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            PRAISE FOR HELEN HARDT

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow! Mind just blown! A complete mindf**k…

      ~GoddessWithanAttitude on Spades

      

      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “WELL, I DON’T WANT ANY TO-DAY, AT ANY RATE.”

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, I don’t want any to-day, at any rate.”

      “You couldn’t have it if you did want it,” the Queen said. “The rule is, jam to-morrow and jam yesterday—but never jam to-day.”

      “It must come sometimes to ‘jam to-day,’” Alice objected.

      “No, it can’t,” said the Queen. “It’s jam every other day: to-day isn’t any other day, you know.”

      “I don’t understand you,” said Alice. “It’s dreadfully confusing!”

      “That’s the effect of living backwards,” the Queen said kindly.

      

      Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          BIANCA

        

      

    

    
      Rouge saved me when I hit rock bottom.

      But that doesn’t excuse what she’s done.

      And I won’t allow her to get away with this.

      “Bianca!”

      A harsh whisper from behind me nearly makes me jump out of my skin as I enter my dressing room. I turn with a start.

      It’s Harrison.

      “Oh, thank God. You scared me.”

      “Sorry.” He exhales. “I just saw you slip in here and wanted to talk to you. I think I might know where we’ll find this writing raven.”

      I widen my eyes. “Really? Where?”

      “The women’s restroom.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Why there?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But it’s the only place I haven’t looked yet, besides the places I’m not allowed to go.” I pace back and forth. “But it makes sense for a place to hide something, right? Easy access from the secret entrance and all.”

      I scratch the side of my head. “Okay…”

      He holds up a hand. “You’re not convinced. Neither am I. But it’s the only place I haven’t looked.  Obviously I can’t go in and look without a woman going in first to make sure the coast is clear.”

      I’m about to tell him that what he’s saying makes no sense, but then I feel the familiar twitch above my eyebrow. It could just be nerves—this is a high-stakes situation, after all—but it hasn’t led me astray yet.

      Maybe Harrison is right. There could be something in the ladies’ restroom hiding in plain sight.

      “Let’s try it out.” I check my phone. “I have fifteen minutes until my next set. Rouge sometimes comes in and checks on me during my breaks, but there are a lot of extra people here for the holiday. They should keep her busy.”

      He nods. “Great. Thanks for trying this out for me, babe.”

      I get on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “I have a feeling you might be right about this.” I open my dressing room door and peek through. Rouge is all the way across in Spades, and no one seems to be paying much attention to the area surrounding the ladies’ restroom. I gesture Harrison to follow behind me.

      We cross quickly toward the restroom. I go inside first, and the coast is clear. The three stalls are empty, and there’s no one sitting on the fainting couch at the entrance or adjusting their makeup in the mirror.

      I open the door. “It’s empty. Come in.”

      He enters, and together we push the fainting couch against the door to keep people from coming inside while we look around.

      “Let’s be quick,” I say. “You never know when my sister might have to heed nature’s call.”

      Harrison chuckles. “I didn’t think Rouge would ever be caught doing something so human as taking a shit.”

      I let out a short laugh. It’s a funny thing to say. Unfortunately, I have seen the human side of Rouge, and it might be even more terrifying than her Queen side.

      “Let’s look around. See if anything looks out of place.”

      He nods.

      I check the mirror behind the sink—since mirrors seem to be important to this section of the club—but find nothing. No secret cabinet or anything. I run my hands along the upholstery of the fainting couch. It’s all original stitching.

      “That’s weird,” Harrison mutters from the stalls.

      “What’s weird?” I walk over to him.

      “The stalls in this bathroom. They have writing on the locks. Like in an airplane bathroom. When you switch the lock”—he demonstrates—“it goes from ‘vacant’ to ‘occupied.’”

      I purse my lips. “So? That’s not exactly uncommon.”

      He shakes his head. “I was in the men’s room before I met you in the dressing room. I looked up and down the doors of those toilet stalls, seeing if there was a picture of a raven or something, and they don’t have that feature.”

      “So? There probably isn’t a fainting couch either. Sometimes ladies’ restrooms are a little fancier than men’s.” But then I gasp. “My God! It’s writing!”

