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            SINNER’S STARE

          

        

      

    

    
      EVIE

      

      New York City, 1926

      

      The moment I step onto the stage, I stop pretending to be normal.

      I become smoke. Velvet. Sin in silk stockings.

      The room hushes around me, conversations soften like dying embers as the piano warms up behind me. My eyes scan the crowd through the haze of cigarette smoke and bourbon breath. Faces blur together as I spot men in pinstripes and fedoras and women in sequins with wine-red lips. All look to be told a lie, beautiful enough to believe, and I’m damn good at lying.

      Gripping the microphone with a gloved hand, black satin wraps up my arms to the elbow. My dress clings to me like a secret, dripping with obsidian beads and a slit so high it’s practically indecent. Exactly how Johnny, the owner, likes it… exactly how they all like it. But tonight… tonight feels different.

      He’s here.

      I feel him before I see him. Heat prickles beneath my skin, like someone’s running the back of a knife down my spine. My eyes flit to the corner booth.

      It’s always empty.

      It’s always reserved for someone no one wants to admit exists.

      He sits there now, shrouded in smoke and shadow, his legs sprawled like the room belongs to him. A crystal tumbler of whiskey is in one hand. His black coat is open just enough to show the glint of a shoulder holster beneath it.

      And his eyes are on me. Not curious. Not polite. Predatory… like he’s not watching a show… like he’s watching his meal.

      I breathe, slowly and deeply, letting the smoky air fill my lungs, and I begin to sing, “There ain’t no heaven for a girl like me… Just whiskey dreams and a melody…”

      The notes slither from my mouth like honeyed poison. The pianist’s notes trail behind me perfectly— an accent, a compliment. He knows not to compete. Not when I’m like this. Not when I’m dipped in moonlight and menace, wrapped in lies that sound like lullabies.

      The man in the shadows doesn’t blink as his eyes stay locked on mine.

      His jaw flexes when I dip one hip, swaying as I stroke the microphone stand. His hand tightens around his glass when I practically purr the low notes. And when my gaze finds his, truly locking with it, I shiver in awareness.

      Damn.

      He’s not just beautiful.

      He’s brutal.

      His dark hair is slicked back. His olive skin is lit by the golden gleam bouncing off the rim of his glass, and his eyes… ice, fire, and smoke all at once.

      I’ve seen dangerous men before.

      Working here, they’re everywhere.

      Hell, I’ve even dated a few.

      But this one…

      He doesn’t wear danger like a badge.

      He is danger. Sculpted and silent. Watching me like he already knows the sound I make when I come for him.

      My pulse skips. My knees wobble. But I keep singing anyway, “So hold me close, and lie real sweet— Pretend I’m more than blood and meat…”

      A few men cheer. A few toss paper bills toward the stage but I don’t look at them.

      I only look at him.

      He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t applaud. He doesn’t move at all. He just watches me, something feral flickering in his eyes. When I slide off the final note like it’s made of sex and sorrow, he stares right at me and mouths one word, “Mine.”
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      The second my heels hit the marble floor backstage, I curse myself.

      You idiot, Evie.

      I shouldn’t have looked at him like that. I shouldn’t have let him affect me. I shouldn’t have met his gaze.

      I’ve seen men like him before, but never this close. I’ve always known better.

      He’s the kind of man whose presence clears a room.

      The kind of man women vanish around.

      The kind of man the city whispers about, but never names.

      And he just said I was his…

      Pressing a hand to my chest, I breathe fast though my thighs are tight and my stomach is clenched… and not from fear.

      “What the hell was that?” Rosalee, the costume gal, hisses behind me. “You looked like you were about to pounce on him, Evie.”

      “I did no such thing,” I lie.

      She rolls her eyes and bites her painted red lip as she regards me. “Well, if you don’t want him, I’ll throw my panties at his feet and see what happens. A man like that takes care of his woman.”

      No, a man like that owns his woman.

      Snorting, I tug off my gloves and toss them onto my vanity. They land beside the crystal perfume vial. “Be my guest.”

      I don’t mean it.

      I still feel his gaze. It’s burning between my shoulder blades like a brand I didn’t ask for. Needing some air, because the walls suddenly feel too close, I leave my sitting room and turn the corner into the hallway.

      He’s there.

      Leaning against the wall like sin in a pinstriped three-piece suit. He watches me.

      He’s close… too close.

      “Good evening, Songbird.” His voice is low, like gravel dipped in smoke. He smells like whiskey and expensive danger, and I want a closer whiff.

      No. No, I want no such thing.

      I blink and raise my chin haughtily, ignoring the racing of my heart. “You aren’t supposed to be back here.” My voice is breathy.

      He tilts his head, looking down at me. “Do I look like a man who gives a fuck about rules, Songbird?”

      God, he’s huge up close.

      And utterly, dangerously gorgeous.

      Good heavens.

      His arms are thick under his fitted pinstriped jacket. A pulsing vein in his neck is just barely visible beneath his starched shirt-collar. A jagged scar rides along the ridge of his jaw, though it only accentuates it instead of detracts from it. His dark eyes trail over my body and I respond like a match to a fuse.

