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“Witty, fast-paced, and fabulous, Bloodshot is a refreshing addition to the urban fantasy genre. Priest’s darkly hilarious tale will leave readers anxious for more adventures with the charmingly neurotic Raylene and her unlikely entourage. A vastly entertaining read!”

—JEANIENE FROST, New York Times bestselling author of This Side of the Grave




“With Bloodshot, Priest catapults the kick-ass urban fantasy heroine into the realm of the truly bad-ass. Raylene’s fascinating mix of the old ultra-violence with snark and self-deprecation had me riveted. The combination of such an interesting character with a plot that continually out-thunk me makes Bloodshot one of my favorite reads this year.”

—NICOLE PEELER, author of Tempest’s Legacy




“Cherie Priest’s urban fantasy debut is a fun, fast-paced adventure with a dash of romance and a heaping scoop of conspiracy. I’m looking forward to more, especially if Sister Rose is onstage.”

—LUCY A. SNYDER, author of Shotgun Sorceress




“Bloodshot is, hands down, my favorite urban fantasy book of 2010. By turns frightening, funny, and fabulous, it was a joy to read and damn near impossible to put down. It’s a ton of fun, brim-full of Cherie’s wonderful, quirky voice and deliciously twisted imagination. More, please!”

—KAT RICHARDSON, author of Labyrinth




“Cherie Priest delivers a fantastic urban fantasy that takes us back to the genre’s noir roots and proves there’s still new blood to be found in old tropes. The engrossing, complex mystery and smart, refreshing heroine makes this one a must-read for genre fans!”

—KELLY MEDING, author of Another Kind of Dead




“Cherie Priest’s Bloodshot is fun from start to finish. A new, unique take on vampires coupled with Priest’s excellent writing makes for something very special. True quality always shows, and Bloodshot definitely shows it. I loved it!”

—STACIA KANE, author of Unholy Ghosts




“Wickedly sharp plotting and unforgettable characters make this a standout book. Priest’s novels are a must-read if you like your vampires with fangs.”

—CAITLIN KITTREDGE, author of Bone Gods




“A 100-year-old vampire thief runs afoul of secret biological experimenters—first of an urban fantasy series from the versatile author of Boneshaker.… Brutally unsentimental narrator Raylene … makes a quirky and charming if bloodthirsty host. A refreshing and addictive lure for readers uninterested in fangs, bats, capes and hissing.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)




“Steampunk and gothic author Priest dives into urban fantasy with this entertaining conspiracy thriller.… Raylene’s breezy, first-person voice and quirky views on life add plenty of bite to the story.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Priest writes a fast-paced mix of caper novel and thriller that features realistically flawed characters. Plenty of action and a fairly high body count (mostly bad guys) make this a good suggestion for fans of Christopher Farnsworth’s Blood Oath and other crime readers who don’t mind a few vampires.”

—Booklist




“Priest at her strongest, combining action with a few laughs and a razor-sharp wit … I heartily enjoyed this one.… Cherie Priest is one of the freshest and most original voices on the shelves today. Bloodshot, which begins a new series, is the perfect introduction to this smart and sassy writer. I’ll be eagerly waiting for the next Raylene story.”

—Owlcat Mountain Reviews




“Priest puts enough of a twist on this vampire book to make it a worthwhile read. Perfect for: Fans of vampire books and those who like strong, snarky heroines.”

—TriCities




“A great, fun read with a very different take on vampires than most books offer.”

—Suicide Girls




“Even if you’ve been experiencing some vampire fatigue lately, Cherie Priest’s smart-mouth, sticky-fingered protagonist is still worth spending 350 pages with. Instead of trying to reinvent the vampire genre, Priest just gives it new life and potency.… This book only needs one thing to be fantastic, and that’s Raylene’s voice. There’s an entertainingly aggressive wackiness about her.… She’s witty and sharp and excellently lecherous.”
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1

It sounded like a good idea at the time, which is probably going to be on my tombstone—along with a catty footnote about poor impulse control. But when Horace Bishop called me, practically breathless with delight and greed, telling me he was in Portland so we should get together and have a drink or something, I said okay, even though I probably should’ve said “I’d sooner wear plaid.”

I don’t wear plaid. Ever.

