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      He should have known there’d be consequences.

      

      Former Army Ranger Ridge Romano doesn’t have time for fun; he’s laser-focused on his groundbreaking Veterans bill that will change the lives of soldiers and their families. In D.C. to meet with Congress, he follows a beautiful woman into an auditorium packed with enthusiastic attendees who mistake him for a professional model. Now, one “harmless” stunt is about to blow his plans sky high.

      

      Famous model and photographer, Buffy Calloway is at the romance convention to find the “face” of her casting agency. With one look, she knows this captivating man is ''the one''. A Calloway always knows. Now, with his bill at risk and their relationship on hold, Buffy strategizes with the help of some extraordinary women. Can she convince Ridge that their goals don’t have to be at odds and that all their dreams can come true?

      

      “This was a truly amazing read. You can't help but love this action packed adventure with love, romance and a HEA. If you like a storyline that keeps you going and gives you a great ending then this story is for you." D.Mauritzen

      

      “I have to say this is one of the best-written stories I’ve read in a while. I loved the way this was written and the story it tells." Naughty Librarian
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      Earlier

      “Take it off, Alex. Alex. Alex…”

      What had he been thinking? With a critical project requiring his entire focus and energy, not to mention how many things could go wrong, how had he, a former Ranger and billionaire CEO, wound up on stage beside two cover models in nothing but his trousers and his Armani tie?

      That’s the question his family would be asking tomorrow, if they heard about it. That and “Who’s Alex?” He’d just have to make sure no one found out about this whim of his, or it could turn into his worst nightmare.

      It had seemed like a recipe for harmless fun. Take one curious CEO on the way to his room who followed a gorgeous redhead onto the wrong floor. Add a hundred romance writers and readers attending a conference. Toss in some false assumptions, throw out a lifetime of strict behavior and Ridge was up to his Special Forces tattoo in manure.

      Until a year ago, he’d have used the “S” word, but now, with a clever, inquisitive four-year-old dying to catch him in “BB”—bad behavior—he’d cleaned up his act. If Carrie and Belinda could see him now, they would say he’d gone off the deep end. And they’d be right.

      He should come clean right now, stop this farce and exit stage left while he still had his drawers, but that guaranteed revealing his faux pas. So he'd play along, call as little attention to himself as possible—while stripping off his clothes—and slip away quietly when it was all over with no one the wiser.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The convention announcements had been listed on the marquee in the hotel lobby when he went to the gym at 4 a.m. to work out, but he’d paid little attention. After completing his weight training and a solitary hour-long jog on the treadmill, two men entered, nodded at Ridge, and proceeded to put each other through their paces. By the time Ridge left at six to shower and change for his meetings, they were just hitting their stride.

      Grabbing a cup of coffee and a protein drink in the Health Bar on the ground floor, he'd left the hotel and walked to the closest Metro stop for his fifteen minute ride to the Pentagon.

      The hearing hadn’t gone as expected, which meant he’d have to stay until the terms could be negotiated to his satisfaction. Then the deal that had seemed so close to completion hit a snag—Congresswoman Erica Vork.

      Frustrated by the unexpected turn of events and singularly focused as he was want to do on the problem, he followed a curvy redhead off the elevator and down the wide carpeted corridor trailing after her as she wound her way through crowds of people. Some gathered in small groups in the middle of the hallway, others streamed out of rooms, animated and excited, conferring on schedules or making plans for dinner and cocktails.

      He heard the words “swag room” and “head shot”, a phrase that jumped out at him from the Army. He glanced around, still following the stunning redhead but now he found himself smack in the middle of a floor full of women.

      Not a single man in sight.

      He stopped and a group nearby turned as one and smiled at him; a couple waved, openly checking him out from head to toe. He felt the odd urge to look down at his fly but didn't. More meeting rooms emptied, sending swarms of women into the halls. How could he have missed the fact that he’d landed, not on a regular floor where the rooms were located, but on one of the conference levels?

