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			“It’s not just the best indie novel I read in 2011; it’s the finest novel I read overall, and that distinction might carry back a couple of years besides.”

			–Will Entrekin, author of The Prodigal Hour

			“I can tell you that I haven’t had a book call me back as much as Inside the Outside in some time. The characters are unconventional, flawed, and as real as the world Martin’s made for them.”

			–Belinda Frisch, author of Cure and Afterbirth

			“…the details Martin describes and the flow of his narrative are so beautifully smooth its like listening to a whiskey-toned jazz DJ on a late night drive. ”

			–Matthew Rowe, author of Better Off Dead

			“Hold on a minute...you hear that? That is me taking a nice, deep, refreshing breath. Why, you ask? Because I just finished reading something truly new and exciting!”

			–Gianna Perada, author of Blood Life

			“If you want a grisly page-turner, this book will more than deliver. Get beneath the skin and subcutaneous fat though and, as with the human body, what you’ll find with Inside The Outside is a complex and impressive structure, not of veins and capillaries but themes, ideas and commentary.”

			–Andy Elliott, author of Composition

			“There is a brilliant balance here of chilling violence and absolute pathos; Lastrapes is a master at pulling us in, depicting a world of savagery within which abides tenderness in the form of Timber.”

			–S. Kay Murphy, author of The Dogs Who Saved Me and Ghost Grandma

			“This may be one of the most disturbing, well-written, amazing, and mind-blowing novels I’ve read in ages.”
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			“At once irreverent and prophetic, Inside the Outside is a real achievement. The story is full of twists and turns, and the writing is sharp and vivid from beginning to end. In this dark, bold, strange, but always intriguing novel, Martin Lastrapes proves that he is a talented young writer of considerable promise.”

			–James Brown, author of The Los Angeles Diaries and This River
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			For Mommy and Daddy

		


		
			When it is dark enough, you can see the stars.

			–Ralph Waldo Emerson

			For what is it to die but to stand naked in the wind and to melt into the sun?

			–Kahlil Gibran 
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			Somewhere beneath the earth, through the dirt and below the sewers, past the roots and beyond the rocks, was an underground palace with tall marble walls and elegant paintings, fireplaces the size of bedrooms and tuxedoed servants who moved swiftly and quietly.  Of the hundreds and thousands of rooms within this palace, there was one particularly big room with walls so high the light turned black before it reached the ceiling.  Like every other room in the palace, it had a fireplace and elegant paintings, but, unlike every other room, it had three chairs lined up side by side at its center, each respectively occupied by the vampire, the hunter, and the girl.  

			The three of them had burlap sacks over their heads, concealing their vision.  One of the palace’s swift and quiet servants entered the marble room through its exceedingly tall doors, approaching the vampire, the hunter, and the girl, removing the burlap sacks from their heads.  As the trio looked around, trying to figure out where they were, the servant made a swift and quiet exit.  While they could now see their surroundings, they couldn’t move to explore them, as their arms and legs were strapped to their respective chairs. 

			“What’s going on?” asked the hunter.

			“This feels like a dream,” said the girl.

			“This is no dream,” said the vampire.

			Their voices echoed up the tall marble walls, trailing off somewhere in the darkness.  The tall doors opened again and another tuxedoed servant entered the room with such swift quietude that he seemed almost to float as he walked to the fireplace, which was burning logs the size of full-grown trees.  The servant pushed a button on the marble wall beside the fireplace and, in an instant, the fire inside doubled in size, sending a wave of heat through the air. 

			“Excuse me,” said the girl to the servant, “what’s going on?”

			The servant, however, ignored the girl and her question before exiting the tall marble room.  Once again alone, the vampire, the hunter, and the girl sat silently, each of them equally confused as to where they were and, more importantly, why they were there together.  The tall doors opened once again and a long red rug unrolled towards the trio, stopping at their feet.  A couple dozen tuxedoed servants poured through the open doors, lining up shoulder to shoulder on either side of the red rug.  From the darkness of the open doors, a methodical clicking of heels sounded, growing louder and louder, until a tall, handsome figure appeared in the doorway.  The servants all dropped to one knee, bowing their heads as the handsome figure passed, walking down the long red rug.  

