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			Praise for insidetheoutside

			“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.”

			–Miya Kressin, author of The Asylum Saga 

			“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 Chanel

		


		
			He who fights with monsters might take care lest he 
thereby become a monster.

			–Friedrich Nietzsche

			We do survive every moment, after all, except the last one.

			–John Updike
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			“You said we had to hunt and kill Frank,” Adam said, “or die trying. Well, we hunted Frank and we tried to kill him, but we survived. With all due respect, sir, I don’t understand why we’re being punished for not dying.”

			“You’re being punished because dying was precisely the point,” Dracula said. “And you would’ve died, too, if it weren’t for the witch. Therefore, she has to die. Immediately.”

			“There has to be another way,” Jesus said. “Kill me instead.”

			“Unless I can kill you twice,” Dracula said, “it wouldn’t exactly make things square. I should bring Whisper in here right now; kill her in front of you.”

			“Please don’t do that.”

			“I just don’t know how else to make you understand how much your actions disappointed me,” Dracula said. “But, despite your betrayal, you and Adam managed to do some good this week. Through your actions, you got two vampire hunters killed, as well as a vampire who should’ve minded his own business. That’s actually a better return than I was expecting when I first set you boys out at the beginning of the week. Make no mistake, those three deaths are the only reason you two—as well as your witch friend—are still alive right now. So, well done. You’ve bought yourselves one more week. You have the next seven days to kill Frank—or you all die.”

			Olivia looked at Dracula.

			“Me too?”

			“No, dear,” Dracula said, “not you. Adam, Jesus, and the witch. Of course, your life still hangs in the balance. You see, Adam learned firsthand just a few hours ago how brutally dangerous Frank is. And Jesus, as you can see, isn’t exactly in any shape to fight anybody, let alone Frank. So, this raises the possibility that they’ll simply call it quits, and rather than do the honorable thing, they might just let the next seven days come and go, running out the clock on their feeble little lives, just so they don’t have to confront Frank again. For that reason, Olivia will stay here with me. If you boys choose not to engage Frank in one last battle, then I’ll kill Olivia along with the rest of you.”

			“But, if we fight Frank,” Jesus said, “you’ll let her live?”

			“I don’t simply want you to fight him,” Dracula said. “I want you to fight him to the death. That means either he dies or you die. The same goes for Adam and the witch. Think of it as a three-for-one deal.”

			“That’s just not fair,” Jesus said. “Whisper doesn’t deserve to die.”

			“Be sure to tell her that next time she decides to stick her nose in my affairs,” Dracula said. “Of course, if you like, I could settle this whole thing and kill everybody tonight, right now.”

			Silence.

			“Then it’s settled,” Dracula said. “Day One starts now, boys. Good luck.”

			Dracula stood up from his throne and looked at Olivia, inviting her to do the same. Olivia stood up, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

			“I’ll give the three of you a moment to say goodbye,” Dracula said, “if you like.”

			Olivia looked at Dracula.

			“Go on, dear,” he said. “I insist.”

			Olivia walked to Adam and Jesus, looking at each of them, and found she was conflicted on whom to hug first. She opted for a group hug, opening her arms and inviting them both into her embrace. Adam and Jesus stood from their chairs and hugged her together. Feeling their bodies against her, Olivia was overcome with an overwhelming rush of emotions, causing her to squeeze them both extra tight. This was fine for Adam, but, for Jesus, it shot a tornado of searing pain throughout his body, causing him to scream out.

			“I’m so sorry!” Olivia said, immediately letting go. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah,” Jesus said, wincing. “I’ll be fine.”

			“It must have been some fight.”

			“Not really,” Jesus said. “Frank hit me twice.”

			“All your injuries are from two hits?”

			“Yeah,” Jesus said. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about Elowyn.”

			“It’s okay,” Olivia said. “You were trying to protect me. I get that.”

			Olivia turned her attention to Adam.

			Before she said anything, however, Dracula spoke up behind her.

			“You should tell him about the choice I offered you.”

			Adam looked at her.

			“What’s he talking about?”

			“He said that, in the event you and Jesus survived—”

			Dracula interjected.

			“The highly unlikely event.”