      In front of him was a long registration desk, behind which five women sat handing out bags and badges, next to a table full of colorfully wrapped baskets. Across from the desk, a sign next to an open door read, “Get your swag on!” with their open hours listed as 8-8. There were vertical banners as high as the ceiling in the corridors, all with similar themes, a half-dressed physically fit man and a beautiful woman in an embrace, with one or more novels and a name running from floor to ceiling.

      Suddenly, as if the conferencees heard a silent call he wasn’t privy to, the hall emptied, and the crowd moved to the concourse on the other side of the stairs. While they were occupied, he wandered into the room marked, “Get your swag on”. A woman who was gathering her purse and jacket greeted him and told him to grab whatever he wanted; she was headed over to “catch the show” across the hall. She asked him to pull the door closed behind him when he left and hurried off.

      There were eight or nine tables set up in an H shape, each covered from end to end in colorful displays. Tall table posters angled toward the entrance like circus barkers crying, “Here, pick me!” Piles of pens, lacy fans; tiny candles in mesh bags, magnets, buttons, bookmarks, coasters, and plastic jiggers again adorned with pictures of muscular bare-chested men.

      He was drawn to one poster, with a likeness of the lovely redhead he’d followed from the elevator. A Scottish castle stood on an isle with a lush green pasture in the background. Dressed in a frilly green gown, the woman was draped over the arm of a seriously muscled dude in a kilt, who looked like he was about to carry her off across the water to his castle. A tempting fantasy, for sure.

      It read, Seduction of a Highland Warrior by Fiona McGuin, an author he’d never heard of, which wasn’t surprising since he didn’t have time to read fiction, and certainly not romantic fiction.

      McGuin must be popular. Her “swag” was top of the line in comparison to some of the other items offered. There was even a basket that said, “From Liam to you (while supplies last).” In it, Ridge was surprised to find a pile of plaid jockstraps. He shook his head in wonder. In the next basket were some lacy red garters, like the one on the red-headed lass’ slender thigh.

      Alone and more than a bit confused, Ridge gazed around the room. Then, he looked down at his hand. Somehow the scrap of lace had wound its way around his fingers. He picked up a postcard-sized picture of the Scottish book cover and slipped it and the garter into his coat pocket. Then he walked out, pulling the door behind him.

      He’d intended to make his way to the elevators while the crowd was otherwise occupied but instead he drifted toward the other hallway where screams and laughter could be heard even from where he was. The registration desk had been abandoned; the swag room, even the other rooms, vacated. All attendees, it seemed, were in the large conference hall on the other concourse.

      Ridge furtively made his way toward a room with double doors behind which he could make out clapping and laughter. Then a woman with a deep smoky voice called out, “Her Lady Rogue by Claranne Braxton.”

      He heard two or three feminine voices shout, “I’ve got it,” and the discouraged grumble of another, “Shoot, I got all losers.”

      The smoky voice again called out, “Billionaire Sex Toy.” Ridge’s eyebrows rose as three voices sang out, “Got him.” Then someone cried, “Bingo!”

      Ridge walked up behind two women hanging on the open door, watching the action. He was taller than anyone there, and when he turned his head toward the stage, he relied solely on experience and training to keep from gawking.

      The two men he’d shared the workout room with that morning stood on the stage, neither of them fully dressed. One was in bare feet but still had his slacks and belt on along with a white tank and dress shirt.

      “Eric,” said Smoky Voice, whom Ridge could see was a lushly built young woman in a black dress. She sat at a table near the stage, held up a chip and read, “Please remove your tie.”

      Eric muffed for the crowd, twisting his hips and undoing the tie like one of the Chipper…Chip. . . whatever the famous male strippers were called. He dragged it out, eliciting more catcalls from the women in the crowd. Moving the tie back and forth, he thrust his hips, teasing them. Pulling the strip of silk out of his shirt collar, he swung it twice around his head like a lasso and let it fly out over the heads of the women seated in front of him.

      The tie dropped into a crowd of upraised hands. After a short tug of war and a lot of laughter and bawdy good-natured cheering, the victor squealed. With a satisfied grin, she looped it around her neck and raised her thumb up above her head. Good natured laughter followed from her envious compadres.

