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Chapter One

	Alana chased her dreams when she was a child, like a butterfly flits from flower to flower drawing in the sweet nectar. Back then, her dreams were more about becoming a real princess.

	Her parents said she was their little princess but she wasn’t so sure. She didn't have a crown or a castle, although their house was big and there were a lot of servants.

	But children grow up. She met Prince Charming, or so she’d thought. Her gilded cage soon became a nightmare that she couldn’t escape.

	***

	“Are you ready?” Stephen asked. He came up behind Alana as she stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom.

	Startled, she jumped. He did that a lot—quietly coming up behind her. He enjoyed scaring her. She looked over her shoulder, then at their reflection in the mirror. Take a breath, she told herself as she smoothed her hands over the pale yellow gown he’d chosen for her to wear tonight.

	Inhale, exhale.

	She'd once thought Stephen Ashton was the most handsome man she'd ever met. He still was, if she were truthful. Everyone said they made a beautiful couple, and how lucky she was that he'd married her. They were already calling them the golden couple.

	His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Did I frighten you?”

	She hesitated, and then returned his smile with one of her own. “A little. I guess I was lost in thought.”

	“Thinking about tonight?”

	No, she’d been thinking of her life and wondering how she, the daughter of a senator and a socialite mother, could have ended up with a life like the one she now lived.

	“I asked you a question,” Stephen prodded.

	She smiled. “I’m sorry. Yes, I was thinking about tonight.”

	“Worried I won’t get enough donations?”

	She shook her head. “No, you always get exactly what you want.” She was pretty sure her sarcasm was lost on him. He was a great politician. He knew how to tell you one thing, but do something entirely different. He was very good at making promises he never planned to keep.

	He moved in front of her, studying his reflection in the mirror. He frowned and wiped away the white powder residue on his nose that he’d missed. He straightened his tie, then satisfied, he faced her again, casting a critical eye over her. When he frowned, she wondered what she might have missed.

	“Simple elegance might be acceptable any other night, but not tonight. We need to present a picture of wealth and power. Turn around.”

	She grit her teeth, but didn't think about disobeying him. His hands at her neck sent a shiver of revulsion down her spine.

	He laughed lightly. “I know what you need. I wish we had time to make love. Maybe later.”

	She closed her eyes. He’d left her alone the last couple of weeks, going to his mistress instead. Yes, she knew about Gina. Stephen didn’t try that hard to hide his affairs. But get angry? No, she was grateful to her. Having her husband otherwise occupied meant less time she had to endure his company.

	Did Stephen leave marks on Gina, too? Probably. Why would she expect him to be any different with his current mistress or any of the others before her, for that matter?

	Alana was pretty sure he'd been going to Gina lately and that was why he hadn't come to her bedroom. It wouldn't do if she had bruises that she couldn't cover with makeup. Not right before a gala event that was extremely important to raising money for Stephen's campaign. It would take longer than a week for them to fade completely.

	Her lip curled as she remembered the first time. The following morning, he’d gifted her with a diamond bracelet and a tube of concealer. She hadn’t wanted either. She’d asked for a divorce instead. He’d only laughed, then he showed her how difficult it would be to leave him.

	And tonight, after the fundraiser, he would teach her more lessons. God, she was so tired of it all. Her shoulders slumped.

	Stephen went to her closet and then to the safe where she kept her jewelry. He spun the combination and then opened it, bringing out a magnificent diamond and topaz necklace. He tossed the small, heart-shaped, silver necklace inside the safe and then slammed it closed.

	“This is better, don’t you think?”

	"Of course," she lied as she quickly straightened. She tried not to cringe as he placed the heavy necklace around her neck and fastened the clasp. Funny how his hands always felt cold and clammy to her.

	He turned her until she faced him. His gaze raked over her again. "Damn, you’re the most beautiful woman I've ever seen," he murmured, almost as if speaking to himself. "I've missed making love to you. Tonight, I'll give you everything you've been wanting."

	Did her smile wobble?

	His gaze took on a crazed glitter that she’d come to recognize all too well.

	Her brain frantically tried to think of something to say as his grip on her arms tightened painfully. “Stephen, you’re hurting me,” she finally cried.

	“You have missed me fucking you, haven’t you?” he ground out, ignoring her plea.

	“Stephen…”

	His laugh was short and bitter. “You’re right, it has been too long. I think you’ve forgotten the lessons I’ve tried to teach you.”

	Something inside her snapped. "No, of course, I haven't forgotten your lessons. I see them the next morning when I wake up. They usually cover my body." Just as quickly as the defiance rose inside her, it was gone.

	“What did you say?” His eyes blazed with fury.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

	“If you embarrass me tonight, I’ll kill you. Do you understand? I want this senate seat.”

	“Yes,” her voice cracked as she downed her head.

	He stepped away from her, straightening the cuffs on his tailor-made suit. “Now you’ve upset me when I only wanted this night to be perfect. I hope you’re happy.” He moved past her. “Get your wrap. The limo will be out front. I swear if you screw this up tonight, they’ll never find your body.” He turned at the door and cast a withering glare at her. “Do I make myself clear?”

	“Yes,” she whispered.

	"Be downstairs in five minutes and don't keep me waiting or I'll make you pay later." Without another word, he left her room.

	She sucked in a sob as she sat at her dressing table. Just as quickly, she came to her feet, going to her closet and bringing down her yellow silk wrap. She took one last look in the mirror, making sure everything looked perfect, then left her room.

	His parents waited with him at the bottom of the staircase.

	“Don’t I have the most beautiful wife?” Stephen beamed. None of his earlier outburst showed.

	“Stunning,” his mother agreed. Her husband nodded his approval.

	When Alana first met Stephen’s mother, she’d mistakenly thought she’d gained another mother, but hoped this one would show more support for her interests, rather than the outward appearances her mother thought were so important.

	When Stephen began to change, she'd gone to Margaret, feeling confused. Stephen's mother explained that was what it meant to be a politician's wife. The men were under so much pressure that they had to have some kind of outlet to vent their frustration.

	Alana hadn’t confided in her again.

	When she told her mother what was going on, she'd been no help either. She reminded Alana that someday she would be First Lady, and that was worth putting up with a few minor misunderstandings.

	Minor?

	She’d explained there was nothing minor about the beatings Stephen dished out.