			“He said I could be with you and there would be no punishment.”

			Adam looked at Dracula.

			“It’s true,” Dracula said. “Here’s Olivia with the opportunity to choose to be with you, Adam, and all the while you’re out sparking up a new romance with someone else. Quite an interesting turn of events, no?”

			Olivia looked at Adam.

			“You started dating somebody else?”

			“I didn’t think I was going to be alive much longer,” Adam said. “I didn’t think I was going to see you again.”

			Olivia shrugged, laughing to herself.

			“I get it,” she said. “It’s okay. You and Jesus have already done more for me than either one of you should’ve had to do. Neither of you owes me an apology or an explanation for anything.”

			“Just so you know,” Dracula said. “My offer still stands. Not that either of you should expect to be alive by the end of the week, but, if by some miracle you are, Olivia will be free to choose either one of you. That’s assuming, of course, you both still want to be with her.”

			Silence.

			“Can’t you just feel the drama simmering?” Dracula asked. “Anywho, it’s time for us to go, Olivia. Finish saying your goodbyes, so we can be on our way.”

			Olivia gave both Jesus and Adam a kiss on the cheek.

			“Goodbye,” she said, “and thank you.”

			The tall doors opened and two of Dracula’s servants entered, taking Olivia by the arms and gently leading her out of the room. She looked back over her shoulder, catching Jesus and Adam’s eyes one last time, before Dracula followed them out, the tall doors closing behind him. As Adam and Jesus watched them leave, they each felt needles prick their arms followed shortly by the world going away. Both of them were carried out of the tall marble room, past the large fireplace and out the tall doors.

			Up they went, through the dirt and the roots, past the sewers and beyond the rocks, away from Dracula’s underground palace and back into the relative normalcy of the Inland Empire. It was still the middle of the night, just as it was a few hours prior, before they were abducted from Jesus’ apartment while Whisper was in the kitchen making tea. The servants dropped Adam off at his home, laying him on his bed and seeing themselves out. They didn’t leave a note on his chest, as they had the week before. They next dropped Jesus off at his apartment, laying him on his bed, completely unbeknownst to Whisper, who stood on the porch hoping for his return.

			When Jesus did finally wake up, he would find his apartment empty, because, while he was unconscious in his bed, Dracula’s servants abducted Whisper. 
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			Frank had been wandering about the Inland Empire—as had become his custom since his relatively recent inception—when he’d crossed paths with Adam, Jesus, and Whisper on Foothill Boulevard. He chased them as they drove away, moving as fast as a jungle cat, eventually catching up to the car and leaping onto the roof. Once he’d secured himself, Frank drove his fist through the driver’s side window, shattering glass inside. He pawed around, blindly searching for the vampire he smelled.

			Frank next drove his fist through the rear passenger window, nearly catching Adam in his grip as he briefly caught hold of his shirt collar with his fingertips. Adam, however, managed to get loose when Frank tore his shirt off. The car drove into the open grass of Memorial Park, and Frank continued his efforts to extract Adam when George’s SUV presented itself in the grass and, like a gift, Norman got out and began running towards the car, yelling at Frank.

			“Hey, big guy! Over here!”

			Norman’s words meant nothing to Frank, as he neither understood nor spoke English—or any other form of human language—but he smelled his delicious vampire blood, and the sight of him in the middle of the grass, alone, unencumbered by steel and glass, made Norman a much more appetizing prey.

			“Yeah! Here I am!”

			Frank slid off the roof and began bounding towards Norman, the smell of his blood getting stronger and stronger the closer he got—then he heard a voice come from just behind him.

			“Now!”

			Frank saw George inside of the SUV aiming the silver-tipped steroid missile at him, though he had no idea what he was looking at. He saw the missile launch towards him, crushing his chest and sending an explosion of pain through his entire body. Frank was still semi-conscious as he fell to the grass, though he was unable to move. His eyes were closed, but he could hear the voices around him.

			“Is he dead?”

			“Looks like it to me.”

			“Shouldn’t he be melting or something?”

			Brief silence.

			“His ticker seems to be going. Where’s the sunlight bomb?”

			“Whisper has it.”

			“Go get it.”