      “Yeah. As in the writing raven.”

      “I thought it meant that the raven was doing the act of writing. Not the writing itself.”

      He nods. “I was thinking about this earlier. The river of tears in the riddle wasn’t referring to an actual river, or actual tears. So we have to think outside the box on the other half of the riddle as well.”

      “Okay. So what could raven mean?”

      “I was thinking it could be raven as in raven hair. Like the color black.” He gestures to the stall doors. “But the writing on all these locks is pink, just like everything else in this bathroom.”

      “Right.” I grab my phone. “Let’s see if there are other definitions of the word.” I pull up Google and search for the definition of “raven.” Several results pull up, and I pull up a dictionary website. “Well, the first definition is the bird, obviously. Then there’s the adjective, like ‘raven black hair.’ And then…” I widen my eyes.

      “Then what?”

      “It’s a verb, too. ‘To raven’ means ‘to devour voraciously.’ It must be where the word ‘ravenous’ comes from.”

      He taps at his chin “So we’re looking for writing that is…eating something?”

      “We might be at a dead end.” I sigh and pocket my phone.

      “Not necessarily.” Harrison examines the lock of the first stall, turning it to ‘occupied’ and back. He then looks at the second one for a few seconds before moving on to the third.

      There’s a knock on the door. A woman’s voice I don’t recognize. “Hello? Is the bathroom closed?”

      I swallow. “Just a minute. There was an incident. We’re doing some cleaning.”

      “Is that Bianca in there?”

      “N-No.” I lower my voice. “But how sweet of you to think I sound like her. It’s…Hilda, the custodian. I’m cleaning up. Someone got sick in here.”

      “Oh, heavens. How long will it be?”

      “At least ten minutes,” I say. “Maybe you could use the men’s restroom.”

      “Not on your life. I’ll go ask Rouge if I can use her restroom in her office.”

      “No! No! Don’t do that!” I think quickly. “If you can just wait a few minutes, we’ll be open momentarily.”

      “Okay… I guess I’ll wait.”

      “Great. Thank you.” I turn to Harrison. “Can you hurry it up?”

      “I think I might have found something.” Harrison exits the leftmost stall, the one against the wall. “Look here.”

      I cross. “Make it quick. We’ve got someone waiting.”

      “I heard. But look.” He turns the lock on the stall to ‘occupied’ and points. “See here? Could these be little teeth?”

      I point. On the right side of the ‘occupied’ end of the lock, there are a few tiny triangles. Hardly noticeable unless you’re looking for it.

      “And these aren’t on the other two stalls?”

      “Correct. If the word ‘occupied’ has these little teeth, then it kind of looks like it’s eating the word ‘vacant’ when you turn the lock.”

      I blink. “The writing is…ravening.”

      “Indeed.” He grins.

      “Oh, my God. Did we actually figure it out?”

      “I don’t know, but we should check this stall out from top to bottom.”

      “And quickly”—I glance toward the bathroom door—“before Ms. Whoever outside decides to call Rouge for help.”

      “Right.” He gets on his knees and looks around the toilet. “Anything odd?”

      “No,” I sigh. “It looks like a regular toilet to me.” I look it up and down, from the bottom of the toilet to its bowl to its tank on top. I even remove the top to check the flushing mechanism on the inside, but everything looks like it should. “Maybe we were seeing things with those little teeth.” I rub at the back of my neck. “It seems like every time we get some momentum, we end up right where we started. Maybe this is all a wild⁠—”

      I stop as I examine the lever in front of the tank. I’ve never noticed before, but in tiny cursive writing it has the words “Flush Me” on it. I check the other toilets. They don’t have the writing on the lever.

      I walk in and flush the toilet, expecting something crazy to happen.

      And the toilet simply flushes.

      Damn it. Just like I said. Every time we…

      But of course the nothing would be revealed if you flushed the toilet the regular way, by pressing the lever down. Then every single woman who came here and did her business would open some secret door revealing all of Rouge’s deepest secrets.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and think.

      And the cool voice of my sister floats through my brain.

