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Catch & Release

“We finally got an
assignment in Spain, and it's a hundred miles from the nearest
beach,” Max Jones complained. Outside, rolling hills covered in
scrub was scorched by the midday sun. There wasn't a cloud in the
sky, perfect weather for a hunt, her kind of hunt.

“Beaches will still be
there after we get the bloodsucker,” Liliane Devoux
replied.

“I still don't get why
this one had to set up shop in the back of beyond. We ran out of
road an hour ago,” Max said as the van swayed from side to side
again.

“I'll be sure to lodge a
complaint before I put an arrow in the vampire's chest. But we
should be close by now, so I better check my gear.” Liliane
slithered into the back and took a seat there. First thing she did
was test her compound bow, testing the pulleys and
string.

“You sure about how many
people are at the location?” she asked while checking the silver
tip of each wooden arrow.

“They're sure about
twelve. Eleven nuns and the padre they sent to check up on the
convent, but who knows what the vampire's been doing there. We're
probably not going to be saving twelve.”

“And we'll probably face
more than one vampire. Did they tell you why they weren't sending
one of the Vatican teams?”

“I asked, thought they'd
be great back-up, but they're all busy elsewhere. That's why we got
this gig in the first place.”

“You don't sound sure,”
Liliane said, sliding her silver dagger back into its
sheath.

“I had this feeling they
weren't telling me everything, but that might just have been
embarrassment that they had to rely on outsiders for this. Oh, hey,
I think I can see the place now.”

Curious, she went forward again and poked
her head out to look through the windshield. “I thought you said it
was a small order?”

“It is now. The order of
Santa Magdalena de … something or other; they used to be pretty
big, though, that's when they built all that.”

All that was a collection of interconnected
buildings that almost looked like a castle. It only had one tower,
though, a bell hanging in its top. Constructed from of off-white
stone, it clung to the side of a large hill. It looked old, and
like it had seen better times.

“How many people did it
used to house?”

“About 450, you sure you
don't want me to come along? That's a lot of rooms to check for
just one person.”

Liliane smiled and let her left hand rest on
Max's shoulder. “Thank you, but I'm the Vampire Hunter. I got the
strength and speed to deal with them.”

“And I don't, I
know.”

“I need you to keep an eye
on the barrier, anyway. If this hunt lasts until sundown, some of
them are going to try and escape.”

“If they try, me and Betsy
will be waiting for them.”

“You still trying to get
those silver bullets to work?”

“Not trying, succeeding.
This time, I've got it right, you just watch.”

“No offense, but I'd be a
lot happier if we don't need to test your handiwork.”

 


***

 


It still took them almost an hour before
they pulled up in front of the building. Liliane jumped out, one
arrow resting on her bow. She wasn't expecting anything to show,
not with the sun still up, but the shadows were already
lengthening. The brunette looked up the hillside with a grimace, it
would block the sun well before sunset, they were on a tighter
schedule than they'd figured.

Behind her, Max threw open the back doors of
the van and pulled out a bundle of poles. Returning the arrow to
her quiver, Liliane shouldered her bow and held out her hands.
“Give me half.”

“Good thinking. Your radio
is on?”

“Right, sorry, forgot.”
She quickly put the headset on and turned on the transmitter. “Can
you hear me?”

“Yeah, and the radio's
working, too!”

Sharing his chuckle, she made sure to bump
his arm with her fist before taking half the barrier-poles. One,
she planted into the gravel right away. 'One down, six more to go.'
Liliane started to trot away, intent on circling the convent from
the right. “Just don't forget to take a weapon!”

“I won't,” Max assured
her.

Liliane kept an eye on the convent as she
placed the rest of the anchors, not entirely comfortable with how
quiet the place was. Sure, it was still daylight, and any people
that were still alive would probably be locked up in a room or
cellar, all of that was true. But the convent didn't have many
windows, and some vampires didn't sleep all day. 'But he has to
sleep. I've heard so many boast how they're above us, but they
still share many of humanity's weaknesses.'

“You know us
well.”

She froze and listened. All she heard,
however, was bird song and cicadas, interspersed with the thump of
a pole sinking into the dry earth. 'Did I imagine that?' Liliane
had hunted long enough to know the stories of psychic vampires were
bullshit. Oh, sure, they had their tricks, but those amounted to
nothing more than mind games; they liked playing with their
food.

“Hey, did you say
anything?” she asked Max over the radio. “Max?” Liliane tried again
when her only reply was static. But Max didn't respond.

She was sorely tempted to dump the poles and
go looking for Max immediately, but if they got to Max, then it was
even more important that she cut off any escape.

She quickened her pace, jogging along the
hill. “Four,” Liliane grunted, slamming the anchor into the ground.
“That's five.” The convent's corner came into view. She hardly
stopped to put the sixth anchor in place, but skidded to halt
before she could place the final anchor because Max came into
view.

He drove a pole into the ground at the
corner and waved at her, before walking over to her carrying the
last anchor.

“Why didn't you
respond?”

Max got a puzzled expression. “What are you
talking about?”

“I tried to raise you a
minute ago, I wanted to check in. Is the radio on the
fritz?”

“Let's test them. Can you
hear this?” he spoke into the radio.

“I can. So why couldn't
you hear me before?”

He opened his mouth, then glanced back at
the complex with a thoughtful look. “You know, they really built
massively back in the day. A lot of thick walls … I thought our
radio's were powerful enough to get through that, but if there's a
lot of metal in that stone, the signal might not be strong
enough.”

“So I'd be cut off from
you if I go in?”

“Maybe. I might be able to
rig something up using the spare radio's, turn them into relays.
But it would take me at least an hour,” Max admitted.

“Plant the anchor. We'll
raise the barrier and head back to the van to finish our ...” The
faint roar of a starting engine reached Liliane's ear.