			Brief silence.

			“Hurry!”

			Frank opened his eyes, feeling his strength return. Looking up, he saw George staring down at him. A flaming ball of anger erupted in his brain at the sight of him, causing Frank’s giant hand to shoot up, gripping George around the neck. He stood to his feet, lifting George in the air as he did. George struggled against Frank’s grip, pounding and kicking, trying in vain to set himself free, until, with one mighty squeeze, Frank crushed his neck, killing him instantly.

			Frank saw Whisper get out of Adam’s car and run towards George, whom he had tossed aside into the grass. He sniffed the air as she approached, and when it was clear she wasn’t a vampire, Frank paid her no attention.

			He felt the weight of Nick leap onto his back, stabbing him in the chest with a wooden stake. The stake broke into pieces, however, without so much as leaving a splinter in Frank’s flesh.

			Frank reached back, grabbing Nick and throwing him down onto the grass. Jesus charged at Frank next with his red water gun, squirting garlic water at him. The garlic water briefly irritated Frank’s skin, though it didn’t hurt him very much. When Jesus was within striking distance, Frank swatted him down to the grass with the back of his hand. Nick, at this point, was back to his feet and began punching Frank in the chest with a silver mesh chain wrapped around his hand. The silver caused Frank some slight pain and discomfort, leaving sizzling marks with every blow, each healing over almost as quickly as they appeared. He returned the punches with one of his own, driving his fist into Nick’s face, crushing his head against the steel frame of the SUV.

			Frank next turned his attention to Norman, chasing after him and tackling him down to the grass. He straddled Norman’s belly and grabbed his head in his big hand, but before he could sink his fangs into his neck, Jesus leapt onto Frank’s back, sinking his silver knife into his chest, sending a shock of pain through his torso. Frank bucked Jesus off his back, tumbling him down to the grass. He removed the silver knife from his chest, tossing it aside, just as Jesus was charging at him with his wooden stake. Frank punched him in the chest, crushing several of his ribs and severely dislocating his right shoulder. Jesus lay unconscious on the grass, completely vulnerable, as Frank started for him.

			“Hey!”

			Frank saw Adam, and after sniffing the air, he began moving towards him instead.

			“There you go. I got something for you.”

			Adam was holding the sunlight bomb. Before Frank reached him, Norman stepped between them.

			“No!”

			Frank grabbed Norman, sinking his fangs into his neck and drinking his blood.

			“I’m sorry, friend.”

			In the middle of his feeding, Frank felt a searing explosion on his back, then, all at once, everything around him went bright white. Both Frank and Norman caught on fire, their flesh charring against the light. Frank dropped to the grass, rolling around, extinguishing the fire. While the sunlight bomb had done significant damage, there wasn’t enough sustained sunlight to kill him. Despite the pain he felt, Frank was oblivious to the damage done. He didn’t notice his skin had been charred black nor did he notice how quickly it healed over, leaving his skin smooth and pale, just as it was before. Even the rope-like scars that laced his body returned to their previous state, like nothing had happened at all. He was the only live body left in Memorial Park. So, without any vampires around, there was no reason for him to stay.

			He was still hungry, so he wandered about, sniffing the air, hoping to come across another meal. Within a couple of hours, his nose led him to an abandoned house in a rundown stretch of Ontario. There was dirt where a sidewalk should’ve been, bordered by a sagging chain-linked fence. The lights were out, so, to any human passing by, the house would appear to have been empty. Frank, on account of his amplified senses, knew differently.

			He went up to the front door, knocking it off its hinges, before walking inside. There were two vampires sitting on the floor, feeding on a young man wearing running shoes and a sweaty baseball cap. They’d barely registered Frank’s presence when he grabbed the nearest vampire by the neck, lifting him to his mouth and feeling the wet pulse of blood pouring over his lips. The second vampire attacked Frank, punching and kicking him, but to no avail. Frank took him by the neck as well, holding him in place while he finished feeding on the first vampire, leaving him as a human corpse.