I don’t wear orange, either—not that there’s anything inherently wrong with it. Really, it’s more of a coloring thing. I’m a solid winter—blue-black hair and so fair I’m practically translucent; it comes with being undead. Orange always makes me look like I’m having liver problems, so I skip it—just like deep down I suspected I ought to skip that date with Horace, but what was I going to do? He already knew where I lived (roughly), and he already knew my price scale (more or less), and he was practically my agent. Or my pimp.

Anyway, Horace was vibrating—talking so fast I could hardly understand him. And what was he doing on the West Coast? He promised to tell me in person, and since he was flying back to New York from the Seattle-Tacoma airport, it wasn’t terribly far out of his way to bounce into town for a conspiratorial adult beverage.

I waited for him at a bar on Capitol Hill. I don’t live in that neighborhood anymore, but that’s the point. He knows I live in Seattle, but the less specific his knowledge is, the happier I am. The truth is, I kind of trust him. I mean, if I were wounded and bloody and practically dying in New York City and I had no place else to go, I could probably fling myself onto his couch and generally assume that he wouldn’t stake me in my sleep. After all, I’ve earned him a metric assload of money over the years. And money has to mean something, doesn’t it?

Yes, I totally laughed a little, just now.

I know good and well he might sell me out for the next best offer that presented itself, but I’d like to think he’d hesitate. Just for a second or two, if for no other reason than the fact that I’m very, very good at my job—and that I’m excessively vindictive. Even if he could reliably replace me, he couldn’t assume I wouldn’t track him down later and peel his toenails off.

Maybe I’d better give you some context for this contentious relationship, before you start thinking I’m completely unhinged for hanging out with this asshole.

Horace is a director of acquisitions for a prominent NYC auction house that will go unnamed here, for the sake of discretion. Basically, it’s his job to scout for expensive objects for museums, private collectors, and other assorted people and institutions with more money than common sense. He deals in everything from paintings to gemstones, archaeological finds to vintage paperwork. And sometimes, his clients want a piece that is not, shall we say, strictly for sale. But for the right price, Horace will find it anyway, and he’ll acquire it, and he’ll pass it along. Usually, this process requires me—somewhere right in the middle, doing all the dirty work and collecting a hefty finder’s fee.

So you can see where I get off calling him my agent. Or pimp.

I’m a thief, though I shine it up with an assortment of euphemisms. I’m in antiquities acquisitions. I’m a collection consultant. I’m in the security analysis business. But the bottom line is that I freelance, and if you have to ask how much I charge, you can’t afford me.

Horace can afford me, and he pays up front in cash—or after the job, depending on the circumstances. He’s one of the only people on earth who gets away with paying me on delivery. We’ve built up some trust on that front, at least. It’s a sacred deal between us: I always produce, and he always pays. We have yet to let each other down, and I know of few married couples who could say the same.

So you see, it’s not like we hate each other. It’s like … our love is very specific. And limited. And confrontational.

Even so, I’ll confess to feeling a tiny thrill of novelty at the prospect of setting eyes on him again. It’d been several years since we’d been in the same room, due to nothing more enormous than the physical distance between us—though it also serves to keep both of our asses covered from a plausible deniability standpoint. If something ever happens and he’s caught, or (God forbid) I’m caught, there’s virtually no physical evidence to tie us to each other.

This imparted a slightly illicit feel to the meeting.

And anyway, hell. He’d be more normal company than I’d been enjoying for the previous few months. If you’re familiar with my previous adventure, then you already know some of my story. But in case you aren’t, here are the CliffsNotes.

One: I’m a vampire. In the words of the immortal Bauhaus (you see what I did there?) “Undead undead undead.” I don’t turn into anything cool (or anything uncool either, for that matter), I don’t fly, and I don’t have a funny accent. I do drink blood, move really fast, look really pale, and have permanently dilated pupils—which makes me look a little like one of those creepy paintings of big-eyed kids from the seventies.

Two: I’m often mistaken for a man. Not because I’m particularly dude-like, but because international intelligence officials find it difficult to believe that a thief as accomplished and sneaky as yours truly could possibly be a woman. Far be it from me to remove any heads from asses on this point.