      Here at Aces Underground, we pride ourselves on the weird and wonderful. Here we believe that turning the known upside down reveals the hidden.

      My God. It’s not just a motto. It’s a clue.

      An ordinary person would push the lever down to initiate the flushing mechanism. But an extraordinary person, who, as my sister would say, would thrive in this environment, would flush by pushing the lever up.

      I do so, and a second later a groan echoes from the wall behind the toilet.

      “Holy shit!” Harrison exclaims. “I think we figured it out!”

      The walls give way to reveal a hidden crawlspace above the toilet, small enough for one person to go inside.

      My heart pounds, matching the rhythm of the twitch of my eyebrow.

      What we find in this crawlspace is going to change everything.

      Just like the lever on the toilet, everything will be turned upside down.

      I’m terrified…and excited.

      “Looks like there’s only room enough for one person to check it out,” Harrison says. “You figured out how to open the door, so why don’t you do the honors?”

      I swallow down my nerves. “All right.” I turn on the flashlight of my phone just as there’s another knock on the door.

      “Will the bathroom be open soon?” The same woman as before.

      “Yes!” I call back. “Just five more minutes.”

      “All right! Thank you.”

      “Better make this quick.” I hoist myself onto the top of the toilet and Harrison helps me up into the crawlspace.

      It’s dark, so I shine my flashlight around. The crawlspace leads to a small room, maybe five feet by five feet. Concrete walls, and the only object in the room is a small table. I look it over. It’s a regular folding table, the cheap kind that would stick out like a sore thumb in the delicately furnished environment of Aces Underground.

      But then my breath catches in my throat as I notice a few small drops on the table’s surface. Dark brown.

      The color of dried blood.

      I look under the table as my heart thumps in my ears. Underneath is a small cooler, light pink in color.

      “Anything in there, babe?” Harrison asks.

      “Yeah. A tiny cooler under a table. I think there’s drops of dried blood on the table.”

      “Damn. What’s in the cooler?”

      “I’m going to check now.”

      “Okay. Just be safe.”

      I get down on my hands and knees and remove the lid from the cooler. I shine my flashlight and view its contents.

      And…

      Oh, my God.

      It can’t be.

      It’s… It’s…

      I gag, but nothing comes out.

      What’s inside this cooler… It explains everything. It connects all the disappearances from Rouge’s clubs, the payments she’s received in red diamonds, the cruel deaths and dismemberments of her employees.

      “Babe?” Harrison calls. “What’s in it? What’s in the cooler?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but the words catch.

      I can’t answer.

      Because once I tell Harrison what I just found, we won’t be able to turn back.

      And this… What’s inside this cooler…

      It’s a hand not even the Ace of Clubs will be able to trump.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            BIANCA

          

        

      

    

    
      Hearts.

      Inside the cooler are hearts.

      As in the organ.

      The human organ.

      Three human hearts lie inside.

      “Bianca?” Harrison calls again from the restroom. “What is it?”

      The words escape me again.

      My mouth isn’t functioning, but my brain is. The puzzle pieces are coming together.

      God, I’m going to be sick.

      The people who disappear from Aces are being killed. Their organs are harvested, sold on the black market to people wanting to delay their inevitable deaths, even for just a few years.

      After their corpses have been disemboweled, their heads are removed, buried in a separate location, to keep people from identifying them. There isn’t anything valuable in the head anyway. You can’t transplant a brain.

      Rouge sits on the board of Harrison’s hospital. That’s her in. She must sell the organs to St. Charles. They pay her in the red diamonds Alissa and Maddox found in her safe. No need to launder money when it’s in the form of precious stones.

      But organs can’t last that long before they’re transplanted. I don’t know the exact science, but it can’t be more than a few hours.

      Which means…

      My blood runs cold.

      These hearts were harvested recently.

      And someone will come to collect them soon.

      We have to get out of here.

      A pound on the door again. The muffled voice of the female patron waiting outside rings all the way into this crawlspace. “Hello? Are you almost done cleaning up?”

      No time to think.