			Frank was feeding on the second vampire when a third entered the room, stopping in his tracks when he saw what was happening. The third vampire sprinted for the open door, but, before he could get there, Frank tackled him to the floor, pinning him down and drinking from his neck. A few other vampires came from other rooms in the house, several of them managing to escape before Frank could get his hands on them. In all, Frank fed on six vampires in that abandoned Ontario house, leaving them all dead human corpses. He examined the other rooms in the house, but only found human hostages—ten in all, two of whom were already dead—chained to various pieces of heavy furniture. With no other vampires for him to feed on, Frank left the house and went looking for his next meal.

			This had been Frank’s routine—wandering and feeding—from the day he was born. While his appearance was primal and barbaric, like he’d been pulled out of some ancient world where vampires were still in the early stages of their evolution, Frank had only been alive for a couple of months. He was born in a laboratory of science and witchcraft, surrounded by men and women in white coats and rubber gloves. When he came to consciousness, Frank had no idea who he was or how he’d come to be; he didn’t even have the self-awareness to entertain such existential thoughts.

			All he knew upon coming to life was that he was hungry. Two men in lab coats helped sit him up from the table he was laying on, removing two bolts from either side of his neck. Up overhead there was a large window overlooking the laboratory and the table Frank was sitting on. Behind the glass stood Dracula, staring down at Frank as he adjusted to the world in his first few moments of life. Dracula tapped on the glass with his finger, causing everyone to look up, including Frank. Dracula locked eyes with the extraordinary vampire and smiled before looking to the men in lab coats and nodding.

			They exited the laboratory, and as they cleared out, a vampire was pushed into the room, the door slamming shut behind him. Dracula continued to look down, arms crossed, a smile on his face. He watched as Frank sniffed the air, his big black eyes widening in anticipation, as he smelled exactly what his hunger longed for. The vampire looked at Frank, intrigued and confused, like he was examining an exotic zoo animal. Frank slid off the table and approached the vampire, pouncing on him, burying his face in his neck and getting his first taste of vampire blood. Up above, Dracula cheered, clapping his hands as he watched Frank feed until his prey was dead, leaving him a lifeless human corpse on the laboratory floor. Frank stared at the corpse, nudging him with his foot, unsure as to why he’d stopped moving.

			Frank again looked up to the window where Dracula had been standing and found the space behind the glass was now empty. The laboratory door opened and two men in lab coats entered, one of them standing in front of Frank, distracting him, while the other stuck a syringe with a silver needle in his neck, injecting a liquid that made the world around him disappear.

			When Frank woke up, he was no longer in the laboratory. He was inside of a cramped space with rigid rock walls and barely enough room to crawl on his hands and knees. The smell of fresh air led Frank to crawl to the far end of the small space until he reached what appeared to be another rock wall. Pressing his palms against it, he found it wasn’t a wall at all, but a large boulder.

			Frank pushed the boulder completely away, revealing an entrance into the outside world. Before he could even entertain the idea of entering this new world, a rush of sunlight spread into the small cave, instantly burning Frank’s arms and face. He recoiled from the sunlight, shuffling back as far as he could, retreating to the cool darkness in the rear of the cave where the sunlight couldn’t touch him. Frank sat in the back of the cave, hugging his knees, watching the world outside. When, many hours later, the sunlight went away, he crawled back to the mouth of the cave. Gingerly, he placed his hands outside, and when he didn’t feel the searing pain of sunlight, he stuck his head out.

			Realizing he was safe, Frank stepped out of the cave completely and found himself atop the peak of the Claremont Trail, surrounded by tall trees and large rock formations. He walked along the trail, sniffing the air, wandering out into the suburban streets that existed on the outskirts. He wandered around all night, until he discovered a vampire out on a midnight stroll. Franked pounced on the vampire, feeding on him until he was a corpse on the sidewalk. When more hours passed, the night began to give way to day, turning the sky purple. It wasn’t bright enough to set Frank on fire, but it was sufficient enough to make his flesh uncomfortably warm. As the sun peeked out over the horizon, gradually making its routine appearance, Frank looked at it, and for the first time since he’d been brought into existence, he smiled.