			This figure—who was, in fact, their captor—wore a dark suit with a red tie.  His black hair was slick and shiny, combed tight over his scalp, displaying a pointed widow’s peak.  His skin was pale, his cheeks sharp.  His lips were rosy and his teeth white, each of them perfectly straight, not a molar out of place.  When the tall, handsome figure reached the end of the rug, four more of his servants entered the marble room with a large throne made of solid gold and red velvet, setting it down behind him.  Without looking back, the handsome figure sat down.  He looked over each of his guests—the vampire, the hunter, and the girl—smiling as he crossed his legs, setting his hands in his lap.  All at once, the servants poured out of the tall marble room, shutting the doors behind them, leaving their master alone with his guests.

			“Hello,” he said.  “Welcome to my home.  I am Dracula.”
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			Adam first sucked Olivia’s blood in the sandbox of Heritage Park, stopping briefly to yank the silver crucifix from her neck as it seared a red cross into the top of his hand. Kneeled beneath the jungle gym with Olivia cradled in his arms, Adam buried his face into the nape of her neck, his fangs breaking the skin down to her throbbing carotid artery. She moaned as he entered her, blood trickling down, pooling in the shallow dip of her clavicle. Adam felt the air move as her eyelids fluttered shut. He’d been waiting for this moment for so long, to feel her blood pulsing over his lips, delicious and warm. His head spun, dizzy with satisfaction, the full moon overhead, flanked by an unmotivated flock of sparsely present stars.

			Adam had watched Olivia from afar for weeks, biding his time. He knew her routine, knew her schedule. He knew when she worked at the strip club and when she worked at the bowling alley. On this night, when Adam would finally pull the trigger, Olivia was working a late shift at the bowling alley. Adam waited outside, amongst the darkness, watching as she exited through the sliding doors, finally done for the night. She walked through the mostly empty parking lot, hurrying to her car, the sweet smell of fear lifting from her pores, like the sugary perfume of a pastry shop.

			As Olivia passed him in the darkness, unaware of his presence, Adam engaged his amplified vampire senses, taking her in, smelling the coffee and donuts she’d had for breakfast, the veggie burger and fries she’d had for lunch, the shot of tequila she’d had an hour earlier to help get through her shift. He could smell the hybrid odor of metal and gasoline from the pump, the offensive smell mingling with her sweet scent as she nervously ran her hand along her neck. He could smell the heavy scent of smoke in her hair and the salty layer of dried perspiration on her skin. He could hear her irritated throat, tender from yelling over loud music and drunken bowlers.

			As she reached her car, he could hear the silent pulse of Olivia’s cell phone vibrating in her purse, quickening the beat of her heart, exasperating her already heightened state of anxiety. He watched as she burrowed her hand through her purse, searching for her keys, cursing under her breath for not taking them out before she exited the bowling alley. Only after she was in her car, doors locked, exhaling a relieved breath inside of her illusion of safety, did Olivia check her phone to see who’d called. Pressing the phone to her ear, she listened to the voicemail. Adam listened as well, lying belly-down atop the roof of her car. “Hey, Olivia, it’s Jesus. Just checking to see if you wanted to grab something to eat. Maybe we could watch a movie at my place or something. I’m going to be up for a while, so call me back when you get this. Later.”

			Adam gripped the edges of her roof with his fingertips, his vampire strength holding him steady, no matter how fast she drove, how hard she turned. Exiting the parking lot, Olivia cracked her window open, unwittingly giving Adam access to her delicious scent. Foothill Boulevard was practically empty, save for a few random cars. Olivia accelerated, pushing her car up to fifty miles per hour, the rush of wind pouring over Adam, blowing his hair back as they got onto the 210 Freeway. Adam would’ve been incapable of keeping up with Olivia’s car, despite his ability to sprint faster than any of the fastest humans on earth.

			Blood burned through his system like a combustion engine, so even if he were silly enough to try and chase down Olivia’s car by foot, Adam would rapidly burn through the source of his amplified physical abilities. These weren’t the sorts of lessons a vampire learned on their own. It was the responsibility of the vampire’s maker to teach them how to exist in the world. The maker served the role of caretaker and mentor. Even when vampires were capable of taking care of themselves, they usually stayed with their maker for as long as possible. Adam’s maker was a female named Cherry. “Don’t take your strength for granted,” Cherry told him. “A prudent vampire will never find himself desperate for blood. If you ever find that you’re running low, it means you’ve made a series of bad decisions. If you only ever learn one thing from me, just remember that a weak vampire is a vulnerable vampire—even to humans.”