      I can’t take these hearts with me. They’re evidence. Stone-cold evidence of my sister’s wrongdoing. If I take them, Rouge will find out. She’ll see security footage of Harrison and me entering the ladies’ restroom. It won’t be hard to put two and two together after that.

      She’s my sister, but I’m sure she’d have no trouble finding a new home for my hearts, lungs, and eyes. The thought nauseates me.

      The woman at the door pounds again. “I swear to God, let me in now!”

      I close the cooler, place it back under the folding table, and exit the crawlspace. I pull the flush lever up again to close the opening.

      Harrison’s eyes are wide. “Babe, what was in there?”

      I swallow, take a shaky breath in. “No time now. We just need to get out of here.”

      He grabs my shoulders. “What is it? Are you in danger?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. But you need to get the hell out of here. Now.” I depress the club-shaped button on the wall that opens the wall up to the staircase of the waitstaff entrance. “I’ll meet you back at your place.”

      “But we took your car here,” he says.

      “Take a cab home. I’ll cover the fare. Just go.”

      “I’m not worried about the fare,” he replies. “What the hell was in there?”

      “There’s no time.” I check my watch. “My next set is up soon. If I’m late, Rouge will know that I found out what’s in the crawlspace.”

      “And what exactly is in the crawlspace?”

      I shake my head. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I grab his shoulders, lead him to the staircase, and press the button again to close the secret door in the wall.

      Harrison turns around to defy me again, but the walls close over his stunned face before he can get another word out.

      I turn and move the chaise out of the door’s way, finally opening the door to reveal the identity of the female patron.

      “Mrs. Roth.” I bow my head.

      She drops her jaw. “Bianca! I thought you were the custodian.”

      Right. I said I was Hilda. We don’t employ anyone named Hilda. We don’t even have custodial staff. The cards clean up the club after it closes every night. It was just the first name that came to mind.

      I blink. “Yes. Well, I was…embarrassed. My own bathroom is out of order, and I’ve been experiencing some”—I lean in—“feminine troubles this evening. And things came in a bit stronger this month than usual.”

      Mrs. Roth grimaces. “My God, Bianca. Be a little more discreet.”

      “Apologies.” I cross my arms. “I didn’t want anyone else to come in, so I blocked the door. I didn’t think I’d be in here as long as I was. I’m so sorry for keeping you, ma’am.”

      Mrs. Roth rolls her eyes and huffs past me into a stall. I breathe a sigh of relief. She didn’t choose the one that leads to the secret crawlspace.

      I leave the bathroom and make a beeline toward my dressing room. When I get there, I finally allow the weight of my discovery to fall on me, if only for a moment. The tears starts flowing, and I scream into a lacey makeup towel while trying not to lose whatever is left in my stomach.

      I allow myself three minutes.

      That’s all the time I have.

      When you’re an actress, you learn to leave your personal life at the door when you walk on the stage for a performance.

      Even the discovery of the cooler of hearts, as horrific as it is, can be compartmentalized. It has to be. I have no choice.

      I take a deep breath in. Another. A third.

      Harrison is safe. Rouge didn’t find him in the club tonight.

      If she had…

      God, I can’t think about his heart sitting in that cooler.

      He’s okay.

      That’s what matters right now.

      Everything else can wait.

      I wipe my eyes, retouch my makeup where it’s been blurred by my tears.

      I swallow down the feelings and exit my dressing room, head to the stage.

      Showtime.
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      What the fuck was in that crawlspace?

      Bianca wanted me out of here as quickly as possible.

      I lean against the red door that leads to the women’s restroom. The stifled hustle and bustle of female patrons using the facilities buzzes through.

      I can’t go back inside. They’d scream, and then Rouge would find me.

      But I’m wearing next to nothing. I came here in a trench coat, but Bianca threw that in her dressing room once we got to Aces.

      More importantly, I don’t have my phone or my wallet.

      I can’t call an Uber. Can’t even pay for a cab.

      All I have on me is this extremely tight, extremely small pair of black shorts.

      It’s March. Mid-March.

      The seventeenth of March. St. Patrick’s Day.

      Happy fucking birthday to me.

      It’s not too cold outside, but it’s not exactly balmy either.

