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Hendrix

It was cold. So, fucking cold. Probably didn’t help that I didn’t have many clothes left. It felt like every day more of my clothes were stripped from me. Whenever I got back to my sleepout more of my shit had been taken. If I found out who was taking my stuff, I’d fuck them up. I snorted at the thought. I couldn’t fuck up an ant in the state I was in. 

My skin was itching, the scabs on my face were bleeding. My teeth were rotting and ached in my gums every time that wind swept through me. The heroin ate at my body more than my healing could keep up. I knew that if I could get clean for a little while, my teeth and the scores of open wounds on my body would heal. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? I had to get clean for that to happen.

I bent forward and wrapped my arms around my body as I marched against the howling wind that whipped through the Melbourne streets. I was on a mission to find my dealer. He’d been getting harder to find recently and I wondered who he owed money to, this time. This was the problem with having a dealer whose brains were scrambled from using his own gear. But he always had the best stuff.

I’d checked all his usual haunts, which meant that I was going to have to search in the more unsavory places. The places I hated going. The back alleys were often filled with any number of supernaturals ready to roll you for whatever you had in your pocket. It was where the more desperate of us hung out. Those that were too fucked up to even be able to break into houses and steal shit to sell, chose to stay. Instead, they would wait for unsuspecting victims exploring the city to wander down the alley and then rob them with blood-filled syringes.

It was a fucked-up head space to be in. Heroin was a cruel mistress; she took and took. She gave, but her high was fleeting and all too quickly we would have to be back to searching down another hit. Over and over the cycle would continue. Every junkie wanted to be clean, none of us didn’t look at ourselves and liked what we saw. It’s part of the reason we stayed high so that we didn’t have to think about who we had become. But this world, being homeless, surrounded by the underbelly of a faceless city, wasn’t built to keep us clean. The pull back to our queen was always strong. Too strong to avoid.

I kept my head down as my mind raced, I felt myself becoming erratic the more need for the pinch of the needle and burn of the drug I had. Every step hurt. My skin itched like there were thousands of unseen bugs crawling all over me. Even my hair hurt. My eyes roved every dark corner as I walked alley after alley. I ignored the cries of the hookers who faked their orgasms for dealers and pimps. I ignored the slap of skin as thugs punched into unsuspecting tourists who happened on their activities. I ignored it all as I searched.

Desperation was beginning to bite at me as I finally rounded the corner to see, Rick huddled in a corner. His eyes were wide and roved all over the alley. He looked terrified. I walked towards him. Rick looked up at me and his eyes widened; he shook his head wildly. Rick pushed himself deeper into the corner. Rolling my eyes I continued towards him, whatever he was on, had him paranoid.

“You can’t be here,” he hissed.

“Come on Rick, I need gear,” I groaned.

Rick shook his head. “Jesus, Hendrix, don’t you get it, you can’t be here. I’m telling you for your own fucking good.”

“What are you fucking talking about? Have you got gear or not?”

Rick growled and shook his head. “Get the fuck out of here Hendrix, fucking find another dealer.”

“What the fuck?” I spat. I was about to get in Rick’s face and demand to know what the fuck was going on when I heard the one voice that could send fear down the strongest of men. 

“Ah Richard McLane, I’ve been looking for you,” Cillian Purcell said with a chuckle. I gasped and stepped away from Rick quickly.

Cillian Purcell ran the streets. There wasn’t a man that could send fear into another quite like him. The dragon shifter was big, scary, and as cruel as they could come. Cillian spared me a look but didn’t say anything. I took off down the alleyway but was stopped by two of his goons.

“Where you going junkie?” one of them sneered.

“Please, I’ll go,” I said with a tremble in my voice.

The one that spoke chuckled. “No, no, stay, party with us.”

They held firm onto my arms. I didn’t have the strength to fight them. Not only were they much bigger than me, but I was coming down hard. I had no strength left in me to fight. The one that had hold of me turned me around and I could see Cillian standing over Rick.

Rick was pleading, but Cillian stood sneering down at the weasel shifter like he was nothing more than a piece of shit under his shoe.

“Here is the problem, Richard. I don’t like people who get in my business. I don’t like people who get into business with me and then don’t give me the money they owe me. And Richard you fit into that category, don’t you?”

Rick shook his head; his eyes were wide with fear, and I could see sweat starting to bead on the side of his head. My stomach curled as I tried to think of a way to get out of this situation. But there was no way out. My head was racing and yet I couldn’t grasp hold of a single thought.

“Please Cillian,” Rick pleaded.

“Please Cillian,” Cillian imitated. “You are fucking pathetic.”

Faster than even my eyes could catch up; Cillian reached out to Rick and literally tore his head from his body. My stomach revolted and I bent forward vomiting at my feet.

“Fucking hell,” my captor groaned. “You chucked on my fucking shoes.”

I groaned, but it was enough for the two thugs to have let me go. I took the chance; I didn’t even think about it. I took off as fast as I could. Calling my broonie as best I could through the haze of my panic and withdrawals, I felt my body shrink as I ran. I didn’t stop. I heard Cillian roar at his thugs to get me, but I didn’t stop. Taking advantage of my size I ran through a small crack in the wall of the nearest building. Breathing heavily, I watched as the men ran past the hole in the wall. I wrapped my arms around my chest and shook with fear. 