      The emcee on stage said, “All right, get your cards ready! The first one is my book, Seal Team Alpha.”

      Several minutes and six titles later another scream went up, “Bingo!”

      After the prize, apparently a signed paperback, was retrieved, the announcer sighed. “Ladies, since we’re short a cover model, we’ll have to do things a little different. Hugh…”

      “Wait! Sally!” One of the women at the entrance pointed at Ridge. “He’s here.” She took Ridge’s arm and propelled him forward. “Go on, you have some catching up to do.” He frowned, and before he could figure out what they were about, they shoved him toward the stage.

      “You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m not—” but they couldn’t hear him over the screaming.

      “Alex, Alex, Alex,” the chant began. Who knew what these rabid spectators might do if he tried to escape. Looking back, he knew he hadn’t really tried to resist. The women had been having a blast and up to that point, it seemed like good, clean fun, nothing he’d get arrested for.

      The delight on the faces of the women made his pulse jump. Fun. God, when was the last time he’d done something just for the fun of doing it?

      One corner of his mouth turned up in a smile without his permission and the more they hooted and called to him, the wider it got until he figured, why the hel—heck not? No one knew him here. It was just harmless entertainment. A hundred women calling his name—or the AWOL Alex’s name—and begging him to strip.

      He reached down, unbuckled his belt and very slowly… slid it out of the loops.
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      Eric and Hugh slid to the outside making space for Ridge between them. Hugh grinned, held out his hand as if to say, "And herrrre's Alex!"

      Ridge just chuckled, twirled the belt over his head and channeled his inner Channing Tatum. He hated to lose his best leather belt but…oh well…” He tossed it out into a flurry of waving hands amid cries of, “Over here,” and “Throw it to me!” The screams reached their highest pitch as the belt sailed through the air toward the back of the crowd. The women scrambled like bridesmaids at a wedding for the all-important bouquet.

      Then a hand shot into the air. It was the redhead's from the elevator—and the poster. The belt stopped abruptly when it contacted her hand and wrapped around her wrist like a coiled snake, claiming its new owner. She winked at him and pulled it to her chest.

      Ridge had a sudden urge to protect the beauty from being pounced on by the crazed throng who might try to tear it away from her with their teeth. They were fighting over his belt. Amazing.

      Reality reasserted itself and he took in the panorama of the giant room. While the others congratulated the young cover model, he finally took in the full scope of what was going on.

      He’d stumbled into a romance convention. The crowd in the room consisted of authors, their readers, and fans of the cover models. And he’d become an impersonator on stage in a strip bingo contest.

      On the table where the buxom coordinator sat were the prizes—books. The cover models were participating in an activity he would have thought demeaning, but he suspected they were showing off their great physiques as a way of creating rapport with the authors so they would—what—hire them to pose for their book covers?

      He glanced down at the player cards on the table in front of the stage. The bingo grid was made up of twenty book covers, which were plucked from a bowl by “Sally” on her table until a player got a string of four in any direction and bingo-ed. The prize was the winner’s choice of books from the stack and the honor of selecting the next model to lose an article of clothing; that came from the labeled chips in the giant brandy snifter. His opportunity to analyze the game had ended. “Alex, you’re up.”

      He looked down, assessing how many items he had to lose. Four by his count—shirt, tie, his last sock, and his trousers. “Please remove…drumrollll…” she called in a singsong voice, and the women obliged, pounding on the tables, “…your shirt. But leave the tie on.” She made a face at the crowd.

      Leave the tie. Kinky, he thought. He slipped the cufflinks off and started unbuttoning the expensive shirt.

      Good thing he'd kept up his workout regimen.

      Buffy Calloway's fingers ran over the warm leather of the cover model’s belt. She hadn’t intended to try for the twisting black missile. Her hand had just automatically reached for it and it curled around her wrist, eliminating the chance that anyone could tug it away.

      She wasn’t here to steal the prizes away from the authors and readers. She was an industry professional and really should toss the damn belt back into the fray, but she couldn’t make herself do it.