      We took Bianca’s car. She has a reserved spot in the Aces parking garage, and my Cadillac is a little too conspicuous for us to have brought it. I’m sure Chet and Rouge know everything about me, and they’d be able to figure out something was up if they saw my vehicle parked in Bianca’s spot.

      Bianca’s face was sheet white when she emerged from the crawlspace.

      Whatever she found back there has her fucking haunted. And she wanted me to get out of Aces as quickly as humanly possible.

      Will she be okay?

      I want nothing more than to go back through to Aces and make sure she’s all right. I can’t even text her without my phone.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      But I can’t go back through the waitstaff entrance. And I certainly won’t get past Chet in the patron entrance.

      That’s not what Bianca wants anyway. She clearly thinks I’m in danger if I stay here.

      The best thing I can do is figure out how the hell I’m getting home and then contact her from there. We’ll regroup and she can finally tell me what exactly she found in that hidden area above the ladies’ toilets.

      Now it’s time to think.

      I’m nearly naked. No phone, no wallet, no keys.

      What’s my next move?

      I’m not too far from St. Charles. It’s a brisk walk from here.

      Particularly brisk since I’m essentially in my underwear.

      I open the door that leads to the alleyway off the main one we normally take into Aces. I’m barefoot, of fucking course. So I have to avoid the small stones and broken shards of glass that litter the alleyway. Once I’m on the actual streets, it’s a little smoother.

      But now people are staring at me.

      I pay them no mind. I keep my eyes forward and head toward the hospital.

      This is Chicago. I’m not the first weirdo who’s wandered the streets in next to nothing. At least the good bits are covered up. I won’t be arrested for public indecency.

      God willing no one who sees me will recognize me.

      The last thing I need is this getting back to the higher-ups at the hospital. If they received word that one of their doctors was spotted wandering the city wearing nothing but a tiny pair of booty shorts, I’d be looking for another job. They’d think I was drunk or strung out.

      But it doesn’t matter if someone does see me. I’d give up my whole career and all the perks that come with it to help Bianca.

      Once we bring this to light, Rouge will go to prison for a long, long time. Whatever Bianca found was clearly evidence of something terrible.

      I don’t take the main entrance of the hospital, of course. I’d be recognized there. It’s one thing for a guy to wander the streets in his underwear. It’s a whole other thing for him to enter a hospital.

      The staff entrance in the back is more private, and a code is required to get inside. I walk over and punch in the numbers. One-eight-seven-one.

      Thank God, no one is around. I steal into a medical supplies closet around the corner and throw on a set of scrubs, a medical coat, and a pair of slipper socks. There aren’t any shoes in here, but no one will be paying that much attention to my feet. I hope not, anyway.

      I take the elevator to my ward and make my way to the nurses’ station, praying that Dinah is on the clock tonight. I’d hate to have to explain this night to anyone else.

      She is. Another stroke of luck.

      Her eyes widen as I approach. “Doctor! What are you doing here?”

      I lean in, lower my voice. “Can you walk with me toward where we’re keeping our…special guests? It’s been a hell of a night.”

      She blinks. “Of course.”

      As we walk, I fill her in on the events of the evening. My disguise as a waitstaff member, my exploration of the club. I leave out the part where a male patron—Mr. Rose—fondled me in the middle of the Clubs section. It’s not relevant, and not a memory I’d like to revisit anyway. I tell her about how we discovered a hidden crawlspace, and how Bianca went in and then rushed me out once she discovered what was in there.

      “But you didn’t learn what she saw?”

      I shake my head. “All the color had drained from her face. She insisted I leave that very second. She thought I was in danger if I stayed at Aces even another moment.”

      “My God.” Dinah swallows. “I can’t even imagine what could be so awful. It couldn’t be more horrifying than that poor girl’s head Alissa and Maddox found in the nature reserve out west.”

      “I have no idea. Knowing Rouge Montrose, it could be worse.” I take a deep breath in. “Speaking of Maddox and Alissa, how are they doing?”