			The sun, for reasons that were beyond his comprehension, made Frank happy, and he wanted to stand there for the whole rest of time just staring at it. The higher the sun rose, however, the brighter the sky became, causing Frank’s skin to smolder and smoke. He knew it was necessary to find shelter, so he began running, only he didn’t know where to go. As he ran down the street, a shiny black car with tinted windows pulled up beside him. The rear passenger door opened, immediately engaging Frank’s attention as the delicious scent of vampire blood wafted out.

			Frank leapt into the car, but before he could find the source of the scent, a silver needle pricked his neck and the whole world went away. He slept for several hours, enjoying the first of many dreams he would have featuring the sun. When he woke up, Frank found himself back in the cave atop the peak of the Claremont Trail. The boulder had been placed in front of the mouth of the cave, sealing him off from the outside world. Pushing the boulder away, Frank was greeted by the soft, harmless glow of moonlight. Exiting the cave, he stepped onto the dirt trail and, sniffing the air, wandered out for another night of vampire hunting.

			For weeks upon weeks, Frank had gone about this routine before engaging in his battle with Adam and Jesus at Memorial Park. He returned to the Claremont Trail several hours after that battle, having fed on the vampires at the abandoned house in Ontario. His instincts had sharpened over time, and his body clock had attuned itself to the cycles of the sun, so he always knew when it was time to go back to his cave. This was a unique night for Frank, however, as he’d never been in such a fight before where he absorbed so much bodily harm. Once his body healed, however, Frank forgot all about the injuries and the battle itself was slowly, but surely, becoming a distant memory.
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			Olivia sat in front of the large window that took up the space of an entire wall in her Spanish mission style bedroom. The sky was a perfect shade of blue, cotton ball clouds flanked the sun, and the Pacific Ocean pushed itself against the rocks in an endless series of crashing waves. Olivia found that the longer Dracula held her captive the more she missed the simple pleasures of life. She missed walking outside and going to the park, feeling the wet grass beneath her feet and the smell of barbecued hotdogs in the air. She missed tending bar at the bowling alley and watching old WWF videos on her couch. She missed talking about vampires with Adam at Corky’s, and she missed calling up Jesus in the middle of the day. She hated knowing these simple pleasures were once available to her and that she never took the time to truly appreciate them.

			She’d been alone in her room for a few hours since Dracula’s servants dropped her off after she’d said her goodbyes to Adam and Jesus. She was grateful to be alive, because, as recently as one day earlier, she didn’t know what her fate would be. Even now, sitting in her luxurious quarters, she couldn’t know for sure what would happen to her by week’s end—or whether Adam and Jesus would be a part of it. She still appreciated the nature of her captivity insofar as how Dracula went above and beyond to ensure her comfort. Amongst those comforts was the ability to ask for anything she needed, which, upon completion of her request, was always promptly delivered.

			“A half and half of Dr. Pepper and Mr. Pibb with extra ice,” she said, “and a Caesar salad.”

			No sooner had she finished saying the words, there was a knock on her door.

			“Come in.”

			A tuxedoed servant entered with a platter in hand carrying a glass of half Dr. Pepper and half Mr. Pibb and a Caesar salad.

			“What’s your name?”

			The servant set Olivia’s food down in front of her but didn’t respond to her question.

			“How long have you been here?”

			The servant turned around and exited the room without saying a word. Olivia wasn’t even hungry when she asked for the salad, but, after taking her first bite, she remembered how delicious all the food was in Dracula’s palace and continued eating with gusto. She’d never actually mixed together Dr. Pepper and Mr. Pibb before, as there’d never been an occasion for it, but, since she could ask for anything, Olivia figured she’d go for it. It turned out to be the right call. After she finished her salad, Olivia realized she was still hungry.

			“Cheese pizza, please.”

			Almost instantly, there was a knock on the door.

			Another servant brought her a perfect cheese pizza. Olivia was enjoying her dinner in the quiet of her room, gazing out at the Pacific Ocean, when there was yet another knock on her door, this time followed by Dracula poking his head inside.

			“Hello?”

			“Come in.”

			Dracula entered the room, taking a seat beside Olivia in front of the large window overlooking the ocean. He was no longer in the suit he’d worn during the meeting with Adam and Jesus; he was instead dressed in his velvet jogging suit, all black save for the red “D” embroidered over his heart.