Three: I live in downtown Seattle, in the old quarter called Pioneer Square. Which is a fancy way of saying I live in the decrepit industrial ghetto, except that’s not really fair. It’s the kind of place where you can go a couple of blocks in any direction and land in a different neighborhood entirely—a tourist district waning out near Elliott Bay, the old merchant and fishing district on the port end of the coastline, or of course the blocks of decaying warehouses and factories that haven’t seen any action since the Depression.

Four: I used to have a warehouse in this same quarter where I stashed all my orphaned goodies, collected over the years. It got raided by the feds. So I abandoned it and bought another one, about six blocks away because I’m a creature of habit. This new base of operations is much nicer than the old one; I renovated it from top to bottom before giving up on my condo (which was also raided—long story, see previous adventure) and moving into one of the top-floor lofts.

Five: The other two top-floor lofts are occupied by other people. On one corner I have Pepper and Domino, last name unimportant since I don’t think they’ve ever told me what it is. Domino is a fourteen-year-old jackass who drives me up a goddamn wall, but his little sister Pepper is about eight years old and as cute as a bunny in a sweater. They’re sort of my pet people. This is to say, they squatted at my other warehouse so long, I eventually figured out that I’d inadvertently adopted them. At the other corner of the floor lives Ian Stott, who serves as a buffer between me and the kids. He’s a vampire, too, and he’s blind. He’s also preposterously good looking, and we have a very awkward but not entirely unpleasant relationship. We’re friends who make out every now and again. And now he lives with me.

I didn’t plan this family-style arrangement. I didn’t even want it, but things just happened this way and then I didn’t know what to do, so I ran with it. I fear change. But it turns out that I’m not quite as good at saying no as I’ve always considered myself to be.

Besides, Ian used to have a ghoul who helped him find his way around—I jokingly referred to him as the “Seeing Eye ghoul”—but then he got killed, and it wasn’t really my fault but I still felt responsible. Despite being blind, Ian’s a total badass in his own right, as I learned the scary way. But he still needs help buying clothes, writing checks, and locating stuff.

Sometimes I pawn him off on Domino and Pepper. Domino doesn’t much mind it—and Christ knows the little shithead needs to learn some responsibility before it’s too damn late—but Pepper took to it like a duck to water. She loves feeling useful, and she loves helping Ian go through his clothes, sort his socks, and learn his way along the stinking, damp alleyways that make up most of our neighborhood map.

Then, of course, there’s the fabulous number six thing you ought to know about: The only other member of my circle is either a first-rate ex–Navy SEAL named Adrian deJesus or a divine drag queen called Sister Rose, depending on the wardrobe and the wig.

Oh yeah. Thing number seven: I digress. A lot.

So those are the only people I see on a regular basis, and they are fairly new additions to my life, so I’m still getting used to all the socializing.

Horace Bishop, on the other hand, I’ve known for over a decade.

And believe it or not, he’s more ordinary than all those yahoos I just listed above. I think. But like I already confessed, it’s been a while since we’ve had a chance to sit down for a face-to-face.

I checked my watch.

He wasn’t late, but also wasn’t as early as I would’ve preferred. This is unfair, I realize. Just because I’m a crazy person who has to be twenty minutes early for everything doesn’t mean other people must live by the same standard. But knowing this didn’t stop me from glancing down at my watch again, then reaching for my cell phone to make sure that my watch wasn’t wrong, because sometimes it is, okay?

But the watch wasn’t wrong. Not according to my phone.

The bar was starting to fill up with the usual Cap Hill mix of gays in couples and strays, twenty-something hipsters, and homeless people who hadn’t yet been pegged as such and asked to leave. When the lone waitress gave me a look that told me to place an order or get out, I asked for a cup of water I wasn’t going to drink and a glass of red wine that I planned to down.

I didn’t like the pressing nearness of all the people, and if I’d had any idea the joint would be so very hopping, I would’ve certainly picked someplace else—even though I’d originally chosen it precisely because I suspected Horace would hate it. Call me antagonistic, but his natural habitat is more “minimalist, with a splash of snobbery” than “Pacific Northwest logger wannabes and their strung-out beards.” By “beards,” of course, I mean their fake girlfriends. And also their Castro fanboy face-lawns.

But given my druthers (and what precisely does that mean, anyway? I’ve always wondered) I would’ve liked something equally lowbrow and gauche, but less densely populated.