      She offers a small smile. “They’re okay. Responding to the IV’s well. Maddox is still only conscious for a few minutes at a time, but all his vitals are improving. I checked on them both an hour ago, and they were both sleeping. I think it’s best not to disturb them, let them rest.”

      “Agreed. I’ll swing by and check on them in the morning.”

      “They’d love that,” Dinah says. “With luck, Maddox will be awake by then. He asked about you the last time he was conscious. I told him you were the one who rescued him.”

      “It wasn’t just me. I had you and Bianca with me.”

      “Yes, well. You drove.” She grins. “I’m guessing, since you’re without a phone and wallet, that you need me to order you an Uber home.”

      “If you don’t mind. I’ll pay you back for it, I swear.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Doctor, this one’s on me. You’ve had a hell of a night.”
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        * * *

      

      The Uber drops me off in front of my house. Never have the words “there’s no place like home” rung so true.

      I don’t have my keys, but I keep a spare in a fake rock in the garden behind the house. I walk over to my backyard, find it and open it, and enter through the back door. I quickly disable the security system. Everything is as we left it. No one’s been here.

      I let out a sigh of relief as I spot my phone and wallet right where I left them on the kitchen counter. I quickly text Bianca.

      Made it home safe. Let me know how you are.

      She doesn’t respond immediately, but she’s probably in the middle of her set. She keeps her phone in her dressing room.

      I remove the doctor’s coat and scrubs and change into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. I sit down on my couch, turn on the TV. I’m not watching, but it’s good to have a little white noise to keep me from freaking out about Bianca’s safety.

      I have a headache.

      Of course I do. It’s been a hell of a night. I can’t remember the last time I drank any water.

      I go to the fridge to grab a Gatorade. That’ll help replenish some electrolytes.

      But I’m out. Damn.

      I keep some in my trunk. We gave one to Alissa after we found her and Maddox at the Caterpillar Hotel.

      I grab my keys—also untouched on the counter—and walk out to my garage, pop the trunk.

      I grab a red Gatorade. That one always seems to help the most with headaches. Probably just in my head. I’m about to close the trunk when I notice something.

      A colorful gift bag.

      I spotted it the other night when I was in here grabbing a crowbar to break the door into Alissa’s room—her prison cell, really—at the Caterpillar Hotel. But of course I haven’t given it a second thought after everything that’s gone down.

      Maybe Bianca left it for me as a birthday gift?

      But she didn’t even know today was my birthday until after we found Maddox and Alissa. I’m pretty tightlipped about it anyway. It’s connected to the greenest day of the year, St. Patrick’s Day, and I can’t see anything green without thinking about the highlights in Ray Sinclair’s hair that evening at the Dimpsey house. The darkest night of my life.

      Until tonight, maybe.

      I pull out the gift bag. It’s on the heavy side.

      I bring it back into my house and set it on the kitchen table with a thunk. I dig through the tissue paper and pull out an ornately decorated object.

      I widen my eyes, set it gingerly on the table.

      What the hell?
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      I finish my set. It wasn’t my best singing, but I’m going to forgive myself given the gruesome discovery I made not forty-five minutes ago.

      Hearts.

      Hearts.

      Who did they belong to?

      Someone who certainly didn’t consent to their organs being removed from their body.

      Rouge is running an organ harvesting ring.

      The patrons and servers who disappeared from Aces, from the Jade Sanctum, from Second Star and the rest of my sister’s clubs…

      These are their organs.

      And I bet they end up inside of Rouge’s friends. The club patrons who hold influence. Cale Calloway, the man who died on top of me a week ago, was in his late nineties. Most people that age are confined to their homes. They’re certainly not going out every weekend and bedding lots of young women. I’ll bet he’s been through a few of those hearts.

      Hell, he probably died with the heart of a woman he’s fucked inside of him.

      The Seven of Spades. May, her real name was. The girl whose head Alissa and Maddox found buried in that Forest Park reserve.

      It could have been her heart. Calloway liked her.

      Or perhaps it was Timothy Mann, the friend of Aus Waverly’s at the Jade Sanctum who went missing. Aus told us he lost everything in pursuit of a woman who didn’t love him back. And now he’s literally lost his heart.