	If anything, her mother only made matters more difficult for her. She'd gone to Stephen and repeated what Alana told her. Alana suspected it was more because her mother didn't want the fact that Stephen beat his wife to become public knowledge accidentally. Heaven forbid there be any scandal attached to their name.

	That night, Stephen left more than bruises. He’d broken her arm, and then told her if she ever went to anyone else with what happened in their bedroom or hurt his career, he’d kill her. He reminded her there was no place she could hide that he wouldn’t find her.

	“How are you, dear?” Margaret asked as she took Alana’s hands in hers, studying her daughter-in-law’s face.

	“I know how she is,” Albert boomed, seemingly unaware that his son was anything other than perfect. “She’s about to become a senator’s wife and then First Lady of our great United States.”

	“Now, Dad. There has to be an election first for me to become a senator, and we have to raise enough money tonight to fuel my campaign so that I’ll win,” Stephen reminded him, then laughed.

	Alana smiled as they went to the waiting limo. That’s what she did, she smiled. At least, she didn’t have to talk on the way over to the banquet hall where the fundraiser was being held. She only had to look beautiful and say all the right things.

	And of course, never make a scene—like running out screaming and begging someone to put a stop to her nightmare. She was afraid they would only lock her away, which might not be so bad.

	***

	Carter wondered how the hell he’d gotten roped into escorting his mother to this fundraiser. When he helped her out of the car, she smiled up at him.

	As if reading his mind, she said, "Thank you again for agreeing to bring me. I don't know what I would've done if you hadn't. Albert and Margaret are some of our oldest friends. It's bad enough that your father couldn't be here." She pouted.

	Was she serious? "I don't think he could help being in the hospital with kidney stones. I hear they're pretty painful." Not that he and his father were that close.

	Her hand fluttered around her face as they started up the stairs. "Well, of course, you're right. That's not what I meant at all. I'm sure your father wishes he could be here as well."

	She stopped and turned around at the top of the stairs when someone called her name. She smiled and waved. "I knew we should've rented a limo. Everyone is coming in limos."

	"Always the social climber," he muttered.

	"What did you say, dear?"

	He shook his head. Appearances meant everything to his parents, which was why he tried to stay as far away as possible. The only reason he'd flown in was because his mother had called and said she thought his father had a heart attack. It turned out to be kidney stones. Painful, but in his father's case, not life-threatening.

	Carter would be leaving tomorrow. He'd already been here a few days. He could only stand politics in small doses and that was all his parents, or their friends, knew to talk about.

	"Oh look, there's the Ashton's." She raised her arm and waved.

	Carter casually turned and watched as Albert got out of the limo and then assisted his wife. He hadn't seen them in quite a while. Not much had changed, except they looked slightly older.

	His gaze turned to Stephen as he exited the car. His eyes narrowed as anger flared inside him. Nothing about Stephen had changed, perfectly groomed as always. Not one blond hair on his head out of place, impeccably dressed. Probably the same bastard he'd always been.

	Carter's attention was suddenly riveted on the woman Stephen assisted out of the car. She was magnificent in a pale yellow evening gown that accentuated her curves without clinging too much. Her coal-black hair was artfully arranged on top of her head with a couple of curls to frame her face. Something stirred inside him that he'd buried long ago. The woman was stunning, and that was an understatement.

	"Don't they make a beautiful couple? You know, they say Stephen will be president one day. Alana will make a magnificent First Lady." She turned her gaze up to his. "You remember Alana, don't you? She's Senator Taylor's daughter. She came over to the house a few times, but that was years ago. If you ask me, her mother is a bit of a social climber," she conspiratorially added.

	He looked back at his mother with a raised eyebrow. Kind of like the pot calling the kettle black, he thought to himself.

	"Let's go inside," she said. "It's getting rather chilly out here."

	She took his arm, and they walked inside. The spacious room was already starting to fill. As his mother made her way around the room, she was in her element and didn't really need him by her side. He made his way to the bar on the opposite side of the room. He would need something strong to get through the night.

	The ornate oak bar was polished to a high gloss. A mirror reflected the crowd of elites pouring in. He’d grown up surrounded by all this, but left as quickly as he could. He frowned. Or in his case, he was forced to leave. Maybe he should be thanking Stephen for the role he played in almost ruining his life.

	"Bourbon," he ordered. Once he had his drink, he leaned against the back of the bar and watched as the Washington society mingled.

	Everything had to be perfect, of course, from the glittering chandeliers to the jewels on the women's necks. Pristine white cloths covered the tables for the ten thousand dollars a plate dinner. The waiters had already arranged the fine china and polished the silverware so you could actually see your reflection. Crystal glasses waited to be filled with a premium wine. Waiters already carried trays with fluted champagne glasses filled with the golden nectar.

	The center of attention was Stephen and Alana. Carter studied her. Maybe he should've paid more attention to her when her parents visited. A slight smile curved his lips. He remembered an obnoxious little girl who followed him around demanding his attention because she was 'the little princess’. She'd been eight, and he was eleven. He hadn't cared what or who Alana thought she was when they visited. He wanted to ride his bike.

	He supposed she’d finally got her wish by marrying what could possibly be the future president of the United States. His stomach curled at the thought.

	"Carter, isn't it?" An older man asked as he came up beside him and ordered something stronger than the champagne.

	Carter vaguely remembered Leonard Wake. Carter was pretty sure he was in congress and had been there for quite some time. He straightened and shook the man's hand. "Yes, Carter James, Mr. Wake."

	"I haven't seen you around in years." He glanced around the room. "You're probably better off than the rest of us. I mean, staying away. Fewer complications in your life."

	Carter studied him for a moment. If he remembered correctly, Leonard had always been a bit of a rebel, bucking the establishment rather than giving in. "Some of you have to fight for us little people," he casually commented.

	Leonard nodded toward the couple of the night. "I don't think he'll be the one to do it."

	"They’re saying he'll be president someday."

	"God help us if he ever gets elected to that position."

	Carter shrugged. "I take it you’re not as enamored with him as everyone else."

	"Sorry to hear about your father," he changed the subject.

	That was Washington, don’t look too deep. Fine by him. "He should be released tomorrow."

	"Are you going to be sticking around for a while?"

	"Probably not. I can only take so much of this town."

	Leonard studied him. "I always figured you would go into politics." He was thoughtful for a moment. "Didn’t you have some kind of trouble in college?"