      “Who are you?” I whisper, already knowing the answer, but wanting him to tell me.

      He smiles. It’s slow and lethal. “Nico Giani, of course.”

      My blood freezes.

      Oh, damn.

      Of course, I know that name. Everyone in this city does.

      Nico is the right-hand-man to Massimo Benedetti, the bootleg king. The man who controls every barrel, every bribe, every drop of blood that leaks out of the city’s underbelly. And he’s standing inches from me… looking at me like he already knows how I taste.

      I try to keep my voice steady, though my knees are weak, my hands are shaking, and I want nothing more than to run. “What do you want, Nico?”

      His eyes drop to my lips before he growls, “You. I want you, Songbird.”

      He says it like it’s already been decided… like I’m not a person but a drink he’s ordered from one of the hostesses… like I’m just a favor he’s pulling or a toy he plans to wind up… and break.

      I back up a step, my spine pressing against the hallway wall. “You don’t even know me,” I reply. “You can’t just come in here and claim me. I’m not some trophy.”

      His eyes narrow on me and he smiles. It’s predatory. “I’ve watched you, Evie.”

      He knows my name.

      I gasp and his voice dips as he says, “I’ve seen you. That’s enough.”

      What?

      He’s seen me and watched me so he thinks he can claim me?

      My cheeks feel hot as I stand at my full height, still a foot shorter than him. Glaring at him, I shake my head. “What does that matter? I’m not one of your girls, Nico.”

      His smile widens at my use of his name. He retorts, “Not yet,” and then, he’s directly in front of me.

      His hand presses flat to the wall on the side of my head and he leans down, boxing me in. His other hand, big, strong, and warm trails up the slit of my dress. He caresses my thigh and I shiver as he stops just before we reach indecency. His knuckles brush against my inner thigh and I instinctually part my legs.

      I manage to gasp. “Don’t,” but we both hear the wantonness in my tone.

      “Tell me to stop, and I will,” he breathes, his breath drifting over my lips and chin. His voice is a velvet threat, and his dark eyes are daring me.

      I don’t tell him to stop.

      I can’t.

      I’m soaked beneath my dress. My thighs are coated with my need. I’m shaking… burning.

      “I thought so, Songbird,” he murmurs. Then, his mouth is on mine.

      It isn’t a kiss. It’s a claim.

      His lips devour mine. His teeth scrape against the fullness before he licks the seam and his tongue slips between them and strokes against mine like he owns it.

      I moan, high and shocked, my fists clenching in the lapels of his suit coat. My leg raises, hitching instinctively around his hip. Grabbing my thigh, he hoists it higher, locking my knee around his hips. His erection grinds against the heat of my core.

      Every inch of him is hard. He’s all fire, danger, muscle, and ruthless intent. His hand moves under my dress, again. He glides it over my inner thigh before trailing it up. Then, further up until he finds what he’s seeking.

      I moan into his mouth, “Mmmmmm,” as he strokes my soaked seam.

      “No panties?” he growls against my lips.

      “Not with this dress,” I pant against his mouth and move my hips against his hand, seeking more.

      “Smart girl.” He mutters, sliding his thick fingers between my legs, stroking my seam again before pressing the tip of one inside of me. He glides in effortlessly with the slickness of my need.

      Moaning, again, “Ahhhhhhh,” I bite his shoulder to keep from screaming aloud as he strokes me while his thumb rolls over my aching nub.

      We’re in the back hallway of the speakeasy, and anyone could walk past. Nico has me pressed against the wall with his hand up my dress and I’m wantonly grinding against him and trying not to wail in pleasure.

      He chuckles darkly as he nips at my lips. “So wet already, Songbird. You want this. You want my mouth on yours as I swallow your moans from my fingers being inside of you. You’re my dirty girl, aren’t you?”

      Yes. God, yes. I’m melting for him.

      I’ll be his dirty girl. I don’t care anymore.

      I’ve lost control. It should terrify me.

      It doesn’t.

      “Nico—” I moan.

      “Shh,” he murmurs, licking the shell of my ear before sucking my lobe into his wicked mouth. His fingers continue to pump inside of me, filling me, teasing me, intensifying my need instead of fulfilling it. “Sing for me, Songbird.”

      My eyes crack open and I stare up at him. He smiles at me wickedly, pausing his ministrations and muttering, “I need to taste what’s mine.”

      Voices sound down the hall. Footsteps echo.

      We freeze and he curses, pulling back with a growl as my eyes widen.

      “Not here,” he mutters, removing his hand and bringing it to his mouth. He sucks his fingers while he moans. Then, he removes them, “You taste like heaven, Songbird. But I need a real taste. Come with me.”

      “Where?” I gasp.

      What?

      What are you doing, Evie?

      He smiles down at me, again, and helps me stand upright on my shaking legs. His smile is wolf-like as he says, “Someplace you can scream and I won’t have to take
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