      She’s on the board of Harrison’s hospital. She could easily use that position to sell the organs she harvests to them. I’m not sure how organ donation works, but there must be a connection there.

      I retreat to my dressing room and splash cold water on my face. It’ll mess up my makeup, but fuck it. I have much more to worry about right now than maintaining a perfect smoky eye.

      I glance at my phone. I haven’t checked it since I went back onstage for my last set.

      A text from Harrison.

      Thank God. He made it home.

      He left his phone there, so the fact that he’s texting means he’s okay.

      And… Wait. Oh my God.

      He didn’t have his phone on him when I threw him out of the ladies’ restroom. He didn’t have his wallet either. The shorts the male waitstaff wear have no pockets in them.

      But he somehow made it home. Maybe he walked over to the hospital, had Dinah get him a ride home.

      I unlock my phone and read the text.

      Made it home safe. Let me know how you are.

      A sigh of relief escapes me.

      Harrison’s okay. His heart is still beating in his chest.

      Same can’t be said for countless other innocents, thanks to my sister.

      But he’s all right.

      For now.

      I quickly text him back. Better keep things vague in case anyone is tapping into our messages.

      I’m okay. Will be leaving Aces soon.

      I feel terrible, throwing him out on the street wearing next to nothing. But I still think he was safer out there than he was in here.

      I’ve never felt unsafe at Aces.

      In many ways it’s been my sanctuary.

      I’ve never been head over heels in love with my position here, but it’s better than working a nine to five. I’m getting paid a living wage to sing, to perform. It wasn’t exactly what I envisioned when I first got off that plane in NYC all those years ago, but it’s a hell of a lot closer to the dream than a lot of people get.

      I’ve worked here nearly five years. The Reflections callback was in early summer, and I started at Aces soon after that.

      I’ve seen so many people come and go. I’ve made very few friends here—the one time I tried to do so, it failed catastrophically—because of how impermanent everything is. Once a server fulfills their contract, they go off into the world.

      Or so I thought.

      Just like the waitstaff at Rouge’s other clubs, we never see them again.

      And now I know why.

      A cooler of human hearts hidden away is damning evidence, but I have no hard proof that they’re connected to the disappearances. It could be circumstantial. They could have been planted.

      But how the fuck is a cooler full of hearts circumstantial?

      Ugh. But how can I know for sure?

      I almost slap myself in the face when I realize how simple it is.

      Harrison works in a hospital. The same hospital Rouge sits on the board of.

      He can look into this. See if any unexpected organ donations made their way to him. Alissa mentioned an older couple who got organs that were perfect matches out of the blue. They had signed a form indicating they’d refuse treatment if a match wasn’t found in a month. Then, miraculously, a heart and a pair of lungs showed up.

      As soon as I finish up here tonight, I’ll go to Harrison’s and we’ll figure out how he can investigate this further. He’s an attending physician in the hospital, so he must have access to records my sister would rather keep private.

      Now I just have to keep my head⁠—

      A knock at the door.

      Oh, God. Please be an old creep wanting to fuck me.

      Anyone but⁠—

      “Bianca!”

      Damn it.

      It’s her. My sister. It’s like she’s clairvoyant. She always shows up at the worst possible moment.

      I take a deep breath in. She doesn’t know that I know. She doesn’t know that I know.

      The mantra does nothing to ease my nerves.

      I paste on a smile and open the door. “Good evening, Rouge.”

      She bustles into the room, brushing past me. She takes a seat at my vanity and crosses her legs. “I just had the most fascinating conversation with Mona.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Mona?”

      “Mona Roth. One of our patrons.”

      Right. Mrs. Roth. The woman who was trying to get into the bathroom.

      Time to think on my feet.

      I crinkle my eyes in a way that I hope looks like innocence. “Of course. What did you two talk about?”

      Rouge cocks her head. “She said you locked yourself in the ladies’ restroom. That you blocked off the entrance, kept her waiting on the outside for several minutes.”

      I force a laugh. “It was all a big misunderstanding.”

      “I told her as much,” Rouge counters. “I asked her why you would possibly be using the ladies’ restroom when you have your own private toilet here in your dressing room.”