	"I was accused of selling drugs out of my dorm room. I was expelled. That pretty much ended any thoughts of a political career." He squared his shoulders, waiting for the look of shock that usually appeared on people's faces when they were reminded of what happened all those years ago.

	"Didn't you room with Stephen?"

	"I did."

	The congressman nodded. "I never did care for him. He has a damned beautiful wife, though."

	They both looked toward Alana. She’d been separated from Stephen by the crowd of people and was standing with a group of women. She smiled and nodded, speaking very little. Carter watched her for a moment, noticing her movements were almost robotic.

	"I see my wife is casting evil looks in my direction. It was nice seeing you again. Thanks for your service to our country." Leonard was thoughtful for a moment. "You know, young Stephen might have done you a favor when he accused you of being the one to have the drugs. Not everyone believes what he says, though." Without another word, he walked off.

	It was funny, his parents hadn't believed him when he said he'd never taken drugs, let alone sold them out of his dorm room. All they spoke about was the scandal he'd caused. The next day, he'd packed a bag, and then enlisted.

	Maybe he'd say hello, just for old time's sake. He set his empty glass on the bar and sauntered over to where Stephen was greeting his adoring fans. Stephen talked to a group of men and thanked them for their generous donations before he turned away and came face to face with Carter.

	Carter couldn’t stop the slight smile from curving his lips as he saw the look of shock, then the flicker of fear that crossed Stephen’s face. He quickly brought his emotions under control and reached out to shake Carter’s hand. When Carter only stared at him, Stephen dropped his hand to his side.

	“Well, I didn’t imagine I’d have your support,” he snarled.

	“You don’t. I escorted my mother. She likes you more than I do. Besides, political fundraisers aren’t high on my list of ways to spend a Saturday night.”

	He squared his shoulders and nervously glanced around. “We were just kids in college,” he said, keeping his voice low.

	“I grew up pretty fast. Thanks to you.”

	“Listen, if it’s money…”

	Carter laughed. “Worried I might tell everyone what really happened?”

	"They didn't believe you back then. They won't now." Stephen's eyes narrowed. "But if you do anything…"

	Albert tapped the microphone at the head table. "If everyone would kindly take their seat, they'll start serving the wonderful meal that the best chef in town has created."

	"If you'll excuse me." Stephen turned, and his demeanor immediately changed. He smiled and waved or shook hands as he made his way up front.

	Yeah, he was pretty sure Stephen hadn’t changed. He was the same bastard he’d always been. Carter had to admit that he’d enjoyed making his old roommate squirm just a little.

	Everyone took their seats as they began to serve the meal. Stephen and his family sat at the front table, the center of attention. All the important people gave the same tired speeches while everyone ate. Stephen was the last one to speak.

	Carter watched the rapt faces of his adoring groupies eating up everything he said. When he fell from grace, and he was sure Stephen would, they would be the same ones who'd crucify him. But for now, they knew which side their bread was buttered on. Stephen was quickly rising to the top of the political arena. They wouldn't want to be left behind.

	After the meal was over and the tables cleared, a string quartet came in and began to play discreetly in the background. People mingled and gossiped about the new scandal that was sweeping Washington this week. Some other poor bastard would be raked across the coals, ending his career.

	Alana separated from the small group she was with, whether by choice or by design, he wasn't sure. It almost seemed as if she was trying to escape. Not that he could blame her. She slipped outside. An interesting move for a politician's wife while at a fundraiser for her husband.

	A clandestine meeting, perhaps? He wouldn't blame her if that was why she sneaked out. He doubted that Stephen had changed from the jerk he knew in college. Now he was curious. He casually strolled to the doors she’d left through.

	She didn't hear him walk up as she leaned slightly over the stone railing. Damn, she was stunning.

	"You seem deep in thought. What has captured your attention so effectively?"

	She flinched and then relaxed as she glanced in his direction. "I was thinking if I jumped, I would probably only break a few bones, but I would still wake up in the morning." She immediately blushed. "I'm joking, of course."

	He didn't think so, but whatever her problems were, they weren't his. She was even more beautiful up close, though: delicate features, haunting green eyes framed by long, black lashes. Stunning was too tame a word to describe her. 

	She was still a politician's wife. "They say your husband is going to be president of the United States eventually. How do you feel about being First Lady?"

	Her gaze narrowed. "Are you a reporter?"

	His laugh was short. "No, I'm Senator James' son. I remember you as that obnoxious little girl who used to follow me around telling me you were a princess."

	Her smile was almost sad. "You were older and refused to play with me."

	"That was very rude of me."

	She tilted her chin. "Yes, it was. It's a wonder I didn't have to go into therapy because of the way you treated me."

	"I don't know, you seem to have survived my rejection. You've apparently done well for yourself by marrying Stephen." For just a moment, he thought he saw a flicker of anger in her eyes. "I take it everything is not perfect in Camelot."

	She turned away and stared into the dimly lit garden. Up-lights shone on trees that had been around forever.

	"The kingdom walls are too high, and it would seem there's no escape."

	"Stuck in the ivory tower, are you, Princess?"

	"With no way out."

	He wondered if she was serious. He almost smiled. Karma could be a bitch. Stephen had destroyed Carter’s life when he’d been young and impressionable. It was only turnabout that he should do the same to him.

	"Are you serious about wanting to escape?" he casually asked, leaning a hip against the stone railing.

	Her gaze was almost frantic as she looked around. "I can't. He'd find me."

	"Not if you're with me." She still looked undecided. He reached into his pocket, brought out his extra set of keys, and laid them on the stone ledge. "I'm going back inside. If you decide that you're serious about escaping, make your way to the black town car in the valet parking area. You can hide in the trunk until I get my mother home. I have a private plane and I'm leaving tonight. It's your choice, Princess." He turned and went back inside.

	Carter figured she was pissed at Stephen for some minor infraction. Maybe he forgot her birthday. She was like everyone else who was involved in politics—shallow. Except, when he opened the door a short time later, he noticed his keys were gone from the ledge. He looked around the ballroom but didn't see Alana anywhere. His gaze stopped on Stephen. It seemed as though he was looking for someone as well.

	Carter suddenly smiled as he realized his evening had gotten just a little bit brighter. Whoever said revenge tasted sweet was right, because it did. He’d have a little fun with Stephen’s wife and then return her with a slightly tarnished crown. Stephen would have to work like hell to cover up the scandal.