			Olivia exited onto Carnelian Street, which Adam was expecting, as that’s how she always drove home. What he wasn’t expecting, however, was for her to turn left, due north, towards Heritage Park, instead of right, due south, towards her apartment. Up to this point in his hunt, Adam knew exactly what to expect, but now, with Olivia taking an uncommon turn, he found himself feeling the excitement of the unknown, a pleasure he rarely enjoyed anymore. In his human days, Adam took for granted how much he didn’t know about the world. This was especially true when he was a kid. When the adults around him knew things that he didn’t know (the difference between the Congress and the Senate, for instance, or which religion was right) Adam took it as affirmation that, if you lived long enough, you’d learn a great many things.

			And one of the first things Adam learned upon becoming a vampire was that immortality lasts a long, long time. He was still young for a vampire, only thirty years old (if he were still human, he’d be sixty). In terms of immortality, thirty years was a blink of the eye, a snap of the fingers. Within that first blink, Adam learned he could get by without having a job, which was nice. If he needed money, there was always a way to get it. And, when you’re immortal, you have more time to save money and fewer reasons to spend it. But, while money wasn’t an issue for Adam, boredom generally was.

			Being immortal didn’t make time move any faster—minutes were still minutes, years were years, seconds seconds—so if you couldn’t figure out ways to pass the time, being a vampire would become extremely boring in a hurry. When they weren’t on the lookout for human blood, passing time for vampires was much the same as passing time for humans. So, in the interest of trying to pacify his boredom, Adam did the same things he would’ve done if he were still human, which included bowling.

			Adam had been bowling a lot more lately, though there was a long period of time—after becoming a vampire—where he hadn’t bowled at all. The main reason he’d stopped was because it was at the bowling alley where Cherry turned him. Despite their eventual friendship, Adam didn’t regard the memory of his turning fondly. When it came to becoming a vampire, Adam wasn’t given a choice—no reasonable choice anyhow. He hated Cherry for a long time, hated her for taking away that which made him human, hated her for taking him away from his wife.

			Before he was a vampire, Adam was married to a lovely woman named Emily. Poor Emily, she had no idea what happened to her husband, why he disappeared from her life. One night he went to work at the bowling alley and, without word or warning, she never saw him again. Adam never did get to say a proper goodbye to Emily. And, because of it, he held his resentment towards Cherry for a good decade or so. “Listen,” Cherry told him, “one of the most important laws guiding us vampires is we can’t carry on relationships with humans, regardless of the circumstances, even if the human in question used to be your wife. I know you’re upset with me and I’m sorry about that, but there’s nothing that can be done about it. For better or worse, the law is the law.” Because she was the only vampire he knew, Adam accepted Cherry’s mentorship and companionship—it would be a long while, however, before he accepted her friendship.

			Vampires, for the most part, lose their connection to humanity over time. For some vampires it can be quick, almost instantaneous, while for others it may take two or three centuries. And still, for other vampires, it may take even longer than that. Adam still had many attachments to his former humanity—namely, Emily. In time, he accepted that he could never be a part of Emily’s life again, but he never accepted being away from her. Nearly every day of his vampire life, Adam sat in the tree he’d once planted with Emily in their backyard. From that perch, he watched Emily through the windows of his former home, living out her mortal life one breath at a time.

			For a very long time, Adam’s routine as a vampire boiled down to hanging with Cherry, drinking blood at the Barbershop, and watching Emily. Cherry knew Adam watched Emily from afar and, while she didn’t approve of it, she didn’t bother him about it. She herself had no such connections—and hadn’t for a very, very long time—but Cherry could still appreciate that Adam did and probably always would, at least until Emily died her inevitable death. When Adam wasn’t spending time perched in his former tree, Cherry taught him how to hunt for blood and how to be social with other vampires. She let him live in her home and drive her car. She gave him someone to laugh with, a companion to tally the years. They grew so close that Adam could hardly remember ever hating Cherry at all.

			And then one night she was gone.