I was fucked. I was a dead man. I had to get out of Melbourne. I had to find somewhere new, and I had to start all over again. My brain was screaming at me to run. I had no idea where to. I had literally enough money to get maybe a bus and maybe a meal or a deal whichever I found first if I was lucky. I was in withdrawals, and I knew it was only going to get worse. Tears prickled at my eyes and started to work down my cheeks. I was fucked. Why was this my fucking life?
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Brenton

The sound of the tattoo gun buzzed. I loved it as background noise. It was something I think I would never tire of. I had found my family when I joined Shifter Ink. Burgess was an amazing employer and every single person that worked there was one of my best friends. I’d been so lost for so many years. I’d wandered all over the world, looking for my place, it hadn’t been easy. 

I was now almost eighty-five years old. Of course, to humans that is ancient. I should be rocking in a nursing home and using a walker to get about. But to vampires, I was still a young man. I was seventy-eight when I finally found Shifter Ink. I hadn’t even heard of Lalbert until early in my seventy-eighth year. I’d lived all over the world, experienced so much, but something deep inside me always wanted to find my home.

I’d been desperate to find that place I belonged. My family was scattered everywhere. My Mother and Father were somewhere in the city of London. I hadn’t spoken to them since I first left home at sixteen. My father a drug-addicted, abusive piece of shit, I was glad to get out of there. My mother was also a junkie, but she wasn’t cruel. Just neglectful. I had brothers and sisters but wouldn’t even know if they were still alive or where they would be. We’d all scattered, left our parents to their drugs.

On my travels, I always looked out for those on the streets. I had put more drug addicts into rehabilitation than I could count. I didn’t do it for the thanks or the hero status. I did it because I wanted to see a better world. This place was so fucking cruel and if I could make a small difference in someone’s world then I was prepared for it.

When I came to Lalbert, I was surprised to see that there weren’t too many rough sleepers. That didn’t mean that the town was completely devoid of trouble. There were still problems with drugs. There was still  crime. It happened, I think even in a town of two people, one would be a criminal. It happened. World over. 

During the day I would spend it tattooing and with my Shifter Ink family, then of a night, I would go out with bags of food. I had the places that I visited. Along the river always drew many of the rough sleepers. I made sure they had tents, warm sleeping bags, and enough food to get through. Some of them were drug-addicted, some were homeless through unfortunate circumstances and others chose that lifestyle. I never judged their story, I just wanted to help them to live a little easier.

I’d made some great friends as a result. They called me the protector of Lalbert. It was a title that made me embarrassed at first, but now I owned it. I liked to think that I kept those that needed protection safe. And I never asked for anything in return. It took a while for some of them to trust me, but once they realized I wasn’t there to take anything from them, and they wouldn’t owe me for their protection they quickly began to trust me.

Some of them would even seek me out if they or someone they knew were in trouble. That was when I knew that I’d made an impact. When they would come to the shop with a worry about one of their friends and family. A lot of people might look down on the homeless but really, they were a family just trying to make the best out of their lives.

“Alright, love, you are all done,” I said as I wiped the excess ink off the skin of the fae that sat in the seat in front of me. A little blonde girl getting her first tattoo. She’d sat well, considering she’d chosen her ribs to be tattooed on. I’d tried to talk her out of that position, but she was adamant. “Hop up slowly so that your head doesn’t spin and then go over to the mirror and have a look.”

Shael slowly stood from the bed and walked over to the mirror. She gasped and her eyes widened. I’d never get sick of seeing that look on my client's faces when they first took in their tattoos. I lived for it.

“Brenton,” she gasped. “I fucking love it.”

I chuckled. “I’m glad. Come on back over and I’ll wrap you up.”

Shael practically bounced back towards me. I pulled out the roll of the second skin and wrapped it over the tattoo after smothering the art in healing cream. With her fae healing, it wouldn’t take long for her body to accept the tattoo and it to heal.

“Leave this on for the night then you will be able to take the second skin off and just use the cream when it’s needed. The tattoo will be healed in about two days,” I said.

“Thank you so much. You’re the best. I’m going to tell all my friends that they must come and see you,” she said.

“Oi, what about me?” Orion, one of the other artists pouted making Shael laugh.

“I’m sure they will want to try out all of you,” she replied.

Orion grinned and went back to the client that he was working on. “Alright love, let's get you fixed up and then you can go and show everyone your art.”

And that was how it went. Every day I got the opportunity to do what I loved. I got to create beautiful art for people. Each piece meant something different to everyone. I loved hearing the stories and meeting each client. My life was complete. Fulfilled.
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Hendrix

“Hey mate, wake up,” the bus driver pulled me out of my sleep. I looked up at him with bleary eyes. I didn’t have a clue where I was, I’d waited in the hole in the wall for hours until I felt I was safe. Quickly I’d dashed back to where my clothes were dropped, checking that my money was still in my pocket. I got dressed and ran for the bus station. I’d kept an eye over my shoulder the whole way. I’d bought a ticket for the soonest leaving bus and got on. It wasn’t until the bus was on the outskirts of Melbourne that I finally began to relax.
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