	He felt a twinge of guilt when it came to Alana, but then he remembered her as being a snotty little kid. He doubted she’d changed, either.

	


Chapter Two

	As soon as the door closed behind Carter, Alana's fingers curled around the keys he'd left on the ledge. As if she grasped a hot coal, she immediately released the key fob and looked toward the ballroom doors.

	"What the hell am I doing?"

	Stephen would kill her if she left him. There was nowhere that she could hide and be safe. He had the resources to find her. In their two years of marriage, he’d reminded her of that over and over.

	But was her life worth living now? She’d given up all her dreams to become a politician’s wife, but that wasn’t what she wanted. She did it anyway because everyone expected her to conform to their rules. Their rules, not hers!

	A shiver of fear trembled over her. Stephen promised to teach her a lesson when they got home. She had no doubt that he would. How far would he go tonight?

	She didn't think he would kill her. He needed her on his arm at all the functions they would be attending. She would be presented as the perfect wife for a possible senator and then as a future president.

	But what if he got carried away. The night he'd broken her arm, his eyes had been crazed with fury, and then later, lust. She knew he took drugs. Narcotics pushed him beyond reasonable thinking.

	After he'd sated himself, and whatever he took wore off, only then did he take her to the hospital for an x-ray. She lied, as he'd warned her to do, and said she'd fallen.

	One of the nurses had given her a strange look, but she didn't ask any questions. Especially not when Stephen turned on the charm and acted as if he was full of concern. The name Ashton carried a lot of weight in this town, so no one questioned what the family did. Nothing would change.

	Her hands shook and her heart pounded as she scooped up the keys, and before she could change her mind, she hurried down the stone stairs at the side. Just like Cinderella, she ran away from the prince. Except in her case, he was the evil villain in her life.

	Carter said his town car was parked in the valet area. She almost changed her mind and returned when she saw how many cars were in the parking area.

	Looking around to make sure it was clear, she pushed the button on his key fob. The lights blinked on a black town car not far from her. She waited for just a moment to make sure the coast was clear, then hurried over to it. God, she was shaking so hard she could barely make her legs work. She took a deep breath to calm herself then pushed another button. The trunk popped open. She crawled inside and pulled it down until it clicked shut.

	Darkness wrapped around her. The air grew heavy and thick. Panic washed over her. This was stupid. Stephen would catch her!

	She stifled a sob. No, she couldn't afford to break down. At least, not right now. She still wasn't in the clear. This was the right thing to do, she told herself. Living with Stephen was unbearable. She had a chance to escape the hell he’d put her through for two years, and she was taking it.

	She curled into a ball and prayed Carter would leave soon.

	Alana wasn't sure how long she lay in the trunk, but it seemed to get smaller by the minute, and then she heard people talking. She silently prayed they weren't looking for her yet.

	Finally, one of her prayers was answered as someone got inside the car and started it. The valet, she hoped. She grit her teeth against the bumpy ride, reminding herself that she’d been through a lot worse.

	The car pulled to a slow stop and a moment later someone else got into the car.

	"These galas are so tedious," an older woman said as the car pulled away again.

	"And you love every moment of them, Mother," Carter said.

	Alana breathed a sigh of relief when she recognized Carter's voice. There for a moment, Alana had worried he might not follow through. That maybe he would open the trunk and laugh at her for being so gullible.

	"I still don't understand why you have to leave tonight," his mother continued talking.

	"I've already told you, I have an assignment that I have to start tomorrow. I was lucky I could get away for this long."

	"I don't even see why you have to work. Your grandmother left you plenty of money. And the kind of work you're doing, well, it's almost embarrassing."

	"But it's what I enjoy."

	Alana wondered what exactly he did for a living. Not that it mattered right now since he was making good his promise to help her get away from Stephen. That was all that she cared about. She would figure everything else out later. As soon as she filed for divorce, she would be free.

	The ride to his mother's was thankfully short. Carter stopped, and then she assumed he was helping his mother inside. A few minutes later, the car motor purred to life once again. They didn't go very far before he stopped the car and a moment later, heard the door open.

	Oh God, what was she doing? Did she really know Carter?

	She wracked her brain as she tried to remember something about him, besides the fact he wouldn’t play with her when they were children. Something tickled her brain. It was during college. Something about him being expelled.

	She stilled. It was for selling drugs. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. What was she doing?

	The trunk raised. 

	She looked up into Carter’s face and couldn't help but wonder if she’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire. There was something about Carter that said he might be more dangerous than Stephen. Damn, why hadn’t she thought this through?

	"Hello again, Princess. I hope the ride wasn't too rough." He reached his hand toward her.

	She hesitated. It didn't look as if she had much of a choice at this point in time. If she returned to Stephen, he would kill her and tell everyone it was an accident. There was no excuse she could give him that would explain where she’d disappeared.

	She took Carter's hand and very ungracefully got out of the trunk. It couldn't be helped. She didn’t think there was a graceful way to exit a trunk. She doubted anyone else could do better.

	"You're trembling." He tilted his head as he studied her. “Second thoughts?”

	She pulled her hand out of his. "No. Have you ever ridden in the trunk of a car?"

	He smiled, smoothing out some of the harshness of his features. She trembled again, but she didn’t think it was from fear this time. She realized Carter was a nice looking man. He wore his dark hair almost military style except for the little that fell forward on his forehead, and he had a trimmed beard and mustache that made him look just a little sinister—like forbidden fruit. It hadn’t helped when she’d climbed out of the trunk, she’d felt some very generous muscles when she grasped his arms to steady herself.

	"As a matter of fact,” he said. “I have ridden in a trunk. Not the easiest way to travel."

	She cleared her mind of where her thoughts had been going and wondered in what circumstance Carter had found himself that he was forced to ride in a trunk. Alana decided she might not want to know. "Riding in a trunk, and the fact I’ve just left my husband, would make anyone shaky."

	"I wouldn't know about the married part since I've never had the pleasure."

	She looked around. He’d parked beside a small plane at a very small airfield. They were in the middle of nowhere. She wasn't quite sure how she should proceed. "Thank you for getting me away from Stephen's fundraiser. If you could take me out of the state in your plane, I would appreciate it."

	He chuckled. She wondered what she had said that was so funny.

	"And then what are you going to do, Princess? Parade down the street in your fancy gown and jewelry expecting people to throw money at your feet. I don't think that's going to happen."