			He had no idea of what’d happened to her. It wasn’t unusual for Adam to wake up and find Cherry gone, but, because she always came home, he learned not to worry. It was only when Cherry’s absence went from days to weeks that he feared the worst. None of his vampire acquaintances knew anything about where Cherry was or what might’ve happened to her. When the weeks turned to months, Adam had no choice but to accept that Cherry was never coming back. He knew without question that she wouldn’t have abandoned him. And while it wasn’t unheard of for vampires to kill themselves, Adam also knew Cherry wouldn’t have taken her own life. She loved being a vampire far too much. As far as Adam was concerned, there was only one possible explanation.

			“Vampire hunters,” Cherry told him. “They’re real. Very real.”

			“Have you ever seen one?”

			“No.”

			“How can you be sure then?”

			“I can’t be sure,” Cherry said. “You can’t ever be sure of something you’ve never seen. It’s about faith. I believe it. I’ve known too many vampires—good vampires—who’ve disappeared for no good reason. A lot of the boys at the Barbershop think it’s silly talk, some sort of fairytale meant to keep vampires in line. A bogeyman. While I’ve never seen one with my own eyes, you can trust me when I tell you, vampire hunters are as real as the fangs beneath your lips.”

			“I know vampires disappear sometimes,” Adam said, “but couldn’t there be other reasons?”

			“Mark my words,” Cherry said. “If I ever disappear, know that it was a vampire hunter who took me away.”

			Adam never would learn what happened to her. Whether a vampire hunter killed her or she simply fell asleep under the sun, the reality was Cherry was gone and she was never coming back. Not ever. Without her around, Adam found himself to be quite lonely. And bored. Hoping only to pass the time and curb his boredom, Adam went back to the place where Cherry had turned him. The bowling alley. And it was there inside the bowling alley, sitting in the bar as he waited for a lane to open up, that Adam first laid eyes on Olivia. It would be several weeks after seeing her that first night that Adam would finally decide to strike.

			Lying on the roof of her car, feeling the wind in his face, Adam thought about his prior days scoping Olivia’s apartment complex and how his initial plans might have to be amended. He’d originally planned on hiding in the darkness behind the dumpster adjacent to her bedroom window. The dumpster was inside of a cinderblock shed, topless so as to give residents easy access when taking out their trash. There was room enough between the grimy steel of the dumpster and the cinderblock walls for Adam to have his way with Olivia. He’d imagined hiding in the shed, waiting for her to pass. Once she was within reach, he would snatch her. Even if there were people around, his speed and stealth, in conjunction with the night sky, would keep anybody from noticing. And of course, if that weren’t good enough and there were any witnesses, there was not a human in the Inland Empire capable of disciplining him—at least, no human that Adam was yet aware of.

			But, instead of her apartment complex, Olivia drove up the hill to Heritage Park, about five minutes away from where she lived. She parked on the street alongside the fenced-off walking trail. As she got out of the car, Adam slid off of the roof, quiet as a ghost, ducking beneath the windows. He maneuvered his way around the car, concealing himself from Olivia’s view as she walked past, climbing over the short fence and into the park. He watched her walk along the trail, passing the sandbox and its jungle gym. When she stopped at the crest of the long grassy hill, Adam stalked behind her.

			Fast.

			Quiet.

			He stood behind her for a moment, looking over the city down below, smelling the fear as it lifted from her pores, like she knew what was about to happen. He wrapped his arms around her body, hugging her from behind, pulling her backwards. Moving at such great speed, Olivia’s hair flew forward like she was standing with her back to a turbo jet. And in a matter of seconds they were in the sandbox, beneath the jungle gym, Olivia cradled in Adam’s powerful arms, his fangs piercing her virginal flesh. 
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			Jesus dressed in black when he hunted, but it was not for camouflage. To camouflage yourself from a vampire was to assume that sight was the only sense they used on the prowl. Should that day come when Jesus was outmatched by a vampire and all that separated him from death were the few moments it would take for the demon monster to do its worst, it would not be because he hadn’t blended himself with the night.

			Everything about vampires was nocturnal, from the hours they kept to their aversion to sunlight. As evolution would have it, their eyes were made for darkness. To hide from a vampire in the middle of the night was to swim in the ocean to hide from the sharks. No, Jesus had more pragmatic reasons for wearing black while hunting vampires. Bloody reasons that would disgust a sensible person. Gory reasons that belonged in the theater of the macabre.

			For them, he was death incarnate.

			He was Jesus the Mexican Vampire Hunter.

