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      Cole Stewart.

      Breathing in jagged hiccups, Avery glanced again at the tuxedoed gentleman. No one else was that tall and imposing, hardened by numerous tours of duty overseas, and—if rumors were correct—some sort of undercover work. He moved his head to study the stage, and the light caught the scar on his cheek. The jagged white line arrowed downward, ending dangerously close to his jugular. Her last doubt vanished. It was definitely Cole Stewart.

      She curled her toes in her too-high, too-expensive designer sandals. What is he doing here? She’d been over the guest list for her great-aunt’s eightieth birthday extravaganza dozens of times. The Sensational Miss Scarlet had been a mainstay in Las Vegas for more than six decades and had made hundreds of friends. Because she wanted everyone she cared about to attend her Saints and Sinners masquerade ball, the names of the invitees had been studied and restudied for more than a year.

      A man wearing a security guard uniform emblazoned with the Royal Sterling Hotel’s logo, entered the room and stood next to Cole.

      Since Avery was behind the elaborate champagne fountain wearing a fabulous ornate black mask, she was free to feast her gaze on Cole, the Dominant of her fantasies.

      His dark hair was longer than she remembered. It was no longer tortured by a military buzz. Instead, strands teased the collar of his jacket. The look didn’t tame him. It simply made him more roguish.

      Although Cole wasn’t classically handsome, he was rugged in a don’t-fuck-with-me kind of way. His physique was more sumptuous than ever. Everything about him from his size to his stance promised he was capable of protecting his woman. And she knew he could make one scream from pleasure.

      A memory of watching him interact with a submissive lanced through Avery, and she squirmed.

      Two years prior, she’d been at a BDSM play party at the home of her friends and renowned legal eagles, Diana and Alcott Hewitt. Cole had entered with his submissive, Gia. Most times when Avery watched scenes, the partners appeared to be in sync, maybe a little in love. But Gia had goaded him. In addition to addressing him disrespectfully, she chose to ignore some of his commands. He never raised his voice or lost his temper. Instead, he’d continued to state his wishes without emotion. Gia had responded, however, to his gentle caresses.

      Once he’d taken her down from the Saint Andrew’s cross, he was tender, and Gia leaned into him.

      Avery longed to be with a man as patient and firm as Cole.

      Many times, she masturbated to thoughts of him. Once, when she’d been with another man, she pretended she was with Cole.

      About six months ago, she’d seen him again at the Back Room, an upscale BDSM club. This time he was alone. He kept to himself, brooding, detached.

      She’d been alone for year, and she craved a hard hand to soothe her. But the breakup with her Dominant had left her emotionally uncertain. As she watched Cole across the dungeon, she mentally rehearsed and discarded a dozen openings. Walk up to him and kneel? Meet him as an equal? Ask mutual friends for an introduction? Hope he would notice her interest?

      After more than an hour of indecision, she convinced herself to say hello. But the moment she’d gotten close to him and their gazes met, she froze. Even though she was an experienced BDSM player, she’d never had a visceral reaction like she did to Cole. His eyes—charcoal and intense—pierced her submissive soul. Nerves trumped courage. She started to tremble. In the end, she couldn’t force herself to take the final steps.

      Ever since, she regretted that night, and she’d vowed to be braver if given a second chance.

      Now that she was in the same room as him again, she understood her own cowardice. With his arms folded across his chest, legs braced apart, he was a force of nature.

      Perhaps sensing scrutiny, he turned in her direction, and his powerful gaze locked on her. He scanned her body, starting at her shoes and sweeping up. Cole took so much time that her internal temperature spiked. When he reached her face, he quirked an eyebrow, as if in recognition. That’s not possible. They’d never met, never spoken. Even if they had, she was still hidden behind a mask, and she’d traded in her long light-brown hair for shoulder-length blonde with bright-pink streaks.

      Still, just like that night, she trembled.

      Marie, the party planner, strode through a side door. Electronic pad clutched in her hands, she made a direct line to where Avery stood. “Does everything look all right?”

      Grateful to be jolted from the nerve-wrecking memories, Avery replied, “It’s perfect.” And it was. The stage was set in a retro manner, including oversize square microphones. The band members wore tuxedos. Several food stations were in place with hors d’oeuvres for the wine hour. Around the periphery of the room, tall tables were draped with black or silver tablecloths and decorated with soaring centerpieces crafted from flowers, masks, and peacock feathers. And there was dazzle everywhere—sequins and crystals strung from the ceilings, tacked to the walls—all befitting one of the country’s most accomplished and scandalous burlesque dancers.

      Backstage, a number of entertainers wore gold or silver body paint and nothing else. They represented sinners for the evening. Others were dressed in nuns’ habits or monks’ robes. A couple of women even wore halos.

      “Have you tried the champagne?” Marie questioned.

      “Not yet. Should I?”

      “Please.”

      From a nearby table, Avery grabbed a flute and held it beneath a stream of the flowing pink bubbly. Of course Miss Scarlet had selected a rosé. It had been a favorite since she saw An Affair to Remember with Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr. Miss Scarlet said she’d once shared a glass with Cary himself. Though Avery wasn’t sure about that, she didn’t doubt it was possible.