	She frowned. She didn't think she liked Carter very much. She raised her chin and met his gaze unflinching. "My necklace is worth at least fifteen thousand. I'll sell it. I'm sure someone will give me a job doing something."

	He took her hand in his and studied it before she could think to pull it back. "Have you ever done any work at all?"

	She’d wanted to be a veterinarian, but her parents quickly vetoed that idea. Besides, it was more of a passing thought rather than she felt as if she would die a slow death if she couldn’t doctor animals.

	Her parents pointed out that it wouldn’t look good for her father’s career if his daughter worked around smelly animals all day. No, they had bigger plans for her. They were grooming her to be the first lady someday. Except they failed to include her in their scheme.

	"I worked for a top designer,” she finally told him. “I was supposed to take over one of her stores in a few years, except Stephen thought it best if I didn’t work."

	"Yeah well, good luck with that. I don't think anyone's going to hire you without a résumé that says something besides fashion designer."

	He was starting to piss her off. "Then I'll flip burgers if I have to."

	He pushed the trunk closed and then leaned against the back of the car and studied her for a moment, his gaze raking over her. She felt as if he slowly removed her gown. She had to fight the temptation to cover herself.

	"I'll give you a job."

	His words startled her. She took a step away from him. What little trust she had in him plummeted.

	With a short laugh, he pushed away from the car and opened the back door, grabbing a bag off the seat. He turned and started toward the plane. "Don't worry, Princess, the thought never even crossed my mind. You're not my type. I own a ranch in Texas. I need a housekeeper, or so my foreman always tells me. You've got the job until you can figure out what you want to do." He stopped at the steps leading up to the door of the plane. "Are you coming or not? I guarantee you that your husband will be looking for you. It's either him or me. Make your choice because I'm about to put this bird in the air."

	For the second time that day, Alana wondered what she was doing. She looked over her shoulder, toward the lights of the city. She would be leaving nothing behind that she would miss. She only hoped where she was going wasn't as bad as what she was leaving.

	"What'll it be, Princess?"

	She nibbled her bottom lip. When she thought about it, she didn't have a choice. "I'll take the job, but just until I figure out what I'm going to do." She frowned and added, “Thank you.”

	"Don't thank me yet. You haven't seen my house."

	She reminded herself that she was starting a new life. Somewhere Stephen couldn’t hurt her. If she walked inside Carter’s home and it looked like the city landfill, it would still be better than living with Stephen.

	She made her way up the stairs. The plane was larger on the inside than it looked on the outside. Double tan leather seats faced each other on both sides. There were eight seats total.

	"Take your pick where you want to sit, I'll be up front," he said as he pushed a button that automatically brought the steps in before he pulled the door down and locked it in place.

	She looked around. "The pilot? Is he already here?" She wanted to leave as soon as possible. Carter had reminded her that Stephen was probably already searching for her. The more miles she could put between them, the better off she'd be.

	"I am the pilot, Princess. Don't worry, I have my license. I haven't crashed the plane in at least a couple of years and I always carry parachutes."

	Before she could say anything, he turned and went inside the cockpit, closing the door behind him and shutting her out. Surely, he hadn't been serious. She didn't remember hearing about a senator’s son being in a plane crash. No, she was pretty sure he was attempting to make a joke at her expense.

	She frowned. Why? He was the one who offered to help her get away from Stephen. She wondered about that, too. Why had he offered to help her? She could feel the blood draining from her face. What if he planned to kidnap her and then ask for a ransom? He had to know her family was wealthy.

	She quickly hurried to the door, but saw out the window that someone was moving the blocks away. Could she open the door? It had looked heavy when Carter closed the door and locked it.

	She glanced around the interior as the plane’s engine roared to life. The initials CJ were stamped on the plush leather seats. It was obviously Carter’s plane. She frowned. Her family couldn't afford a plane. No, she was pretty sure he wasn't looking for ransom money. But she also didn't think he was helping her out of the kindness of his heart either.

	As the plane started down the runway, she quickly took a seat and fastened her seatbelt. That was when it dawned on her. She was really doing this.

	As the plane lifted into the air, she gripped the arms of the seat, and as Carter leveled the plane out until it seemed as if they were floating on air, she smiled for the first time in a long time. A true smile, not a fake one. Stephen wouldn't be beating her tonight. Never again.

	Maybe she would end up flipping burgers. It was an honest job. She might even be able to get a student loan and go back to college. She could actually study to become anything she wanted. Tingles of excitement rippled over her. She was finally taking her life back.

	It was as though a great weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Everything she had endured came back to her all at once. Why hadn’t she seen the monster inside Stephen? What had she missed?

	When she and Stephen were dating, he was so considerate of her every need. He took her to the best restaurants, wining and dining her. It didn't take her long to fall in love with him.

	She still had stars in her eyes as she walked down the aisle. The wedding, followed by the reception, was perfect. She felt like Cinderella and Stephen was her Prince Charming.

	Stephen was a little rough on their wedding night, but she didn't have any experience, and they’d both had a little too much to drink. She’d always heard the first time could be painful.  She was sure it would get better after that because they were so in love.

	It hadn’t.

	When he asked her to stop working, she'd been a little hesitant, but he pointed out that they’d just bought a new home and someone needed to set it up. He went over every design she had drawn up. There was something wrong with each one. When she laughingly told him that he was nitpicking, he slapped her, and stormed out of the house.

	She'd been in shock at first. She didn't know what to do, and then anger set in. There was no way she was going to stay with an abusive husband. She marched upstairs and began to pack her bags. Before she could even carry them downstairs, he stormed back inside. That was the first night he beat her and told her how life was going to be.

	She still hadn’t learned her lesson when she wanted to go shopping with Jeanie. She’d mistakenly thought he’d lost his temper the first time and it wouldn’t happen again. He was good at teaching her life lessons when it came to what was expected of her.

	She leaned her seat back and closed her eyes. She didn't want to think about Stephen any longer. He was out of her life for good. She would start a new life for herself. As soon as she could get the money from the sale of her necklace, she would file for divorce. That chapter of her life would be over.

	Before she let herself relax, she looked toward the cockpit. Could she be a housekeeper? She'd never been a housekeeper. She knew how to run a house full of staff at her own home. She'd watch them dusting and cleaning. It couldn’t be that hard. Still, if it was the most difficult job she would ever encounter, she would do it because it had to be better than living with Stephen.