			Jesus Hector Guerrero had become a vampire hunter as the result of both choice and circumstance. To look at his life—from his childhood, watching professional wrestling and playing on Daniel’s trampoline, to his adult years, training as a mixed martial artist and smuggling anabolic steroids—it becomes clear that his less-than-straight line into vampire hunting was one that shone with inevitability, like a hungry flame in a dark, dingy cave. But before he kneeled before the television in awe of Royce Gracie or killed his first vampire in Memorial Park, Jesus hid under his bed, shying away from the world, with nothing but a coloring book and a box of crayons to keep him company.

			Jesus was a loner by nature and his mother’s inability to conceive a sibling for him, despite her best and most passionate efforts with Jesus’ father, ensured that he would be an only child. A creative boy with an artistic soul, Jesus loved to draw. One of his earliest memories was of being in preschool and, all of five years old, standing before a large easel with a blank canvas. For no particular reason that he could remember, Jesus decided he wanted to paint a tiger. In his mind’s eye, he saw a tremendous cat with ferocious teeth and tangles of muscles beneath its orange and black stripes.

			At the conclusion of about five minutes worth of painting, in which every second was a careful meditation of the patience and diligence that would one day come to define him as a vampire hunter, his canvas displayed nothing more than an indecipherable smattering of orange and black paint. Of that memory, what Jesus remembers more clearly than anything else, was the frustration that came with his inability to paint the picture he so clearly saw in his imagination. Jesus abandoned acrylic paint and adopted crayons as his medium of choice, which, of course, led to the inadvertent “disappearance” that would become the centerpiece of his mother’s favorite tale.
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			Maria Katiana Guerrero, proud mother of the future vampire hunter, was downstairs, preparing a grilled cheese sandwich for little Jesus, while listening to Days of Our Lives playing in the background. It was a Wednesday afternoon and Maria had decided to keep Jesus home from preschool that day, as it was raining and she feared he might catch a cold. Maria loved being Jesus’ mother and she took pride in all of her motherly duties, including—but not limited to—grilling his sandwich to a perfect golden brown, using real butter and producing her own slices from a block of Tillamook cheddar, serving it with a bowl of menudo and a chilled glass of horchata.

			She avoided processed and frozen foods, buying only organic groceries, preparing all of her son’s meals from scratch. Maria spent an hour or so most every Thursday evening at the 2nd Avenue Farmer’s Market buying fresh fruits and vegetables for her kitchen. Despite the symbiotic relationship children often have with fast food, Jesus was, for a short period of time, raised in a world absent of Happy Meals. Whether it was preparing huevos rancheros in the morning or spending the afternoon over a pot of albóndigas for dinner, Maria never hesitated to put in the extra effort to keep her boy healthy, happy, and strong.

			Whenever Maria told the story of Jesus’ “disappearance”—always with a grin on her face, a nod to her audience that this was a story to be amused by—she began in the kitchen, where she slid Jesus’ grilled cheese sandwich onto the plate from the cast-iron skillet before calling upstairs to him. Her call, she would tell her audience, was usually met with the sounds of Jesus bounding down the stairs, running through the hall, and leaping onto the couch like a jungle cat, where she would then place a tray with his lunch in front of him before putting on Sesame Street. When, on this day, Jesus’ bounding steps didn’t follow her call, she called for him again—and again she was met with silence.

			Setting the sandwich down on the counter, Maria went upstairs, still calling for Jesus. She walked quickly through the hallway, stopping at his bedroom door, hesitating a moment before knocking, worried that behind the door was a scene not meant to be discovered by a mother’s eyes. Knocking lightly, she called again for Jesus. When no answer came she opened the door. Her heart dropped. Jesus was nowhere in sight. Maria ran through the hall and down the stairs, yelling for him. She looked in the bathroom and the hall closet. She looked in the front of the house and the back, calling his name loudly, over and over again.

			She picked up the phone and called her husband, Juan Miguel, wiping her streaking tears as she listened to the phone ring and ring on the other end. When he didn’t answer, she threw the phone down and went back upstairs to Jesus’ room. She didn’t know what to do. Seized by the realization that she’d lost the only child she would ever have, Maria’s body went limp with agony. She tumbled onto the floor, curling into herself. And then, with her vision blurred by tears, she saw him.