      Alex intrigued her. She’d been watching him since his first appearance in the doorway. Tall, broad shouldered, and dressed in a black suit, white shirt and multi-colored tie, he had an elegant powerful persona. Now, his straight white teeth separated in a sexy grin as he shrugged off his white shirt. She didn't miss the fact that he'd tossed a set of cufflinks to Sally.

      Buffy sucked in a breath, and a tight knot formed in her belly as he pulled his shirt out of his pants. His chest wasn’t shaved like many of the models she’d seen, and she could imagine how good he’d look with it oiled and gleaming.

      His tanned upper body spoke of a disciplined workout and diet regimen, with well-defined pecs and abs. Buffy knew well the workouts necessary to get a body like his.

      He let the shirt dangle around his elbows while whistles of appreciation sounded all around her. He was workin’ the crowd, which showed good marketing skills. She approved. Every woman in the room probably felt like testing the strength in those biceps.

      “I don’t see his picture in the program,” one of the women next to her said to her companion.

      Alex finished removing his shirt and gave a sexy circle with his hips ending in a gentle thrust. The women went wild, standing, shouting his name, until he made a show of meticulously folding the garment. Then he tossed it into the air. The shirt flew a couple rows before landing in the lap of a disabled fan seated in a wheelchair. The ladies cheered and patted the lucky lady on the back.

      Buffy cocked her head and studied him more closely. This guy would be pure gold. More than just a handsome face—handsome! the face was to die for with his black five o’clock shadow, the deep, penetrating eyes, angled cheekbones that spoke of either Italian or perhaps Greek heritage, and that beautiful body. He also knew the importance of engaging the women on a personal level and had even shown compassion for one fan who couldn’t equally compete for the prize. He was…perfect!

      The shape of his shoulders and chest made a woman want to run her hands over them, stroke those wide photogenic pecs, test the strength of his biceps… feel the steel under the ridges on his abdomen… Buffy had to have him.

      She glanced to the side, relieved she hadn’t spoken out loud, and revised her mental thoughts. She must have him for her new venture. Whatever his image was on…book covers, trailers, ads… would be a lock. His full lips, high cheekbones and the smoldering sensuality of those dark features were exactly what she wanted… needed, damn…was looking for... in a model.

      As if feeling her intense scrutiny, his long lashed ebony eyes lifted and found hers. She hadn’t realized she’d been staring at him until his head turned in her direction and his lips quirked in a sexy, confident, almost sarcastic smile. Arrogance? Yum.

      She kept her gaze cool and picked up the program as another title rang out. The participation had kicked up a notch with the addition of Alex to the stage. The next winner picked Eric, who was still in his jeans. Not to be outdone and exhibiting a fresh desire to win, he held his index finger aloft.

      Watching from the back, Buffy could see all the heads in the room angle up toward his hand and follow it down, down the narrow line of blonde hair that trailed from his torso disappearing behind his waistband, using his time to full advantage until everyone’s attention focused on the slowly lowering zipper.

      The crowd waited. Buffy glanced at Alex only to find his gaze on her, a thoughtful expression on his face. Then returning his attention to the stage, he joined Hugh and the crowd in a chant of, “Take ‘em off. Eric. Eric.”

      When the lucky “grabber” of Eric’s jeans sat down, Buffy took a minute to consider Eric. He was well-built, of course. Nearly all the cover models she’d known had an intense workout regimen, which was essential to their career. His thighs, in particular, looked like those of a runner, but he was a smaller man than Alex, both in height and frame, and his golden hair, although pretty… well, that was just it.

      The man she wanted…scratch that… the model she was looking for must have a more rugged international appeal. Not someone with a contrived persona, but the real thing, a man who lived in that skin inherently, with a personality to match. A real man who used his body in his line of work, like some of the models she’d worked with in the past who hadn’t started out as models but in careers that required their fitness—soccer players, football players, athletes, a few MMA fighters though they often had too many imperfections caused by their sport for her intentions.

      She shifted her concentration to Huey. While he was almost as tall as Alex, his muscles were smoother and less bulky. He would show well in some of the Regency era shoots with his curly wave of brown hair, polished air and those stunning green eyes. But neither of the other men had it.