	But what about Carter? All she could remember was the mean little boy who wouldn't play with her.

	She closed her eyes as tiredness washed over her. Both mentally and physically exhausted, she dozed. She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept or even if she did, but her nose began to twitch when an inviting aroma tickled her senses.

	She stretched and looked around, for a moment disoriented. Then it came back to her. She’d left Stephen. A moment of fear washed over her before she forced herself not to think about any consequences she might suffer if he ever found her. She wouldn’t let that happen.

	She unfastened her seatbelt and came to her feet. The cockpit door opened and Carter stepped out. She glanced out the window. They were still in the air.

	“Who’s flying the plane?” she nervously asked.

	“Autopilot. I needed caffeine.”

	As he walked past her, she noticed a small galley. The coffee was what she’d smelled. Apparently, he’d already come out and started it. “I’d love a cup if you made enough for two.”

	He poured himself a cup. “There’s plenty. The cups are in the cabinet. Sugar and creamer on the counter.” He walked past her again toward the cabin.

	A man of few words. She went to the galley and took down a mug, then poured coffee into it. She added sugar and cream that were secure in a holder so they wouldn’t go flying about if the plane encountered turbulence. She tasted the coffee and wrinkled her nose before adding more cream. When she knew she could drink it, she walked back to the center of the plane.

	Where exactly were they headed? He'd said that he had a ranch. She wondered if it was big or small. There were so many unanswered questions and she hated not knowing. It seemed as though she’d been living in a bubble for the last two years, three if Alana counted the year she’d dated Stephen.

	There was only one way to find out. She marched to the cockpit door, swallowing the lump in her throat before she knocked.

	"Yes?"

	She slid the door open.

	"Was there something you needed, Princess?" he asked without turning around.

	“First off, I hate to tell you this, but I'm not a princess. I'm just a woman running away from her husband. One who wants to know more about where she's going." For a moment, she wondered if he was going to tell her anything, but then she saw the deep sigh he released.

	"Have a seat and please don't spill your coffee on the panel or we might actually crash."

	Alana very carefully moved into the other seat and then took a drink of her coffee. If the liquid was jostled, it shouldn't spill over the top of the cup. She glanced out the window, but it was dark. She only hoped Carter knew what he was doing.

	"What exactly did you want to know?" he asked.

	“Where are we going?”

	“I have a ranch in Texas.”

	"How big is your ranch?"

	"Just a small place. Around five hundred acres. I have a herd of cattle, a few horses, some chickens, one spoiled dog, and a couple of snotty cats."

	"And who takes care of your place while you're gone?"

	"Otis, and he can be bossy as hell, and he grumbles a lot, but he has a good heart. His granddaughter lives with him. Ivy is sixteen and kind of quiet. Bo and Kit are ranch hands and take care of a lot of the day to day work that goes on. The ranch hands come and go, but Otis makes sure everything runs like clockwork. When extra workers are needed, he hires local." He glanced over at her. "Now, tell me, why are you running away from Prince Charming, Princess?"

	She countered with a statement, not ready to talk about her life with Stephen. "I want to start divorce proceedings as soon as possible. I don’t want him to come looking for me. Once he knows I’m serious and there’s nothing he can do, then…well then, everything will be okay."

	"You don’t think he cares enough about you to try to work it out?"

	She shook her head. "I doubt it. It'll be a matter of pride with him, if anything. That, and he won't want any scandal to touch his name. After he wins the senate seat, he's got his eyes set on the presidency. He won't let anyone stand in his way. No, he won’t have a choice except to sign the papers. I don’t care what reason he gives the press as long as I’m free of him."

	 “So, what did he do? Forget your birthday or something?”

	She looked out the window. Wouldn’t it be nice if it were that simple? “No, it was more than that.” She didn’t want him prying any more into the reason why she’d left Stephen. It might be prudent to change the subject.

	"What do you do for a living? I know you're not just a rancher. I heard your mother talking about your job and you said something about an assignment."

	"I work for the government. I do jobs that no one else wants to do."

	Her eyes narrowed. "What kind of jobs?"

	He shrugged. "The last job I went on with my team was extracting a woman out of Mexico. We broke up a drug cartel while we were there. You know, just the usual covert operations kind of stuff."

	She had a feeling he was telling her the truth. She'd been right, he was more dangerous than Stephen. “And this new assignment?”

	“I lied.”

	That was unexpected.

	Maybe she should’ve stayed with Stephen, or maybe her prayers had been answered when Carter came into her life. Or maybe she’d only made matters worse. No, that wasn’t true. Once Stephen was served with divorce papers, she would be in the clear. There would be nothing he could do.

	


Chapter Three

	Carter realized he didn’t know Alana very well. He had a feeling there was more to her story, but she’d clammed up when he started asking too many questions and made an excuse to return to the passenger area.

	He frowned. Why the hell had he even gotten involved with her? He almost laughed. Yeah, maybe he had entertained the thought of sleeping with her, but he didn’t want to deal with the baggage she’d bring.

	No, that was the farthest thing from his mind right now. He'd done what he had to do and that was to get back at Stephen just a little. It was a stupid move on his part because whether he liked it or not, he was stuck with Alana now.

	But working as his housekeeper? What the hell had he been thinking to offer her a job? He doubted she’d ever done a decent day’s work in her life. No, she was all about the pampering. She'd been spoiled from the time she was born. Groomed to someday become an important fixture in the political world.

	Well he couldn't very well dump her in another state and leave her on her own. As much as he'd like to, his conscience wouldn't let him. She wouldn't last two minutes in the real world.

	Alana would probably be calling Stephen in a couple of days to come get her, and then she would spend the next week at a spa recovering from her experience of actually having to work. He chuckled at the thought, but just as quickly sobered.

	But she was beautiful. There was no doubt about that. She was like a delicate flower. The kind of woman people put on a pedestal. It wasn't her fault that she was spoiled and probably got whatever she wanted. Maybe while she was with him, she would grow up just a little. She might even realize another world existed beyond politics.

	She didn't come back to the cockpit. That suited him just fine. He’d rather be on his own. Just him and the stars that twinkled across the night sky—when they weren’t hidden by clouds.

	God, he loved flying. His grandfather had been a pilot in the war. A hero, in fact, which was probably how Carter’s father got elected to the senate. He played on his father's status to get him the position. He supposed whatever worked, but Carter never wanted to be a politician. He should be thanking Stephen rather than trying to get even.