			Jesus was lying beneath his bed, sound asleep, a coloring book at his head and a red crayon grasped in his tiny little fingers. Ever the mother, Maria understood the preciousness of the moment and wanted to keep it forever, so she went into her bedroom to retrieve her husband’s camera and snapped a picture of her slumbering boy. At this point in her story, Maria pulled the picture out—because she always had it available—and passed it around for her audience to see. She carried that picture of her boy, proudly, lovingly, until the day of her tragic and untimely death.
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			Jesus patrolled Memorial Park in the dead of night, walking under the darkened trees. He didn’t patrol the park because vampires frequented the premises. In fact, in his experience, he rarely found vampires at all—generally speaking, they found him. And that’s the way it had to be. Jesus learned early on in his vampire hunting endeavors that a human can’t ever really hunt down a vampire. They’re too fast, too strong, their instincts too ancient and wily. Jesus knew that the only way to get close enough to kill a vampire was to make himself vulnerable, to act as his own bait.

			As he moved through Memorial Park, he kept his ears attuned to the silence. Walking through the small courtyard, faintly lit by the moon, Jesus wore a form-fitting, long sleeve shirt, allowing for the optimum amount of movement in the course of hand-to-hand combat; likewise, his pants were loose, allowing for a similar freedom of movement. Strapped around each of his thighs, outside of his pants, were his two primary weapons. On the left thigh was a small knife with a blade crafted from silver. On the right thigh was a red plastic water gun. Strapped to his ankle, beneath his baggy pants, was his weapon of death: a wooden stake, sharpened to a fine point.

			A vampire at full strength was easily capable of overpowering most humans. Jesus, however, wasn’t most humans. His muscles were strong and lean, chiseled from years of strength training and Brazilian jiu-jitsu. He supplemented his physical abilities with anabolic steroids, increasing his strength, speed, and endurance. Even with these added advantages, Jesus knew that surviving a night of vampire hunting was not guaranteed. He was well aware of the dangers he encroached upon, regularly pushing his luck like so many chips across a poker table. It wasn’t a disregard for the danger that allowed him to go hunting time and time again. On the contrary, Jesus had a healthy fear of death. It kept him sharp, protecting him, never allowing him to bring his guard down, not even for a moment, because he knew a moment was all it would take.
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			Jesus’ mother loved soap operas. During the day she watched American soaps—such as All my Children and General Hospital—while working around the house. In the evenings she watched telenovelas on Telemundo, such as Dos mujeres, un camino and Volver a empezar. Jesus couldn’t be bothered with any of his mother’s soap operas, which didn’t bother Maria in the least, especially since he loved lucha libre, which was her other favorite pastime. Maria had watched lucha libre since she was a little girl, sitting at her father’s feet while he drank beer and cheered on his favorite luchadores. From the time she brought him home from the hospital, Maria and Jesus watched these acrobatic men in masks and tights grappling with each other, punching and kicking, bouncing off ropes, leaping from turnbuckles, and flipping onto concrete.

			A not-so-distant second behind his love of lucha libre was Jesus’ love of comic books, which he also inherited from his mother. Their favorite comic book hero was Batman. Jesus loved Batman for his humanity, for his lack of superpowers. He loved that Batman lifted himself up to the level of superhero through hard work and determination, transforming his mortal shell into something extraordinary. As much as anything else, however, Jesus loved Batman for his cowl. In this way, Jesus saw Batman as an extension of lucha libre, a brave warrior who fought for justice under the anonymity of a mask.

			More than once, Maria told Jesus about the significance of the luchador mask, about its roots in Mexican culture going back to the time of the Aztecs. She told him about how the intricate designs were often meant to evoke images of animals and gods and that the luchador in the mask would embody that image in his style, that it influenced the spirit of how he battled.

			“Like Batman?”

			Maria smiled.

			“Just like Batman,” she said. “As Batman, Bruce Wayne embodies the spirit of the bat. More importantly, for he and the luchadores, the mask is sacred. Most luchadores will go their entire lives without ever revealing their faces in public. Whether it’s eating out at a restaurant or attending Sunday Mass, a luchador will always do it in his mask. And even when they die, many of them are buried in their mask.”

			“Were they hiding?”

			“No, mijito,” she said. “The mask was who they were. To be seen without it would be the true disguise.”