			Dracula gazed out the window.

			“This is a delightful view.”

			“I love it.”

			“Dr. Pepper and Mr. Pibb, huh?” Dracula said. “The best of both worlds. How’re you holding up?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“I’m glad,” Dracula said. “I was worried that Adam and Jesus might’ve upset you.”

			She shrugged.

			“Are you okay with Adam having a new romantic partner?”

			“It doesn’t exactly make me happy,” Olivia said. “But, this whole situation was already complicated, even before you got involved. I mean, let’s face it, I’m the last person who can get mad about Adam seeing someone else, right?”

			“Do you suppose this means you would pick Jesus?”

			“If Adam’s moved on and Jesus is still interested,” Olivia said, “I suppose it makes sense.”

			“It does, yes,” Dracula said. “But, they’re not likely to survive anyhow, so there’s no sense worrying about that. I’ve actually come to talk to you about a more pressing matter.”

			In the silent beat that filled the air before Dracula continued, Olivia was overcome with dread as she wondered what sort of pressing matter he needed to talk to her about.

			“I want you to write your vampire novel.”

			“Oh,” Olivia said. “Well, that makes two of us.”

			“Yes,” Dracula said, “but I want you to start writing it today.”

			“Today?” Olivia said. “Why?”

			“Because I want to read it.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes,” Dracula said. “Our Buffy marathon last week really stirred my appetite for a good vampire story. And as much as I enjoy watching television, I’ve always preferred a good book. I told Bram Stoker the same thing before asking him to write Dracula.”

			“That was your idea?”

			“Sure it was,” Dracula said. “So, what do you need? A computer? A typewriter? Pen and paper? Research materials?”

			“You really want me to start working on a vampire novel today?”

			“Very much, yes,” Dracula said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

			“I just figured you wouldn’t want me writing about vampire stuff,” Olivia said. “Isn’t that what Adam is being punished for?”

			“Yes and no,” Dracula said. “Adam is being punished primarily for maintaining a social relationship with a human. As far as vampire factoids go, you can write whatever you like. I told Bram that as well. Speaking of which, I have one small request. I want your novel to be about me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I want you to write a new Dracula.”

			“You want me to redo Dracula?”

			“Let’s not get cocky,” Dracula said. “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to rewrite Bram’s classic novel. Think of it as a reimagining of the Dracula mythology, like what Christopher Nolan did with the Batman films. Or, more aptly, what Joss Whedon did by including me in Season Five of Buffy.”

			“I think I can do that,” Olivia said. “But, I don’t really have any ideas.”

			“You’ll figure it out,” Dracula said. “Just give me more scenes than Bram did—and none of that Dracula’s-presence-is-implied business with fog or wolves or whatever. I want some significant page time.”

			“What do you want it to be about?”

			“How should I know?” Dracula said. “You’re the writer.”

			“What if I want to tell this story?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“For example,” Olivia said, “what if I recreated the conversation we’re having right now, word for word?”

			“I don’t know what good it would do you,” Dracula said, “but if you imagine there’s a place for it in the novel, go for it.”

			“I could just tell the whole story,” Olivia said. “The story of me, you, Jesus, and Adam.”

			“And Frank?”

			“Of course,” Olivia said. “All of it.”

			“This probably could make for an interesting novel,” Dracula said, “especially if you play up the love triangle between you, Adam, and Jesus. Yes, that’s acceptable. Just don’t forget to make me the main character.”

			“If it’s the story of me, Adam, and Jesus,” Olivia said, “I don’t know that I can make you the main character. Honestly, I see it playing out as more of an ensemble piece with several primary characters.”

			“That works for me,” Dracula said. “Just make me one of the primary characters in the ensemble. This is exciting! I’ll set you up with a writing room immediately.”

			“I can just write in here.”

			“Nonsense,” Dracula said. “It’s important to have a designated space for doing your work. It’ll make you more productive.”

			There was a knock on the door, followed by a servant entering the room. He approached Dracula, leaning in and whispering in his ear.