	His grandfather hadn’t cared for politics either. When Carter thought about him, his thoughts were entirely different than when he thought about his dad. His grandfather died of pancreatic cancer when Carter was sixteen. He remembered a man who liked to laugh a lot.

	His grandfather took him flying one day. Carter had probably been around six or seven. After that, he'd been hooked. He always knew one day he would get his pilot's license.

	He shut the plane down after he landed at his private airstrip and then moved to the cabin area. Alana came to her feet, frowning as she looked down at her gown. She met his gaze. "I think I'm a little overdressed."

	"This is my airstrip. I'm sure we can find you something more suitable for you to wear once we reach the ranch."

	Alana looked vastly relieved. She was more worried about her clothes than the fact she’d left her husband. Figured.

	The sun was just beginning to rise as they left the plane and got into his pickup. "The ranch is about twenty minutes from here." He didn't know why he needed to tell her anything. He was almost certain she wouldn't be sticking around. She only nodded and looked out the window.

	"Have you ever been to Texas?" he asked when the silence stretched.

	"No, I think my parents thought it was uncouth to be from Texas. Cowboys, guns, and all that."

	"And what do you think?"

	She looked surprised he’d asked her opinion, but then she turned and studied the landscape for a moment.

	He looked around, seeing through her eyes. Trees were plentiful. As far as he was concerned, there was no place better than right here. Lots of oak, cedar, and mesquite. A small herd of cattle grazed, seemingly without a care in the world. They didn't have tall mountains, but he liked the rolling hills. Parts of Texas were still rugged, untamed.

	"It's different. I like it," she finally said.

	"Most people either like Texas, or they hate it. There's not a lot of in-between. I moved here after I got out of the military. Now, when I come home after an assignment, this is where I want to be. It's peaceful here. Texans take a lot of pride in their state."

	"It sounds as if you’re warning me," she said as she turned to glance across the seat.

	"Maybe I am. People don't appreciate the ones who come from out-of-state with their nose up in the air."

	"You've decided I’m a snob, but doesn't that make you one as well? You're judging me without really knowing me."

	"Touché. I was judging you. Maybe it's your lifestyle." His gaze roamed over her, taking in the designer dress and the expensive necklace she wore. Once more, something stirred inside him. He quickly pushed away the feeling and concentrated on his driving.

	She opened her mouth, but rather than saying anything, she turned her head and looked out the window once again. He wondered what she'd been about to say, but then realized, it didn't matter. What could she say? He'd spoken the truth. Well, she was in for some enlightenment while she was with him.

	They passed by the barn and went straight to the house. She sat a little straighter when his home came into view. What had she expected? A rundown shack? From the look on her face, he was pretty sure that's exactly what she'd been thinking. He might have led her to think he lived in a hovel.

	He was proud of his home, though. It was a sprawling, two-story house. There were six bedrooms upstairs, each with their own bathroom. A housekeeper’s room downstairs, just off the kitchen, spacious living room, chef's kitchen with top-of-the-line appliances, and a large dining room that could easily seat twenty people. An open concept layout that leaned more toward comfort, rather than the showcase home he'd grown up in that always seemed cold and sterile.

	There was an outside living area with a fireplace, wet bar, and a grill, along with a pool. Everything was created with an eye for casual living. The outside of the house was native stone and redwood planks.

	He glanced toward Alana to get her reaction, expecting her to find something wrong. But she surprised him with her smile.

	"Very impressive and beautiful. Did you design it yourself?"

	He couldn't help feeling just a little bit of pride. "I worked with the designers. I took their suggestions, and they worked with me on mine."

	"I can't wait to see the inside."

	"There's no time like the present."

	He grabbed his bag off the backseat and they went inside. She stopped just inside the doorway, her gaze slowly scanning the room. She walked farther inside, going over to the mantelpiece and lightly running her fingers over the solid wood. It wasn't perfect, but that was why he’d chosen that particular piece. He didn't want a perfect block of wood. He wanted something more natural with lines that were rough and curved, rather than straight. Finding the exact one he wanted had taken him almost a year.

	She turned back to face him. "It's absolutely beautiful. The whole house fits with the surroundings. You did a remarkable job."

	"I'll show you to your room," he said, not knowing what else to say. It wasn't like she was going to be staying that long. Nor was she a guest. Sometimes he had to remind himself that she was Stephen's wife. She’d grown up in the world of politics and hadn't bothered to leave. She must've enjoyed the lifestyle.

	She followed him through the kitchen to the housekeeper's room and they went inside.

	"This is where my last housekeeper stayed and it suited her just fine." He knew his words were more of a challenge. He had to keep reminding himself that she hadn't done anything to him. Her husband had. She shouldn't have to pay for Stephen's sins.

	She looked around and then nodded. "This is perfect."

	"There are clothes in one of the upstairs closets that have been left here. I'm sure you can find something that will work better than what you’re wearing. I'll show you where they are."

	As they walked through the living room, there was a knock on the front door. Carter walked over and opened the door. His foreman stood on the other side.

	"Otis, how are things going?"

	"No problems. I just wanted to let you know that mare gave birth to a little filly. Same as the mother with a white streak going down its nose." As if he’d just noticed Alana, his face took on a rosy hue. "Didn't know you had a visitor since you don't usually bring anyone home. Sorry to disturb you." His forehead wrinkled. "You having a party or something?"

	"No party. I'll explain later when I meet you at the barn."

	Otis nodded, looked toward Alana one more time, and then left.

	Carter passed Alana and went up the stairs, not bothering to see if she followed. He just assumed she would. He dropped his bag outside his room and continued down to one of the guest rooms. Once inside, he went straight to the closet and opened the door.

	There were jeans, a couple of pair of tennis shoes, and some shirts hanging up. That should do her for the length of time she would probably be staying.

	"Take whatever you need. I’m going to change and then I’ll be at the barn if you need anything," he said and left her to her own devices. He assumed she knew how to dress herself, although the thought of assisting wasn't that unappealing to him. Yeah, he needed to quit thinking like that. He grimaced. It seemed like he always attracted trouble.

	It only took a few minutes to get to the two-story, red barn after he changed out of his suit. The doors were wide open on both ends to let the breeze come through. Otis looked up when Carter walked inside.