			As much as he loved Batman, Jesus found the luchadores to be better than any comic book superhero, because they were flesh and blood, their muscles every bit as real as their feats were improbable. His mother’s favorite luchador—and, by extension, his own—was El Santo, an iconic figure in Mexico who was not only a star in the ring but also in comic books and movies. While Jesus never got to see El Santo wrestle, Maria did show him most of the fifty-two films he starred in, including the1969 film Santo en el tesoro de Drácula—or Santo and Dracula’s Treasure. The story, which Jesus only vaguely remembered, involved El Santo inventing a time machine and using it to go back into the nineteenth century to search for Dracula’s treasure, which naturally led to a duel between the two iconic figures. Many years later, after Jesus became a vampire hunter, he thought often of El Santo and the image of him fighting Dracula.

			Jesus only briefly considered wearing a mask himself upon becoming a vampire hunter. While it made sense in comic books and wrestling rings, he knew a mask would only serve to make him more conspicuous out in public, drawing attention for all the wrong reasons and from all the wrong sources. In the end, he decided silence would be his mask. Nobody would ever know what he did—not his father, not anybody. He would hunt vampires not for praise and not for recognition. He would hunt vampires for justice.

			For redemption.

			For his mother.
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			There was a shift in the silence of Memorial Park, causing Jesus to stop. He adjusted his black gloves, pulling them tight between his fingers. A vampire was near—he could feel it. If he were right, then the only question was how this vampire would come at him. Some vampires were wild, clumsy even, in the way they threw themselves at their prey. Others liked to approach their prey from the front, politely, almost honorably, leaving themselves in full view, giving their soon-to-be victim time to appreciate what was about to happen. And then there was the smooth vampire, softly turning up from behind, offering a whispered word or two before sinking their teeth.

			On this night, Jesus got the smooth vampire.

			“Good evening,” the vampire whispered.

			He wrapped Jesus in his arms, his lips all but touching his ear. Jesus stood motionless, allowing himself to be held.

			“You’ll be dead soon,” said the vampire. “But, not tonight. I’m going to enjoy you first. We all will.”

			Jesus closed his eyes, relaxing his brain, allowing his instincts to become one with the moment. The vampire gripped Jesus’ hair, yanking his head back, exposing his neck. With a snarl, he exposed his fangs before attacking Jesus’ neck. And, with a smile, Jesus let him. 
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			Vampires hate garlic. It won’t kill them, but it burns like acid. And despite their heightened sense of smell, vampires can’t detect garlic with their olfactory system. Even if there were a clove of garlic resting beneath their nose, a vampire could close its eyes and never know it was there. Having figured this out early on, Jesus devised a few ingenious methods to use to his advantage. One of Jesus’ most successful innovations was his garlic broth, which he made by simply boiling a bundle of garlic bulbs in a pot of water. Once the broth was good and strong, he funneled it into his water gun.

			His other successful innovation involved taking a large bundle of garlic bulbs, removing the cloves and grilling them in a skillet, extracting all of the essential oils before crushing it all together into a fine paste. He then added a large scoop of petroleum jelly to the garlic mush, stirring it all together before pouring it into a jar where it cooled and congealed into garlic jelly. Before every hunt, Jesus applied this garlic jelly to his face and neck.

			And so, at Memorial Park, upon making contact with Jesus’ neck, the smooth vampire leapt back, howling like a wounded animal as he clutched his mouth with both hands. With the vampire thus stunned, Jesus pulled the water gun from his hip and shot four quick squirts in the vampire’s eyes, causing him to scream, holding his face in agony. Jesus’ garlic attack alone, while effective, would not be enough to kill the vampire. Vampires were resilient and, while this one was temporarily blinded, he would fully recover in a matter of minutes. And, even without sight, he was still plenty dangerous.

			Jesus pulled out his silver blade, moving cautiously ahead. The vampire removed his hands from his face and held them out in front of himself, grasping at the air like a man in the dark. With his silver blade, Jesus deftly slashed each of the vampire’s wrists, opening them up. As the vampire thrashed about in pain, blood pouring out, Jesus stepped in again, striking him across the neck, opening him up beneath his chin.

			Like garlic, vampires were also vulnerable to silver. While they weren’t impervious to being penetrated by manmade weapons, such as bullets or knives, they healed from those wounds in seconds, registering only a minimum of pain. Silver, on the other hand, caused vampires a great deal of pain, the sort that a human would feel if they touched a piece of hot metal. And, more importantly than the pain itself, silver-inflicted wounds lasted longer, taking hours to heal.