			“Take care of it,” Dracula told him. “Immediately.”
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			Adam woke up in the middle of the afternoon, finding himself in his own bed. For the briefest of moments, he expected to see Phoenix laying by his side while Norman and Darlene entertained themselves in his living room. But, Norman was dead now, thanks to Frank. And Phoenix was gone, along with Darlene. Adam had no idea where they were or where they might go—and, of course, his biggest fear was that Phoenix and Darlene would at some point cross paths with Frank. He had no time to look for them, and even if he did, he wouldn’t know where to start. As much as he hated losing his friends, Adam really couldn’t think about anything else other than the fact that he would be dead in seven days.

			He knew, of course, it wasn’t official. There was always the outside chance that he and Jesus might kill Frank—but, short of acquiring a silver bulldozer, Adam couldn’t really imagine a scenario in which that happened. Just a week before they were at full strength and had the added manpower of George, Nick, and Norman, and that was barely enough to slow Frank down. As things stood, Adam couldn’t see this week as anything other than seven days to say farewell. For the time being, however, there was nothing for him to do but stare at the ceiling and wait for the sun to go down so he could go back to Jesus’ apartment.
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			Jesus woke up in the middle of the afternoon, finding himself in his own bed. He was hardly comfortable on account of his injuries—three broken ribs, several others bruised, and a severely dislocated shoulder. The doctor at San Antonio Community Hospital had reset Jesus’ shoulder; he told him he’d have to keep his arm in a sling to minimize the pain. The doctor had written a prescription for anti-inflammatory painkillers, which Whisper would get filled for him. He took a moment to gather himself—mentally, as much as physically—before sitting up and standing from his bed. The process took nearly five minutes. He had a pounding headache, which he figured had as much to do with taking a beating from Frank as it did anything else. Jesus shuffled his way into the living room, expecting to see Whisper on the couch, but she wasn’t there.

			“Whisper?” he called, his voice hoarse.

			Jesus walked to the kitchen, which was also void of Whisper. He next checked the bathroom, the only other place she could possibly be within the apartment. It also was empty. The only thing he could figure was that Whisper had gone out to fill his prescription. He wondered if she even knew he’d been abducted again. He hoped not. In the meantime, he was still in pain, so he turned on the bathroom light and dug around the medicine cabinet in hopes of finding some Advil sitting around. He stopped when he saw his reflection in the mirror. The left side of his face had several small cuts; now that he saw them, he had a vague memory of the doctor talking to him about removing pieces of glass. His arm was in a sling, his shoulder ached, and he couldn’t take a breath without feeling it in his busted ribs.

			Seven days.

			That’s all he had left. One way or another, Jesus knew he’d be dead by the end of the week, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.
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			Night came and Whisper still wasn’t home. Jesus had already begun to worry a few hours before when she hadn’t turned up. He was relieved when he heard a knock on his door, but that relief was replaced again with concern when he found Adam waiting on the other side staring down at the porch. Jesus followed his stare and saw one of his tea mugs shattered on the doorstep.

			“Did you have an accident?”

			“No.”

			“Fuck.”

			“My thoughts exactly,” Jesus said. “Come on in.”

			They made their way to the couch, Jesus moving much more gingerly than Adam.

			“What do you think?”

			“I think he took her.”

			“But, he said she had the whole week,” Adam said, “just like us.”

			“Maybe he changed his mind.”

			“I’m sure she’ll turn up,” Adam said. “She might just be out looking for you.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			They sat on the couch together, intending to talk about what they needed to do, but mostly they talked about what they knew they couldn’t do. Namely, they knew they couldn’t kill Frank—at least not as things stood. For at least a few minutes, they managed to focus on some of the positive results of their battle with him the night before.

			“The silver-tipped steroid missile really seemed to hurt him,” Jesus said. “It opened up his chest, and I could see his heart. He was even unconscious for a good ten seconds or so.”

			“We can build on that, I bet,” Adam said. “How many missiles did George have?”

			“One.”

			Silence.

			“The sunlight bomb was pretty effective,” Jesus said.

			“That’s true,” Adam said. “Can Whisper make another one?”

			“Technically, she can,” Jesus said. “I don’t know if she has what she needs for it. That was something that George took care of.”

			Silence.

			“You want to grab something to eat or anything?” Adam said.

