


Live Bait

By Catherine Butzen

A good rule of thumb when dealing with vampires: when one of them said “You smell 

delicious,” it was time to run. 

Tessa Sanderson reflected on that wisdom as she plunged through the thick foliage. Decayed 

leaves from last fall slipped and slid under the soles of her hiking boots, and standing pools of cold 

water splashed at her jeans and sprayed her with thin black mud. Wild raspberry canes—who knew 

raspberries grew on canes?—whipped at her, their tiny thorns drawing blood from her bare arms. The 

mosquitoes, doubtless this godforsaken state's official animal, whined and darted around her. As she 

blundered through the brush, buzzing gnats struck her face and chest and stuck there, glued by her 

sweat and sunblock. 

Behind her, the vampire was having a much easier time of it. She was blazing a trail a mile 

wide, obvious even for someone who wasn't a professional predator, and he seemed to be enjoying it. 

She thought she heard him calling out. Something about a “little girl” and “come play with me.” How 

nice.

Then she hit another patch of mud. It had been a wet spring in Wisconsin, leaving deep pools of 

standing water even into summer, and her foot skidded on the downward slope into a hollow that had 

become a miniature pond. With her jaw locked tight, she couldn't even gasp as she fell face-first into 

the dirty water.

With a single bound, the vampire was on her. Even as she wrenched herself up from the water, 

wheezing through her nose, she felt the creature's weight settle onto her back. It crooned to itself, 

carding its talons through the bleached blonde strands now falling out of their bun, and whispered 

exactly what it was going to do to her. 

Sex or food. It always came down to one of the two with vampires. Rumor had it they'd been 

better, back in the old days—saner—but nobody still alive could actually testify to it.

She struggled to turn over in the water. The mosquitoes whined and buzzed about them, settling 

onto her freshly dampened skin—the water had washed away the DEET, dammit, and now there were a

few dozen bloodsuckers targeting her. Eyes narrowed, she glared up at the vampire who crouched over 

her.



Like most of his kind, he was handsome in a way that didn't quite make sense. Jawline a little 

too sharp, bones a little too big for his skin—taut and corded and predatory. His white, sightless eyes 

shone in the high noon sun, his sharklike teeth gleaming like the world's worst toothpaste commercial.

“I like you,” he murmured, and she could feel the hard bulge of his interest against her hip. 

Urgh. “We're going to have some fun, aren't we?”

When she said nothing, he frowned. Most prey would be screaming by now. Tilting his head, he

bent closer, the smell of rotting meat washing over her. Clearly, toothpaste was not actually part of his 

regimen. 

“You smell good,” he whispered, sending another wave of meat smell washing over her. “Too 

good. Ripe. What are you, little girl?”

Bait.

Tessa's lips parted. There was an answering gleam of teeth—of metal, of wires holding her jaws 

shut, of a single silver rune tattooed on the underside of her upper lip. She whistled.

The vampire screamed. His hands flew up to grip his ears as the piercing, hypersonic whistle 

bored into them. 

The voice of a banshee was always deadly.

As he wailed in pain, Tessa surged underneath him, bucking him off and into the dirty pool of 

water. She scrambled clear, clawing her way up the bank. The howls of the vampire followed her. 

In the agony that echoed and re-echoed through the woods, the tiny phut of the dart rifle was 

obscured completely.

The vampire fell, half-in and half-out of the pool. A single dart, fletched with an incongruous 

orange feather, stuck out of one ass cheek. He thrashed once or twice and was still, and silence fell.

Tessa swatted at the mosquitoes that were swarming her. They, at least, didn't seemed to have 

gotten the memo that bloodsuckers weren't welcome in her vicinity. Unfortunately, her bottle of DEET 

seemed to have fallen out of her pocket at some point during the furious pursuit through the woods. 

Patting her pockets, she assessed the damage. Her radio was gone, too. Her phone and keys 

were still hooked onto her belt loops into their carrying case, but the case wasn't waterproof and dirty 

water streamed from her phone. Dead. 

Footsteps crunched as the hunter approached her through the brush. He wore full woodsman 

camouflage, a ball cap that said “Teach Me How to Bucky,” and polarized shooting glasses. The dart 

rifle was slung over his shoulder now, safety on. Good trigger discipline.

“Sorry about that,” he said, putting out a hand to help her up. Tessa struggled and almost slipped

as the mud sucked at her boots. “Shit! You okay, ma'am?”



Tessa nodded, but gestured to her dead phone, clicking the power button several times to show 

that it wouldn't work. The hunter frowned at her for a moment before he realized. “Oh! Uh, sorry. 

Forgot about that. Here, you can use mine. Hope I downloaded the right app. My phone's jailbroken, so

a lot of that stuff doesn't work.”

Wiping her dirty hands on her jeans, Tessa fumbled with the man's smartphone. The app he'd 

downloaded wasn't the one she usually used, but it would do. She began to tap at the keypad.

“Better late than never,” said an electronic voice from the phone as it read out her words. “That 

one was faster than anticipated. The file said he'd only been feral for a few weeks, so he shouldn't have 

reacted so quickly.”

The hunter—Jeremy Harper, according to his files, although he'd greeted her with a “just call 

me J-man” two days ago—frowned. “Yeah, I noticed that. Sneaky one. I only been on a few of these 

calls before, but he really should've been slower off the mark. Are you sure this is the guy?”

Tessa looked down at the unconscious vampire in the mud. He wore the ragged remnants of 

clothes: basketball shorts and an oversized, faded t-shirt with “El Paso Summer Reading Superheroes 

'97” printed on it. The kind of clothes you wore to do laundry—or scavenged from the garbage. 

“He fits the profile,” the phone said as she typed the words out. “He was definitely hiding where

the tip said. I found his nest and marks of fresh kills. Deer, probably. And he was deep in feral, not even

trying to hide it. He may have been an exception to the rule. An outlier.”

Harper took off his ball cap and scratched his scalp, frowning. “I dunno, ma'am,” he said. “An 

outlier's one thing with cows, but cows usually don't kill people unless someone does something really 

stupid. If this vamp was over-performing, how do we know others won't do the same?”

“We don't,” Tessa typed. “But unless we have any indication that we got the wrong guy, this is 

our vampire, and we need to bring him in. Maybe the doctors can tell us why he was so revved up.”

Harper looked skeptical at that. Tessa couldn't blame him. As a rule, the bag-and-tag teams lived

very different lives from the lab guys who worked on the specimens they brought in. Someone 

accustomed to hunting vampires, working with a bait girl and seeing just how close they could get to 

ensure that one shot brought it down … Well, someone in that situation had a right to be skeptical when

the lab guys told them how they should handle things. There was a natural distrust between the field 

and the lab, and probably had been for as long as this sort of thing had been going on.

Still, he didn't say anything about it to her. Instead, he plucked the radio from his belt. “Jack to 

Ace. Jack to Ace, are you receiving? Over.”

The radio cracked. “Receiving. Go ahead, Jack.”



“Ace, we confirm one shot, one down, no casualties. Bait girl saw no evidence of human 

victims in the nest. Request confirmation sweep and pickup for one feral.”

“Roger that, Jack. ETA on pickup, seven minutes.”

Harper glanced over at Tessa, who was swatting furiously at the mosquitoes. “Ace, Jack 

requests more DEET.”