      The man she was looking for would give her business instant recognition. He would be the face of the Calloway Agency. She couldn’t wait to see him holding a female model, depicting a scene chosen by her or one of the producers, the two of them on a bed of red satin sheets. She nearly groaned aloud. He’d be perfect.

      It was just like her grandmother had always told her, “Lana, you’ll know when the right one comes along. All the Calloways do.” Grandma Lillie had only recently stopped calling her by her proper name, the one she’d used professionally. This hadn’t been what Lillie meant, of course, but still, Buffy did know what she wanted. She’d been dreaming of this moment ever since she left her modeling career behind.

      Sally pulled another piece from the container, and Buffy sucked in a breath as Alex followed instructions and dropped his trousers. The women went crazy.

      The man had Van Damme-like legs with powerful thighs and calves; he was shaped like the finest of the ancient statues. If she were still modeling she could picture him, that sculpted body, twined around hers, the muscles in his jaw working as desire flashed in his eyes. His flesh would be like silken steel. Her hands would skim across his skin; squeeze his biceps, roam down his ridged abdomen. She’d trail her fingers along the thin line of black hair…

      Buffy’s glance shot to his and found him watching her, yet again. She flushed, afraid he could read her mind. But she told herself she was merely planning how she would use her art to create a masterpiece with him as the focus.

      The tendons in his legs flexed as he turned around and showed off one fine pair of cotton-covered cheeks.

      Same great view no matter the direction. The wide shoulders bunched, and his back narrowed to his waist. Oh, yeah. If she had only enough cash for one hunk, it was going to be him.

      She referred to the conference program. This guy wasn’t listed. Was he a substitute? What amazing luck that she could only attend this one conference to find her man, and a nameless fill-in captured her attention. It must be fate.

      Sally Freeman stood at the front table preparing to call another title. “After the final two rounds we’ll determine the winner of this year’s Strip Bingo. And the best news—he’ll accompany whoever won the raffle for ‘Dinner with a Hunk’ to an all-expense paid dinner for two at their choice of fine DC restaurants. All right. The next title is… Chained by Their Desires by Cathy Lenton.”

      Ridge had been having a riot. It didn’t take much to make this crowd happy. They’d come for a good time and their enthusiasm had infected even him. Apparently.

      He skimmed over the crowd to the woman that had been watching him from the minute he jumped onto the stage. Well, she wasn’t the only one. They all had, so perhaps it was just that he’d tuned in to her in particular after seeing that poster.

      Now that the contest was drawing to a close, at least he assumed it was since they were about out of clothing donations, Ridge had a problem. Of course, it would only be a problem if he won, which wasn’t even a possibility, but on the off chance that an error in the “voting” occurred and he was chosen, what was he going to do? They’d probably want to verify his credentials, match him up with this Alex fellow who had yet to arrive.

      And worse—why hadn’t he thought of this before—the real Alex might show up any minute and he would have a five-egg omelet on his face. He’d be jeered, embarrassed and thrown out of … he was probably overreacting a bit. The point was he needed to carry his half-dressed behind out of there as soon as the party was over.

      Fortunately for him, he understood that the best-laid plans didn’t always pan out.

      Unfortunately for him, just as he’d lost the last piece of clothing he was willing to lose, his trousers, he spotted a man at the door in an animated discussion with the gatekeeper of the party. She apparently thought the guy was a party crasher. Ridge suspected the worst. Then an irritated blue gaze met his. He’d just been exposed.

      Yeah, and not just his skin. The jig was up.
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      “Alex. Alex. Alex.” The calls drew his attention back toward the audience. A brief glance at the door and the newcomer, whose eyes narrowed on Ridge every time the name was shouted, told him he’d better get his plan together, including how he was going to get to his room without being arrested for indecent exposure?

      He really hadn’t thought this through. Which was totally out of character for him. He looked down at the cufflinks in his hand, contemplating. What the hell? He tossed them out to the audience and donned his jacket as the woman on stage announced, “The winner of our Annual Independent Romance Reader Writer Strip Bingo contest is, “Alex!” She raised his arm up like the referee in a boxing match—winner by TKO… fitting.

