only embarrass yourself. And prove my point.” 

“Fuck you,” I bit out under my breath.

“That’s real mature, Birdie. Look, I need a wife. Not someone who needs me to act like their father. I can’t focus on my career and try to manage your life too.” Cason grabbed his suit jacket and turned to the door to leave before stopping. He didn’t even bother to turn around when he spoke. “I’m going to need the ring back.” 

I looked down at my shaking hands. This ring that symbolized our love and commitment to each other now felt like it was cutting off my circulation. “Take it,” I snapped, pulling it off my finger and tossing it to his back. It rolled across the floor before he stepped on it with his shiny black shoe. He picked it up and shoved it into his pocket as he walked out of my life forever. 

This isn’t how my life was supposed to go. I was going to follow my dreams and marry the man I loved. Now I questioned everything about my decisions. The look of disappointment on his face when he mentioned my dreams made me feel small and pathetic. I was a teenager all over again, wondering how I went from a seemingly perfect life to being forced to survive on my own.

I wanted to prove him wrong – prove everyone wrong.
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[image: ]




Elijah

I opened the manila envelope and leafed through the stack of bills before shoving the payment into my top dresser drawer. Straining my head to the left, I closed my eyes, and the muscles stretched, and my neck cracked. 

I needed another job, the last not nearly as satisfying as the one before. I used to be able to take on one client every few months, and it was enough to satiate the urge. 

But now, my hunger had grown, and it was becoming impossible to keep to the list. The fucker who cut me off in traffic was now taking over my fantasy of torture. But I couldn’t become an animal. There had to be order in the chaos, or I would end up in prison. 

Grabbing my cell phone, I scrolled down through the numbers in my list until I reached Greek and clicked to call. It had rung three times before he answered, his accent so thick his words were nearly unintelligible. 

“Too soon,” he groaned. Running my hand roughly through my dark hair, I blew out a heavy breath. 

“Just give me another name.” 

“Elijah, I am looking out for you.” 

“I don’t need you to fucking look out for me. I need a name.” I paced the floor of my small apartment as the line went silent for a few seconds longer than I would have liked. I could feel every nerve ending in my body firing off, causing my skin to crawl. “Just one more.” 

“You’re like a fucking junky,” Greek groaned. “I’ll be in touch.” 

The line went dead, and I smiled as I tossed my phone onto my bed, pulled my t-shirt over my head, and traipsed into my bathroom. My fingertips ran over the surgical scar that cut across my stomach from the asshole cop who’d caught me fucking his daughter when I was only fifteen.

Shoving my jeans and boxers to the floor, I stepped out of them and into the small shower stall, turning the knob until cold water sprayed over my body. Reddish-brown swirled around the drain of the tub as dried blood flaked from my skin, washing away the owner’s existence. I was so high from our time together; I’d come home and passed out without bothering to clean up after myself. 

Rubbing the bar of soap over my body, I closed my eyes as flashes of tear-stained cheeks, and quivering chin filled my mind. 

***
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“I can pay you,” her mumbles turned to gurgling as blood filled her mouth, dripping over her busted and swollen lower lip. 

“I don’t want your money,” I ran the back of my finger over her cheek, and she winced. “I want your life.” 

“Why? What did I do to you?” 

I smiled as I reached inside of my back pocket. “I thought you’d never ask, sweetheart. You didn’t do nothin’ to me. But him...” I held out the small photograph as Becka struggled to focus through swollen and bruised eyes. 

“David?” Her eyes widened, filled with fear, and my smile grew. She sighed, collapsing on the floor, knowing her fate had long been sealed before she ever decided to leave that bar with me. 

“Cute baby. What would he be... four... five?” I asked as fresh tears ran from her eyes, mixing with her own blood. 

“He would have been four in May.” 
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I did what any
good girl would do.

I provoked him.
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