      “There’s a logical explanation, as I told her.”

      Rouge curls her lips. “You told her your bathroom was out of order, and you were experiencing a particularly turbulent menstrual cycle.”

      “Well, I was a bit more discreet than that⁠—”

      “Even though”—Rouge’s eyes shine with amusement—“you and I both know you’re not due to bleed for another week or so.”

      I widen my eyes. “You and I both? Have you been tracking my period?”

      She sniffs. “Don’t act all surprised. I keep track of the cycles of all my female employees, especially those who sell their services to the gentlemen of Aces in the private suites. I need to know when one of my workers will be out of commission for a few days, unless of course the patron in question prefers it that way.”

      I almost gag at her words, but I swallow it down. “Fine. If you must know, I ate something that didn’t agree with me. I was experiencing some…gastrointestinal distress.”

      “Then why not wallow in your own private toilet? Why take it public? I know as well as you that your bathroom is not out of order.”

      I think fast. “It was on my break. You know that sometimes the musicians hang out in my dressing room during the break. I was afraid it would be noisy. I didn’t want them to make fun of me. And the feeling hit out of nowhere, so I panicked. Ran into the ladies’ room. It was empty, and I didn’t want anyone else walking in, so I pushed the chaise against the door.”

      She clasps her hands across her lap. “That’s an awfully big chaise for a petite woman like you to handle all by yourself.”

      “I scooted it. It’s not that heavy. I’m stronger than I look.”

      Rouge narrows her eyes. Then she gets to her feet and glides to my dressing room door, glancing dismissively over her shoulder. “I hope you feel better, Bianca.”

      I blink. “I already am. Thank you, Rouge.”

      She opens the door slowly, keeping her eyes on me until she’s finally departed.

      I lock the door and lean against it.

      She didn’t buy it.

      I gave her an answer to every question, but she’s my sister. She knows when I’m lying.

      But what she doesn’t know yet is why I was lying.

      There are lots of reasons I could have gone into the restroom and not wanted anyone in there with me. Maybe I took a lover in there and hooked up with him. I couldn’t have used my dressing room because the musicians were in there.

      Maybe I was shooting up some illicit substance. I wouldn’t be the first Aces patron to do something like that in the bathrooms. We’ve dealt with a lot of overdoses.

      The least likely explanation is that I was uncovering my sister’s organ harvesting ring.

      At least that’s what I’m hoping she’ll think.

      Rouge is smart. Smarter than I am. I’ll be the first to admit it.

      But she underestimates my intelligence. She couldn’t possibly think I’d uncover her deepest, darkest secret.

      God willing that’s the case.

      I look at my watch.

      Thirty minutes until closing.

      One more set and I’m home free.
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      “Every time Harry doesn’t come home from school, the first place I check is the ravine behind our neighborhood.”

      My mom’s said that countless times. And it’s true.

      This is my place to hang out by myself. It’s a half mile or so away from my parents’ trailer park. The school bus drops me off nearby, and I’ll usually hang out here for an hour or two before finally going home.

      There’s not a whole lot there waiting for me after school lets out anyway. Mom and Dad both work at least until five, sometimes later if they need overtime. My older brothers Harold, Harrow, Harvey, and Harker usually hang with their own friends. My one younger sibling, Harlan, thinks he’s my best friend and will glom onto me the second I get home. He’s two years younger than I am, just started first grade. He’s having a hard time adjusting and I’m like a security blanket to him.

      My time in the ravine is the only time I have to myself. The only time I’m not in school or packed with my family like a bunch of sardines in our tiny mobile home.

      Sometimes I’ll catch bugs while I’m down here—one time I got a praying mantis—and sometimes I’ll throw rocks into the little creek. Sometimes I can make one skip across the water. Harold is really good at it, but he’s good at most things.

      But mostly what I just do here is think. I think about a lot of things. What I want to be when I grow up. What kind of girl I’m going to marry. What kind of house I’d like to build.

      One thing is for sure. I’m going to get out of this part of Des Plaines. I want to live in downtown Chicago. Maybe I’ll be a doctor at a big hospital or something.
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