      She took a small drink, expecting it to be overly sweet. She was surprised by complexity. “Wow. It’s fantastic.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Seduced, Avery savored another sip before putting the glass down. “I’m betting this isn’t the fifty-dollar-a-bottle stuff that I approved?”

      Marie winced. “Miss Scarlet was at the tasting, and when she sampled this stuff…”

      “Say no more.” Even though Avery served as her great-aunt’s financial advisor, Miss Scarlet controlled her own fortune. If she wanted to drop five hundred dollars a pop for the best bubbly on the planet, that was her choice.

      “I’m sorry to say we didn’t save any money on the dessert either.”

      Avery sighed. “I’m not surprised.”

      “You will be,” she replied cryptically.

      “Oh?” Avery arched her eyebrows.

      “Your aunt is planning something extravagant. With a cake. Of sorts.”

      “You don’t think I should have been warned?”

      “I promised secrecy.” Marie pantomimed locking her lips and tossing away the key. “But I can tell you the changes have thrown us about fifty thousand dollars over budget.”

      Stunned, Avery blinked. “I assume she knows that?”

      “Yes.”

      “In that case, we should enjoy every moment.”

      A door closing at the back of the room made her turn around. Cole was gone. She sighed in relief, but then a stab of restlessness went through her. “Were there last-minute additions to the guest list?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “I saw Cole Stewart a few minutes ago.”

      “Who?”

      The most gorgeous man on the planet. “He’s the billionaire security tech genius who sold his first company to Julien Bonds.” According to an article in Scandalicious, her favorite online gossip site, Cole’s groundbreaking software package was now installed on every new Bonds device.

      Marie typed the name into her pad.

      “He was talking to someone I assume was with security.”

      Marie shook her head. “He’s not on the list. No one will get in without an invitation. I’ll chat with Lucy and see what’s up.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lucy Pine was the Royal Sterling’s head of security. The petite woman might reach five feet tall in her heeled boots, but she was badass enough to take down the hardest of criminals, all without her braid coming undone.

      “Anything else?” Marie asked.

      “You’ve done a great job. I’ll go check on my aunt.”

      “The doors will open in about twenty minutes. Make it quick?” Marie pleaded.

      “Promise.” Avery headed toward the elevator that had access to the building’s top floors.

      Maybe because of the alcohol or her stupid-high heels—but definitely not because of Cole Stewart—she had to steady herself on a railing when the car rocketed past the spa level, then the hotel floors.

      With a soft ding, the car arrived, and she exited into a gorgeous long hallway. She made her way to her great-aunt’s condominium that had an awe-inspiring view of the Strip. Miss Scarlet said she loved lording over Las Vegas. Over the years, she’d seen a lot of changes and mostly liked them. At times, though, she sighed wistfully, still missing a particular dark and dangerous mobster she’d had a mad affair with.

      Avery knocked on her great-aunt’s door, and the summons was answered by none other than Mademoiselle Giselle, a New Orleans shop owner and ballerina of international renown.

      “I had to see Miss Scarlet in her outfit,” the woman admitted after accepting Avery’s gentle embrace. “We’ve got a busy night, but I couldn’t resist bringing her some flowers.”

      There were at least a dozen more bouquets than there had been earlier this afternoon. “Are you dancing tonight?”

      “Oui. It’s my honor.”

      Mademoiselle and Miss Scarlet had been friends for at least half a century and shared secrets that would only be revealed in a posthumous memoir.

      Once Mademoiselle said goodbye, Avery made her way to the living room.

      Miss Scarlet was standing on a platform where a seamstress was making final alterations to her costume. A headdress sat off to the side, waiting to be affixed.

      Even at eighty, she was a bombshell, with a radiant smile, a fit body, and long legs shown off by slits that ran up the sides of her skirt, almost to her buttocks. A number of feathers had been applied in strategic locations, and a pair of long black gloves were draped over the cheval mirror.

      As she’d done almost every night for decades, Miss Scarlet had applied false eyelashes and glittery stage makeup. She completed her ensemble with an artistically placed beauty mark.

      Avery leaned in to kiss her great-aunt on the cheek. “Happy birthday.”

      “I never get tired of hearing that! In fact, I think I should have two birthdays a year now. I love the attention.” She batted her eyes. “And the gifts.”

      Avery grinned.

      “Move over there, into the light where I can see you,” Scarlet ordered.

      Though Avery shook her head from mild embarrassment, she did as she was told. She spun around then offered a little curtsy.

      “Bravo! As I imagined, your dress is perfect, and you are magnificent.”

      Avery struggled with the compliment. When she opened the gift from Miss Scarlet, Avery had stared in shock. She’d never seen anything like the gorgeous clingy black gown. It was cut asymmetrically across her chest and had only one strap. The open back plunged to the base of her spine, leaving her exposed. Since the dress was tighter than most of her clothing, she’d promised herself that she would lose five pounds before the event. Those plans were dashed when the Royal Sterling installed a cupcake-dispensing machine in the hotel’s lobby. Willpower had been defeated by a single swipe of her credit card. Still, she
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