Too late to change my mind.

And just when I was thinking the little scumbag was going to be late, purely to torture me—as if I ever did anything to him—the door opened with a digital chime that almost no one else heard over the shouted orders for beer or fruity drinks and the busker somebody’d ill-advisedly brought indoors and given a microphone.

I heard the chime. I craned my neck to look around the ass of the single serving girl, and there he was. All five-foot-six of him, impeccably dressed in a pin-striped Brooks Brothers suit and a pink tie, because yes, he is that secure in his masculinity.

For a long time I thought he was gay. Then gradually, over the years, I realized that he’s not attracted to anything on earth except money. And maybe himself.

He saw me and his freshly threaded eyebrows lifted in a chola arch of … something. It wasn’t surprise, obviously. And it probably wasn’t delight, though it might’ve been amusement, or maybe curiosity. I haven’t changed any since last he saw me. For that matter, I haven’t changed since 1921.

The waitress slapped a glass of wine on a cocktail napkin directly under my chin, then vanished. I picked it up and lifted it in a half-assed toast in Horace’s direction. He gave a weird half bow and a wave back, then grimaced as he realized the crowd he was going to have to wade through in order to join me. He immediately assumed the position of a tightrope walker shimmying above a pit of alligators and began to squeeze his way across the room, doing everything short of removing a hankie from a pocket to cover his mouth and nose—mostly, I suspect, because he didn’t have a hankie.

With a laser frown and a flip of his double-jointed wrist, he whipped out the unoccupied chair across from me and said, “Honestly?” as if I’d just told him I’d bought a pair of pasties and planned to take up table dancing.

I smiled at him despite myself and said, “I swear to God, if I’d known about the busker, I would’ve picked someplace else.” Which was perfectly true. I’m petty, but I have my limits.

“So you say,” he accused, snapping his fingers and—like magic—summoning the waitress, whom I probably couldn’t have flagged down again with a boomerang. He put in an order for a Manhattan, neat, and took a deep breath … then appeared to think better of it. He exhaled swiftly and, with a shake that might’ve been a shudder, he said, “Ray-baby!”

“Don’t call me that,” I told him, but not with any weight behind it. I don’t really mind, usually. I especially don’t mind when I can barely hear it. The busker was leaning on the lyrics of “Yellow” like each word was a hook he was pulling out of his eye. “And it’s good to see you, you irascible bastard.”

“Back at you, princess,” he said with a grin, which squinched at the busker’s manhandling of the chorus. “But really. Here?”

I shrugged, like this was no big deal. “Well, you said you wanted to talk business, and it really doesn’t get much more private than a dump like this, now does it?”

“I guess not,” he said, dubiousness written all over his forehead. I watched him work up to some feeble enthusiasm about slumming in utter security, and either he’s better at psyching himself up than I am, or his news was good enough to overrule any environmental discomfort. “Your taste in hangouts, Christ. Dracula’s castle may have been dank and filled with homicidal hookers, but at least it was quiet. I assume.”

Horace knows I’m a vampire. He figured it out years ago, which isn’t such a strange thing considering his line of work. The most valuable and most wanted items in the world are those traded by immortals, after all.

“I don’t have a castle. If I did, I would totally put you up and give you one of the hookers. And maybe a stake. But in lieu of a castle, this will have to suffice. You’re the one who was dying for a powwow, so go on. Scoop. What’s so important that it’s worth sitting here, listening to this?”

“Almost nothing,” he purred, but he leaned forward—or started to, then saw the crimson splash from where my wine had arrived and retreated, keeping his prissy, pristine elbows dry. The waitress picked this moment to deliver his Manhattan with the same messy verve she’d used to give me mine, then disappeared back into the fray. He sampled the beverage, gave a head-tossing shrug that pronounced it surprisingly drinkable, and gave in to a full swig.

“Almost nothing?” I prompted.

“Almost.” And then he said what people always say, when they’ve got a whopper to share. “You’re not going to believe this shit.”

“Try me!” I said, with a mixture of both real and fake enthusiasm. Horace has been known to embellish, in order to get me on board with an uncertain gig or two, but he’d gone to real effort this time. I was curious.