      Ridge had no choice but to stand there in his jacket, tie and his tighty-whities while the crowd cheered. Eric and Hugh both shook his hand and jumped down to retrieve their jeans—they’d thought ahead—which left Ridge to face the music.

      The woman at “the gate” looked from the real Alex to Ridge and laughed. That was good news. At least they weren’t going to arrest him for impersonating a stripper.

      Maybe he could convince the guy that he should thank him for winning the contest. Now he’d get to accompany one of these ladies to dinner at a fine DC restaurant. Ridge was too busy.

      As he gave a slight bow and waved to the crowd, his eyes caught those of the pretty red-headed model in the back. Then his thoughts moved on to remedying his lack of clothing and getting to work on the problems he’d happily pushed to the back of his mind during the bingo party.

      Buffy watched the drama unfold at the door and on stage. No one in the audience paid any attention but since her seat afforded her a view of the entire room, the stage and the double doors, she ran several scenarios through her head.

      The man at the door was a jealous husband of one of the women in the room. A vendor upset that his venue wasn’t ready? Nah. Then she saw him exchange glances with Alex, and she reached for her program.

      One of “Alex’s” cufflinks had lodged between her purse and tote bag. She picked it up and inspected it. Mounted next to the initial “R” was a rather large red stone, and Buffy didn’t think it was paste. She palmed the cufflink and flipped through the guide.

      She’d guessed correctly. The man at the door was the real Alex. Her gaze went back to his… substitute? As her head tilted in wonder at the curious turn of events, the winning contestant, whoever he was, shook hands with Hugh and Eric. Buffy was tempted to laugh at the sight of the gorgeous man in a suit coat and jockey shorts, but he could wear an apron and a tutu and look just fine.

      Eventually, the applause died.

      As the women started collecting their belongings and exiting the room, Buffy searched her purse for the little treasure she’d been so unenthusiastic about until just thirty-seconds ago. Clasping the raffle ticket from the award ceremonies the night before, she approached the stage.

      He had disappeared. She’d won dinner with a hunk, and the hunk had taken a hike. Well, she’d just see about that. She marched up to Sally.

      “He’s gone, honey,” Sally Freeman had said. To make up for it, she’d offered to arrange for her to have dinner with any or all of the cover models.

      Though she was disappointed, Buffy did have dinner with all three and interviewed each one while she was at it, but she vowed to find the fake ‘Alex’. She stopped by the desk after dinner and searched for an agreeable clerk, one who might give her the information she wanted. They were officially forbidden to do so, but she was counting on human nature and shared appreciation to win out.

      Seeing two young attendants near the elevators, she approached them and asked if they’d seen a handsome gentleman in a black suit. She described him and showed them his cufflink. The second one said, “Oh, I’ve seen him leaving the hotel every morning—early. He either calls a cab or walks across the street to catch the Metro."

      Buffy knew what she had to do. The man had to go out through the front door, so she rose the next morning at 4:30 a.m. and once dressed, headed to the street level where she would stake out the lobby. The Health Bar sat catty-cornered from both entrances, so she grabbed a spot by the promenade and waited.

      She was rewarded when he appeared, the Post tucked under one arm, striding toward the exit. She followed him out the front door and when he turned, she could tell he recognized her. How about that?

      His hand went to his neck and his eyes closed as his head fell back in a gesture that said, Busted. She resisted the urge to laugh as his hands dropped to his side. “Look,” he started, “I’m sorry.”

      Buffy chuckled under her breath. “I’m not. I really don’t give a fig for what went down in that conference room. Don’t care who you are or what you do.” That was such a lie. “What I do care about is that you owe me dinner.”

      She held up her raffle ticket, which of course was worthless unless you counted the three interviews she’d conducted with the real Alex, Eric and Hugh over dinner, not at a swanky DC restaurant, but in the Health Bar after the strange turn of events at the bingo contest.

      Mystery Man squeezed the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb.

      His broad hand was elegant and steady. He
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