	Blue Dog jumped to his feet and trotted over to him, wagging his tail the whole time. Carter dropped down and began to pet the blue healer and rub him behind the ears. "Hey, Blue Dog, did you miss me?" The dog licked his face. Carter chuckled before straightening.

	"You didn't get hitched while you were gone, did you?" Otis asked.

	"What?” He frowned, then remembered Alana. “No, I didn't get married. Why would I do something stupid like that?"

	"Don't know. I just figured because she was all dressed up that you might've got hitched."

	"Well, I didn't."

	"Did you kidnap her or something?"

	"No, she left her husband. I helped her out by bringing her here."

	"Was she at a party?"

	"Did anyone ever tell you that you ask a hell of a lot of questions?"

	Otis frowned. "How's anyone supposed to find out anything if they don't ask questions? Like, what are you going to do if her husband comes looking for her? It’s never good getting in between married people’s troubles.”

	"If he shows up, she can leave with him or she can stay." Damn, he’d just got home. He didn't have to listen to a barrage of questions on his own ranch. But Otis had brought up a good point. "He might come looking for her or he might send some men looking for her."

	"Her husband isn't with that drug cartel, is he?"

	"No, he's not with the drug cartel. He's running for senator."

	Otis’ mouth turned down and he wrinkled his nose as if he’d just gotten a taste of spoiled milk. "Just as bad. So what did her husband do to make her mad?"

	He shrugged. "I have no earthly idea. Maybe he forgot her birthday or something."

	"You just decided to be a chauffeur." He nodded toward the house. "What does she mean to you?"

	"Not a thing. I met her a few times when we were kids."

	"Then the husband must’ve pissed you off at one time or another."

	"If you must know, we roomed together at college our freshman year. Drugs were found in the room, he blamed it on me. They believed him, rather than me. I was expelled. I joined the military right after that."

	"Well, if you ask me, he probably did you a favor. I don't think you would've liked being a politician."

	"I don't think so either."

	"You didn't take that gal against her will, did you?"

	"No, she's here of her own free will. I gave her a job as my housekeeper."

	Otis laughed. "You really think that little gal is going to be cleaning your house? Sometimes I wonder if you've got a lick of sense."

	"I've wondered the same thing, especially the day I hired you to run the ranch."

	Otis’ forehead wrinkled. "That's not funny."

	Carter laughed. "It was kind of funny."

	"Well, it's a good thing you're not getting paid to be a comedian. You'd be broke for sure." He hitched up his pants. "I've got work to do. Going to check on that herd in the back forty."

	Carter was still smiling as he walked over to the mare's pen. The horse whinnied. The foal was beautiful. A little filly. She made her wobbly way over to the mare and began to suckle.

	Carter’s shoulders relaxed as he propped one foot on the bottom rail. It was nice here. He always thought of the ranch as his sanctuary. Peaceful and quiet. His gaze moved toward the house, even though he couldn’t see it, and wondered if his peacefulness was about to go down the tube.

	


Chapter Four

	Alana wasn't sure what she would need, so she grabbed a couple of pairs of jeans and two shirts. She would have to rinse her underclothes at night so she could wear them the next day. It was a small price to pay to be away from Stephen.

	She worried her bottom lip. Her parents must be frantic. She'd seen a phone on the wall in the kitchen. Even though her parents aggravated the hell out of her, they were still her parents. She didn't want them to worry about her. Knowing them, they would want to start an all-out manhunt searching for her.

	She went back downstairs to the housekeeper's quarters and changed into jeans and a soft, yellow T-shirt, feeling much better. Stephen had gotten rid of all her casual clothes. He told her they had to keep up appearances. She'd learned fast not to question his orders.

	For some reason, he’d always made sense. They did need to keep up appearances, and she did need to stay home and put the house to rights. They would be entertaining a lot. Had he been right?

	She removed the pins from her hair. Her fingers trembled as she ran them through the dark strands that fell past her shoulders. No, she wasn't going to think like that. She was right to leave him. If for no other reason, no human should beat another.

	She went to the private bathroom in her new room and found a washcloth. It felt wonderful to scrub off last night’s makeup.

	After she slipped on the tennis shoes, she looked in the full-length mirror that was set up in one corner of the bedroom. The pants fit her perfectly, but the top was a little snug, but not uncomfortably so. She smiled, liking the new her, and then turned and left the room.

	Carter wasn't back yet, so she couldn’t ask if it would be okay to use his phone. She reasoned that she would pay him back later for any long distance charges. Then she took a deep breath, and called her mother's cell.

	"Hello?" Her mother sounded frantic.

	She cringed. Yes, she’d known they would be worried. She should’ve contacted them sooner. She’d been a little afraid of what they might say.

	"It's me."

	"Where are you? What happened? Are you okay? Were you kidnapped?"

	"No, I… I ran away."

	There was silence on the other end.

	"Mom, I've been telling you for a long time that Stephen physically and mentally abused me, but you wouldn't listen. I couldn't live like that anymore."

	"His career will be ruined if this gets out."

	She closed her eyes tight and gripped the phone until her knuckles turned white. "Is that all you care about? That his career might be ruined? Do you not hear what I'm telling you? He was beating me, mother. For no reason at all."

	"I'm sure if you come back, Stephen will agree to counseling. Think about everything you’ll be giving up."

	She heard a male voice in the background say something about giving him the phone.

	"Where are you and I'll come get you," Stephen ground out, then changed his tone, making it softer. “We’ll put all this behind us. We won’t ever talk about what you’ve done.”

	She began to shake. "No, I'm not coming back to you. I’m going to file for divorce."

	"Don't be stupid, Alana. Tell me where you are right now." His words were tight, uncompromising.

	Rather than answering, she hung up the phone and hugged her middle. She couldn't stop shaking. Her gaze frantically swept the room as if Stephen might appear at any moment and collided with Carter.

	He frowned. "What the hell did he do to you?"

	She shook her head. "I don't want to talk about it." She bit her bottom lip. "Please."

	He finally nodded. "You don't have to talk about it. Not until you’re ready. I've been told I'm a good listener, though."

	She took a deep breath. God, she couldn’t stop shaking. She needed to do something, anything so she wouldn’t have to think. “You must be hungry. I can fix breakfast.” She might not know a lot about cleaning, but she was a pretty good cook, if it was simple. That would get her mind off everything.

	“Why don’t you take it easy today?” He cast a worried look in her
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