Using two fingers and his cocktail napkin, he swabbed the little deck between us. “Okay, get this. Last month I was doing a gig with this assessment show.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, so I said, “Can you be more specific?”

“Oh, you know,” he waved his hand. “Attic Treasures. That PBS production where people dig out their old junk and hope it’s worth money.”

I tried to picture it, wee and fabulous Horace, being shown Hummel figurines by octogenarians. “Seriously? Why the hell would you take a gig like that?”

“Because sometimes”—he was purring again, which meant trouble, but maybe the good kind—“we find great stuff that way. All the big auction houses send people along on those things, you know, because usually the first thing Grandpa wants to do with his newfound Renoir is sell it. God knows most people can’t afford to insure their treasures, even if they’re sitting on family heirlooms—and they usually aren’t. They’re usually pieces of shit found in abandoned houses, or in dead people’s basements, or estate sales, or whatever. But yeah, all the big guys, including my employers, send people along.”

“And you drew the short straw?”

“Oh, shut up. It isn’t that bad,” he insisted. “Don’t get me wrong—I bailed on the Bible Belt tours because, fuck me, I can’t stand that folksy shit. I did an East Coast leg and a West Coast leg, figuring I might find some colonial loot or maybe some Indian stuff out this way.”

“Native American,” I corrected him, not because I care but because I’m contrary.

“Oh, fuck you. Those Eskimo toys go for a mint, and I have a buyer in Spain, of all places, who’d pay me in blood if he thought I’d take it.” He gave me a meaningful look, but I waved it away.

“No way. I’m never that desperate. It’s cold hard cash with me, darling, and you damn well know it.”

With a harrumph he said, “It’s just an expression. Anyway, when was the last time anyone gave you cash?” He pronounced the word with disdain. “Wire transfers are so much cleaner and easier.”

“And easier to get through customs,” I admitted. “So correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re about to tell me something that will involve a very fat wire transfer in my immediate future. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble. And”—I bobbed my head toward the busker—“you’d have never set foot in this joint. So come on. Out with it. Where’s the carrot at the end of this stick?”

“Don’t let me savor it or anything.” He took another full drink, swallowing half the cocktail and beaming a Cheshire smile that should’ve been mine. “It’s like this: I’m in Portland, you know. Just last week.”

“Right.”

“We’re filming, and we’re filming, and we’re filming … you know, tedious shit. One asshole after another with a broken pot or a third-grade painting, blah-blah-blah. And then this guy—he’s one of the producers, named Gary—Gary comes up to me and he’s like, ‘We’ve got something weird at the exotics table.’ ”

“And naturally, they call you.” I used present tense because that’s what Horace uses when he’s telling stories about himself. Always the hero of his own ongoing show, that guy.

“The weird stuff is my specialty.”

“Wait. What’s the ‘exotics’ table?”

“It’s where they sort out all the tricky stuff. Ivory, pelts from endangered species—or pelts that might be from an endangered species—anything an appraiser suspects is stolen, human remains, or the like.”

“Human remains? Does that really happen?”

“All the fucking time. Usually teeth and shit, but sometimes you get Great-Great-Uncle Casper’s scalp, and then we all get to have a good freak-out about it. But we never put those on the show,” he said with sudden earnestness. “We don’t want to encourage the freaks.”

“Gotcha.”

“Anyway. Over at the exotics table, Gary hands me over to Phil, who’s holding a cigar box about this big.” He made the motions for an object the size of a big dictionary. “And I’m getting all excited, because—”

“Because you’re one of the freaks,” I interjected.

“Precisely,” he agreed. “I mean, you just never know with those events—they’re like war. Long periods of boredom punctuated by high excitement, nay terror.”

“You were afraid of the cigar box?”

“I was not afraid of the cigar box,” he responded crossly. “I was excited about it. Now you’ve thrown me off. Let’s see, okay—”

“What was in the cigar box?” I cued him. “I think that’s probably where the point of this story lies.”

“Goddamn, you’re a bitch. Yes, fine. All right—so I take a look in this cigar box and it’s filled with …” He reached for an interior jacket pocket and produced an old-fashioned Polaroid. He slid it across the slightly damp tabletop, and I picked it up.