			Jesus watched the vampire stumbling around in pain, holding his neck as the blood pulsed through his pale fingers. Slipping his knife back into its holster, Jesus charged the vampire, tackling him to the ground. Though he was weakened, Jesus knew the vampire would still own the advantage in strength for at least a little while longer. In order to hasten his blood loss, Jesus grappled with the vampire in the grass, defending himself with Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Within a few minutes—which, for Jesus, never ceased to feel like anything but a lifetime—the vampire was all but empty, no longer able to put up a fight.

			Jesus put the vampire on his back, straddling his belly, arms pinned beneath his knees. He tore open the vampire’s shirt, revealing his pale chest, colored only by the red that streaked from his neck. Jesus retrieved the wooden stake from his ankle holster and, clasping it in both hands, aimed it over the vampire’s heart.

			“What are you?” the vampire asked.

			“For you, I am death incarnate,” he said. “I am Jesus the Mexican Vampire Hunter.”

			He brought the stake down with all his strength, piercing it through the vampire’s heart. Standing to his feet, Jesus watched the vampire melt away, flesh and blood merging into a crimson goo, seeping into the grass. All that was left behind were the vampire’s clothes, soaked in red. Taking a moment to examine himself, Jesus didn’t look all that worse for wear. He had two tiny puncture wounds in his neck where the vampire’s fangs had briefly made contact, but they would scab over soon enough and be gone in a day or so. His clothes, however, were wet with the vampire’s blood. He anticipated this, of course—expected it, really—which was why he always wore black when he hunted.

			Collecting his weapons, Jesus walked back to his car, Olivia on his mind. Looking at the time, he figured she’d soon be leaving the bowling alley, so he gave her a call, letting it ring until he got her voicemail: “Hey, Olivia, it’s Jesus. Just checking to see if you wanted to grab something to eat. Maybe we could watch a movie at my place or something. I’m going to be up for a while, so call me back when you get this. Later.”
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			In a matter of seconds, Olivia was in the sandbox, beneath the jungle gym, cradled in the powerful arms of a handsome man with pale skin and fangs beneath his lips. Her silver crucifix hung from her neck, causing him to yelp in pain as it touched his hand. Yanking it from her neck, he tossed it into the sand before pressing his lips to her flesh. She moaned as his fangs entered her, blood trickling out. With the moment finally upon her, Olivia found that it didn’t hurt nearly as much as she thought it might—the anticipation was far worse than the reality.

			It had all begun as such an average day, sleeping in until noon before going to the donut shop with her roommate, Elowyn. Elowyn was a stripper at Tropical Lei. Olivia also worked at Tropical Lei when she wasn’t working at the Brunswick bowling alley, just down the way from Memorial Park. Elowyn hadn’t slept all night and was up watching TV when Olivia got out of bed. They lived in a pleasant apartment complex adjacent to a Vons shopping center, across the street from DN Top Donuts, which was a family-owned shop that Olivia and Elowyn frequented almost daily. Soon after eating their donuts and coffee, Elowyn fell asleep, leaving Olivia to get on with her day.

			Part of getting on with her day involved sitting in front of her computer with the intention of beginning her first novel. She’d been trying for weeks—unsuccessfully—to begin this novel, giving up each time when she could no longer stand the taunting presence of the blank page. Olivia had what she assumed was inspiration, as well as a chosen genre. Vampires. What she lacked was a compelling story to tell. She’d assumed all along that writing a vampire novel would come easily to her, given how much she loved watching vampire shows on TV, namely Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Any time she sat down to write her vampire novel, however, Olivia invariably allowed herself to be distracted with checking her email and perusing eBay, with the occasional detour into YouTube, which inevitably led her into the rabbit hole of Internet porn. But, she always forced herself back to the blank page, beginning the whole process over again.

			When she finished staring at her blank page for the day, Olivia went to Brandon’s Diner for lunch, eating a veggie burger and fries. She took along a Tom Robbins book to read while she ate, hoping that it might massage the beginnings of a story out of her clenched imagination. By the time Olivia got home from lunch, Elowyn was back on the couch watching TV. Olivia joined her on the couch, passing the next few hours like that until it was time to start her shift at the bowling alley. On her way to work, despite running late, she stopped to get gas; even if it meant getting chewed out
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