A look at Max's wide-eyed expression of
surprise told her that he'd heard it, too. “Shit, the keys are
still in the ignition!” He started to run.

“Stop! Finish setting up
the barrier, I'll secure the van,” she ordered, already running
towards the back wall of the convent. Hopping between two thick
buttresses, she vaulted herself onto the roof and from there ran
straight to the front of the complex.

Liliane hadn't even reached the edge of the
roof when she saw their van. It was obscured by a cloud of dust as
it sped down the road. She didn't even bother nocking an arrow, the
van was well out of range. Now they were stranded here.

“Fuck.”

 


***


“We're fucked!” Max cursed
as he paced back and forth. “The nearest town is forty miles away
and we don't have any water.”

“You're forgetting the
vampire in the convent,” Liliane pointed out, “we still have to
deal with him as well.”

That brought him up short. “You don't think
he just drove off?”

“I wouldn't be surprised
if that was a survivor taking her one chance to get out of here. A
heavy blanket might have made it possible for a vampire to make it
to the van, but it would be hard to drive the thing without getting
a face full of sunlight.”

“Hadn't thought of that.
Doesn't help us, though. We've still lost our gear.”

“Most of it, yeah.” Her
armor, for one. It was so warm that she'd decided not to put it on
while she was putting down the anchors for the barrier. “But I have
my bow, enough arrows, two daggers, and my knife.” Liliane handed
the last one over to Max. “There's a compass in the pommel, you
remember which direction the town is in?”

Max looked up from the weapon in his hand.
“Not leaving you behind, Lil.”

She gave him her best lop-sided smile.
“Thank you. But that's actually only plan B. I figure there must be
food and water in the convent, if I can clear it out, we'll have
enough to make the journey back to civilization. If I'm not back by
say, one o'clock, I want you to use that compass and get yourself
out of here.”

“Shouldn't I wait until
dawn?”

Liliane shook her head. “No, you'll want to
travel at night. Trying to trek through this terrain during the
day, without water, bad idea.”

He was silent for a moment. “Good luck,” was
all he said.

“I'll take the good, then
I won't need the luck.” An old joke they'd played out a hundred
times, but this time Max's smile was hesitant, almost painful.
“Don't worry. If it looks like I can't hack it, I'll pull
back.”

They both knew how much that promise was
worth, but neither commented on it as Max lowered the barrier long
enough for Liliane to enter the convent.

 


***

 


The heavy door closed behind her, a last
gust of warm air streamed past her. It was noticeably cooler
inside, and there was a bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling.
'Guess we're not that far from civilization after all,' Liliane
mused.

She'd had an arrow ready, in case her prey
decided to jump her right away, but only silence greeted her. The
Vampire Hunter lowered her bow, but did not remove the arrow. “Max,
can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” he responded a
moment later, his voice crackling with static. “Found
anything?”

“They have power, so
there's that. I don't see or hear anything. It's quiet.”

“You think our thief
managed to steal our van without anybody inside noticing
something?”

“I noticed,” Liliane
pointed out grimly.

“But you came
anyway.”

“It's my job,” she
replied.

“Just … be careful. This
might be all some great, big trap.”

“Likewise,” the brunette
said before cutting the connection. She moved deeper into the
convent, opening every door, looking into every room and every
cell. Liliane found something soon enough, but it was out in the
open.

Blood was smeared along the wall of the
hallway where it angled to the left. But what caught her attention
was the glint of silver on the ground. She picked it up, it was an
arrowhead, Liliane recognized the design. It fitted on a bolt for a
crossbow, Vatican teams liked to use them.

“Max, we weren't the first
they sent in. I'm looking at Vatican equipment here, they did send
one of their own teams in.” There was a hiss, and Liliane thought
she could almost hear a voice in there, but even her keen hearing
couldn't make out what it was saying.

'This is the most screwed up hunt I've ever
been on. That car-jacker might have been our vampire after all. The
Vatican team failed, I wouldn't be here if they hadn't, but they
must have done a number on him before they fell.'

She'd seen them in action twice, and they
had been brutal. They didn't call it a hunt, they purged, and that
meant killing not just the vampire and anybody he'd turned, but
everybody he had fed on.

Liliane looked down the corridor. 'I might
have been wrong about only the vampire surviving,' she considered.
'It's clear someone cleaned this up and I don't see a solitary
vampire bent on escaping doing that. No, whoever did this wanted to
remove any clues on what exactly happened. That's preparing for a
confrontation. Suits me fine,' she thought with a grin.

The Vampire Hunter continued her journey,
careful to check every door and look into every room as the
darkness grew. What windows there were revealed a sky that was
becoming blacker, she could see the first stars.

Double doors revealed a dining hall, rows of
tables and benches Liliane was sure hadn't been used in decades.
There wasn't much dust, though, this place had been cleaned and
cared for until quite recently.

Fluorescent lights provided some
illumination as Liliane stalked into the large room and headed for
what she hoped was the kitchen. She hadn't gotten far when
something hissed. 'Behind!' The brunette whipped around, drawing
her bow at the same time.

There was a moment where Liliane saw her
target. A woman, no way to know how old she'd been when she was
human, naked, crucifix bouncing against bare breasts.

“Firm nipples begging
for a nibble.”

She descended from above, landed smoothly on
the floor, and rushed at the Vampire Hunter with bared fangs.

She loosed the arrow and the vampire's
expression went from hungry to surprised as she stopped in her
tracks. Dark veins spread across her skin as the monster fell to
her knees, her form shrunk into itself as every bit of moisture
left her body. It took seconds for her body to go from alive and
powerful to a crumbling husk.

'One down,' Liliane thought, looking down at
the vampire's remains. 'Probably a
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