The square picture showed the box’s interior, illuminated by an overenthusiastic flash. The contents were oblong, more or less—and very white, or maybe that was just an effect of the lighting. It looked like perhaps a dozen of the objects were scattered therein, dropped like Pixy Stix.

“Definitely not cigars,” I observed.

Which prompted him to muse, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar …” very softly. And then he concluded, “But sometimes it’s a big fat cock.”

“I’m aware,” I said.

“No, no. I’m being funny. You don’t get it? Don’t you see what these are?”

I squinted at the photo and gave it the ol’ college try. “I … hmm. I don’t know. There’s not enough zoom. Not enough detail for me to guess. You’re going to have to tell me.”

He scrunched his hands into fists, and his whole body began that low-frequency hum of outrageous, joyful greed. “They’re bacula!”

“Bacula? Like … Count Bacula?”

“Oh for fuck’s sake, you ignorant cunt—bacula,” he pronounced carefully. “Plural of baculum.”

“Well, that clears it right up.”

With a sigh that almost ruffled the curtains, he said, “Raylene, they’re penis bones.”

Aaaaand … he’d finally done it. The little bastard had rendered me completely speechless. I sat there with my hand on my wineglass and my mouth hanging ever-so-slightly open, waiting for the rest of it.

He waved his hands in circles, like he was trying to diffuse a fart. “Don’t you get it?”

“Apparently not,” I all but stuttered.

“Honey, these aren’t ordinary penis bones.”

“Not the kind you pick up at Walgreens, with a bottle of aspirin and a scented candle?”

“Oh for the love of …” But he couldn’t find anything holy enough to insert, so he said, “You do realize that some creatures have penis bones, yes?”

“Sure,” I said, even though it would’ve been more honest of me to admit that I’d never once, in any level of seriousness, even considered the interior workings of animal sexual plumbing.

He could tell I was lying. If we’d been on the phone, I might’ve been able to fool him, which is why my usual preferred method of communication with Horace is phone. He said, “Okay, Biology 101: Lots of mammals have penis bones, because they lack the advanced hydraulics that keep human boners bone-free.”

“Okay …”

“These penis bones are called bacula, or baculum in the singular.”

I then asked what I thought was the most obvious question ever. “But why would anybody want them? Much less collect a whole cigar box full of them?”

He raised one finger. “Ah. The reasons are many and varied,” he said, which I found extremely hard to believe. “Biological supply houses sell them for classrooms and whatnot, but only ordinary bacula—from dogs, raccoons, you know—and they aren’t worth much.”

“So we’re talking about a box full of them because …?”

“These aren’t dog bones. Or raccoon bones. Or any other bones that any catalog would carry for the giggling satisfaction of high school science students. They’re …” He lowered his voice. “From other creatures.”

Now he had my attention. “Other creatures? Like what, like … like …?”

He whispered, “At least one from a gryphon, and one from—I shit thee not—a unicorn. At least two werewolf bones—and I don’t even want to know what went into acquiring those!”

“Bullshit,” I argued. “Even if you knew what the schlongs of those creatures looked like … I mean … Let me try that again. Even if those were real things and not mostly fictional things, I am unprepared to believe that you knew, magically, what they once belonged to! For all you know they came from a horse and a wolf, and a … a …” I tried to figure out the nearest corollary to a gryphon and settled on “lion.”

His pointy finger of “but wait, there’s more!” was aloft again, so I knew I’d accidentally said something useful. He told me, “But that’s exactly how I knew. Magic!”

“Get out of here. You don’t know any magic.”

Horace recoiled very slightly, feigning offense. “No, but I know about magic. And I know how to read. Someone had been so kind as to tag them with those—” He took the picture out of my hand and pointed at something I could barely see. “Those little tags, tied onto them like toe-tags.”

“Except they’re dick-tags.”

“Are you finished?” he asked, sitting back and folding his arms. “Are we done with the dick jokes, just for now? Can we move along to what’s important, here?”

“Most guys think their—”

“Stop it,” he ordered.

“Fine, fine. No more dick jokes. For the next, I don’t know. Five minutes. That’s all I can promise.”

“You didn’t check your watch,” he pointed out. He knows me well. I really am that precise and punctual, pretty much always.