			Jesus looked at him, confused.

			“I just figured we could go to Corky’s,” Adam said. “I wouldn’t mind a piece of pie right about now.”

			“I’ll need to eat soon,” Jesus said, “but I’d like to wait for Whisper a little while longer.”

			“Of course,” Adam said. “Can I get you anything in the meantime?”

			Jesus groaned as he adjusted his arm in the sling.

			“I could probably use a pillow to make my arm a little more comfortable,” he said. “You mind grabbing one from my bed?”

			“Not at all.”

			Adam went to Jesus’ room, stopping in the doorway.

			“Jesus,” he said, looking over his shoulder, “I found Whisper.”
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			A shiny black car with completely tinted windows sped down Foothill Boulevard—the Inland Empire’s stretch of the famous Route 66—with one of Dracula’s servants manning the wheel while a second servant sat in the passenger seat, his white-gloved hands folded over his lap. In the backseat, sitting by himself, was a man in a white lab coat and horn-rimmed glasses who kept quiet, like he wasn’t there.

			The servants wore pristine tuxedos, black as charcoal and expertly pressed, each of them with blood-red boutonnières in their lapels. Their skin was pale like the moon and their hair dark as midnight, slick and glossy, parted to the side, not a strand out of place. They had rosy lips and perfect teeth—which they revealed only when they fed in the privacy of their quarters. To see the servants, an objective observer might assume they were twins, like they’d been gestated in the same womb, but that observer would be mostly wrong. Wherever they came from and however they came to be, is, and will forever continue to be, a mystery—for everybody, that is, except for Dracula.

			The servants moved and thought as one, like a single organism, while also maintaining their individual selves—both in mind and body. They were vampires, so it was necessary for them to feed on blood as often as any other vampire. Being in Dracula’s employ meant they wanted for nothing, so the servants never once had to hunt or scavenge for their own meals. As Dracula’s servants, they did anything and everything he required of them, from preparing meals to kidnapping witches. When Dracula required his servants to run errands above ground, outside of his palace walls, they all had access to an endless supply of shiny black cars of varying sizes, each with tinted windows capable of turning away the most stubborn ray of sunlight.

			From the heart of Dracula’s palace, there was a seemingly infinite number of tubes, elevators, and portals, all of which could deliver the servants anywhere in the world—from the bottom of the Pacific Ocean to the peak of Mount Everest. But, on this particular night, the servants in question were traveling down Foothill Boulevard in Upland, heading for Memorial Park. Once they arrived, the two servants moved swiftly and quietly along the open stretch of grass, which was empty save for Adam’s abandoned car and the dead bodies of George and Nick; Norman, having been killed by way of the sunlight bomb, existed now only as a pile of ashes.

			George’s body lay awkwardly in the grass, his legs bent and his back arched like he were trying to touch the back of his head with the bottom of his foot. His neck was broken, crushed like an empty soda can by Frank’s powerful grip. His face was purple, eyes bulged; one popped out completely, hanging aside the bridge of his nose. Nick, who lay beside George—every bit as awkward, every bit as dead—no longer had any recognizable facial features, as the whole front of his head had been concaved by Frank’s fist, with an assist from the steel frame of George’s SUV; he’d obliterated Nick’s head with a straight jab, pinning him between his fist and the vehicle. Nick’s nose and lips were left mangled, his nostrils expelling blood and brain.

			The servants swiftly and quietly slipped George and Nick into body bags, zipping them shut and placing them in the trunk of their shiny black car. While the first servant got back into the car, the second got into Adam’s car, starting it up and driving off of the grass and onto Foothill Boulevard, where, with the shiny black car following behind him, he drove the short distance to Adam’s house. After leaving the car in the driveway with the keys in the ignition, he rejoined his partner. From Adam’s home they drove east to the apartment complex where Jesus lived. Jesus wasn’t home at the time, as he was being held hostage alongside Adam inside of Dracula’s tall marble room. Whisper, on the other hand, was home, which was the reason the servants were there.

			She stood on the porch, elbows against the rail, holding the cup of tea she’d made for herself before discovering both Adam and Jesus were missing. The servants parked the shiny black car out
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