“Let me ask you this—and in order to humor you, I will ask this in all seriousness, I swear to God. Even if they are … accurately labeled,” I said, settling on a descriptor. “Who cares? Biologists, maybe; cryptozoologists, certainly; but it’s my understanding you can’t yank DNA from bones.” I’ve heard you can get it from teeth, but I had a feeling that erection scaffolding fell outside the appropriate parameters. “Even if it’s true, no one would ever believe it. Hell, I’m undead with a werewolf ex-boyfriend and I don’t believe it.” The wine must’ve been making me chatty; I said it loudly, and with a gesture of the glass. I made a mental note to cut myself off before I did anything truly embarrassing. My system doesn’t process alcohol very well, so a little goes a long way, dammit.

“Most people wouldn’t believe it,” Horace agreed. “But that’s fine. I’m not interested in reselling them to most people.”

“Then who?”

“Oh, that’s easy. Rich weirdos. The kind who are ‘in’ to ceremonial magic. Penis bones have their own ritual uses and whatnot, but, oh boy howdy—you give somebody one of these penis bones? I’m not saying the sky’s the limit, but you’d be talking about some serious spell-slinging.”

I said, “Huh,” because he’d answered my question, but I still couldn’t picture it. “People will pay money … lots of money? For these things?”

He leaned across the table as far as he dared, and flashed me one of his most avaricious, toothy smiles. “Millions. Millions each,” he amended. “The werewolf ones alone—and they’re probably the bottom end of the cost spectrum—I could probably unload for eight or nine hundred thousand.”

“Why are werewolf bones so cheap? Relatively speaking?”

“Because werewolves aren’t quite so hard to come by as unicorns or gryphons. I’m not saying they’re a dime a dozen, but if I desperately needed to track one down, I could probably do it in a few hours. Only because I have connections, though,” he said with a lift of one golden eyebrow. “And I don’t just mean you.”

“I would assume so,” I retorted, even though I suspected he was lying. He didn’t need any underworld contacts other than me, and he probably didn’t want any. Vampires are very quietly very well organized, and very dangerous that way. They don’t tend to pay for the things they want; they tend to take them. I’m only so easy to deal with because I don’t have any House or family affiliates, but that’s a story for another time.

I continued, “But if you honestly believed you could get me to steal you a werewolf’s penis bone, it’d cost you more than eight or nine hundred. Those guys are seriously hardcore, and they are seriously attached to their body parts. Especially that one, I bet.”

“Unless—” He tapped thoughtfully at the edge of his glass. “Unless you can find out where some are buried. Talk about your profitable grave robbing!”

“Maybe that’s why they don’t bury their dead,” I mused.

“What do you mean they don’t bury their dead? Everyone buries their dead!”

“Incorrect, dude. Lots of people cremate, via big stoves or pyres or whatever. Weres are big on cremation. And now, I suppose, I know why. I mean, if my penis bone was worth almost seven figures, and I wanted to keep it in my personal possession—even after I’m too far gone to use it—I suppose I’d put in a request for a little fire and brimstone, too.”

“If you had a penis bone, I would be very confused,” he said, chugging the last of his Manhattan and glancing around for the waitress, who failed to appear at his second finger-snapping summons. “Oh,” he said with a sudden frown. “Well then. I was going to be a big tipper, but fuck her if—oh hi there!” He changed his tune as she swanned up to the table. “One more of these, please.”

She nodded and took off. “You’re so quick to judge,” I teased.

“She’d better not spit in that,” he complained.

“I doubt she heard you,” I tried to assure him. We weren’t listening to the tortured strains of “Yellow” anymore, but so help me God the bastard had moved on to Creed.

“That changes nothing. People spit into drinks for spite,” he assured me, eyeing the glass she’d given him the first time, because she hadn’t whisked it away when she’d done her drive-by.

“Stick to wine. It’s easier to see gobs. I’m just sayin’.”

“You’re revolting.”

“You have no idea. Now, let me ask you something else.”

“Fire away.”

“Why didn’t you just buy the bones off the owner on the spot, if they’re so goddamn valuable?”

“An excellent question,” he said. “I picked a number out of my ass. I picked a thousand dollars because I thought it would sound like a lot of money to a poor person.”

“The guy who owned them was poor?”

“Compared with me. Anyway, because I’m so fucking clever”—he rolled his eyes a little, at himself, which kind of surprised me—“I told the guy they were worth a little money, yeah—but that he’d never be able to sell them on the open market because they were remains of endangered species. And that’s practically true!” he pointed out, almost poking the incoming waitress in the tit. She gave him his new drink, swiped the empty glass, and vanished. And I tell you what, that’s the kind of service I like to see. I don’t know how Horace inspires it, but he’s got a gift.

“More true than you could’ve possibly conveyed without looking like a maniac.”

“Right. So I can tell he’s wishy-washy about it, and I can tell that he doesn’t have the faintest idea what these things really are. So I add that they were probably used in Native American ceremonial … you know, whatevers … and that made them an even trickier pitch. They might be artifacts. He might need eighty different kinds of licenses to auction the things, but oh, hey—my auction house was imminently qualified and certified to manage that kind of sticky situation.”

“It was his lucky day!” I suggested with sarcasm.

“Damn straight! But he wasn’t having it. He decided he wanted a second opinion, because he’d inherited them from Grandpa Somebody-Or-Another and he wasn’t willing to part with them on my word alone. I told him he was welcome to the opinion of anyone in the auditorium—nobody knew what they were but me, and no one else would want them—but he got all stubborn, boxed them up, and took them home.”

“And you didn’t follow him into the parking lot and jump him? You must be losing your edge.”

He sighed. “He was a big fucker. Corn-fed redneck of the large and slow variety.”

“Isn’t that what you took the coastal tours to avoid?”

“Yes, but my cunning plan was not one hundred percent successful. It turns out there are rednecks in every corner of this continent, to my excessive chagrin.” He took a long draft of the new Manhattan, as if the very thought was so onerous that it caused him to require a drink.

“So you couldn’t have taken him.”

“Not without a firearm. And there were cameras in the parking lot. Believe me, I considered my options. And this is where you come in.”

It was my turn to sigh, imagining the sheer embarrassment if I were to finally be caught by the feds, the feebs, or anybody else who’s been following my thieving career with intense interest over a box full of penis bones. Christ, I’d never live it down. “I don’t know, man.”

“Look, I have the guy’s address and everything! He’s a mechanic, owns his own shop specializing in British cars, or something like that. Lives alone in the ’burbs. Name’s Joseph Harvey. I’ve got everything you need, right here. It’ll be the easiest case you’ve ever had.”

See, that’s foreshadowing, is what that is—or tempting fate at the bare minimum. Saying such a thing out loud is asking for trouble. “If it’s so damn easy, why not give the gig to someone else? Someone who charges a lot less?”

“Because anyone else would want to know why I want a box full of weird old bones, and get to wondering why they’re worth stealing, and so forth and so on. I trust you to bring me the goods and bring them discreetly, without a whole bunch of bargaining and demanding information.”

“You trust me?” I was touched. Almost.

“I trust you to do your job and bring me what I need. And I trust you enough to have told you everything about it, because I’ve learned the hard way that when you pay for an expensive service, you don’t want to leave out details. Success lives and dies by details, Raylene. You know that better than anybody,” he said, throwing in a glare that was just short of accusatory.

He was talking obliquely about my personal … tics. Let’s just say I’m a little OCD, and let that be the end of it. Or if you must have a follow-up to that statement, let it be this: Fine, I’m a lot OCD, but it keeps me alive and I don’t care how weird it looks.

“Yes, yes. The details. I hear the devil’s there. All right.” I sighed, letting him know he had me. “Fine. I’ll go get your calcified cock sticks.”

“Bacula.”

“Same diff. Let’s talk money.”

We did, and I finagled my way to a 30 percent finder’s fee, up from my usual 25 percent due to the potential embarrassment factor. And also, Horace said it was worth it if I would promise to stop making dick jokes. I told him that’d be another 5 percent but he scowled me down and I took the offer. We shook hands.

Then he took off and I did the same, before the busker could inflict any more damage to my sanity or my eardrums. The aforementioned eardrums were ringing as I stumbled out into the street—swearing softly at Horace for leaving me with the tab.

“Bastard,” I groused as I stuffed the receipt into my pocket.

If that little jerk thought I wouldn’t tack on $51.98 to an invoice with six zeros he had another thing coming.
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