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Antelope, CA

Monster Ink

“Haven’t you had enough?” Pony said with a spiritless look, holding the straw to the wrinkled man’s lips. The beer can felt half-empty in his hand. The straw trembled between the man’s lips as they closed around it. A big, cheek-bulging pull and he swallowed, then released the straw. A thin line of foam formed at his lips. 

“Screw you. I’m thirsty and hurting and this helps both,” he said with effort, trying to hold his lips ventriloquist still. Beer spittle flew and Pony flinched, put the beer on the side table, and wiped his face with a towel. The wrinkled man held still but laughed.

Pony stood and dragged the chair with a swing of his arm and turned it backwards. He threw a leg over it and sat, folding his arms on the back. A flip of Pony’s hand sent his long grey ponytail over his shoulder. He looked at the wrinkled man as he pulled a cigarette from behind his ear and twirled it between his fingers. Carnival-colored tattoos covered his shoulders and trailed out from beneath his sleeveless black shirt to stop at his neck. A leather string necklace hung below his neck, disappearing into his shirt. His salt and pepper beard hid his young face.

“I don’t mind bro. Just don’t need the blowback, you know?”

Naked except for the towel on his groin, the wrinkled man sat in the ancient barber’s chair. He laughed again and his lips flapped, letting a line of beer foam roll down his chin. Dark, claw-like tattoos rippled across the loose skin of his face. From head to toe, his skin was covered with a circus array of twisting and melding tattoos: skulls grinned and harlots gazed with long legs and pouring breasts, scythes, wings, and demons throwing burning dice, a clown with a gaping mouth ringed with sharpened teeth. All this intertwined with the Celtic claw darkness. It looked older than the rest; dark red beads of blood shining in the low light here and there in its black curves. This faded claw touched every part of his body, turning like a vine around his torso and limbs, disappearing beneath the towel and his hairline. 

When foam dripped from his chin to his chest with a splat, his arm moved to reach for the towel, making Pony jump from his chair and step to the wrinkled man.

“Don’t you do it, asshole.” Pony picked up the towel and dabbed the beer from the wrinkled man’s chest. 

“Last time you stunk up the place so bad I was telling clients the freezer in the back broke down overnight with a rack of deer ribs in it.” He dropped the towel back in wrinkled man’s lap. “You need to watch the calendar closer. The Time can sneak up on you, especially when you’re out chasing tail twenty-four seven. When are you going to grow up, Johnny Boy?”

“When you stop calling me that.” Even with the strained voice, Johnny sounded annoyed.

Pony flipped open a Zippo and lit his cigarette. He stood.

“I’ve got work to do. You didn’t exactly give me a heads-up.” In the corner sat a work table, a few needle guns in various stages of maintenance lay on top. Pony lit the row of candles lined on a raised shelf on the back of the table. 

“Ain’t good for business, brother. Don’t need the downtime. And right now, we need a warm body.” Pony sat on a rolling stool, opened a drawer, and pulled from it a packaged sterile syringe. With a push, he glided over to Johnny, ripped open the package and removed the needle cap from the syringe.

“I need some ink.”

“Oh, hell no,” Johnny said, his eyes widening at the sight of the needle. “You know I hate needles, bro.”

Pony carefully checked out Johnny’s arm for a vein, but the skin was already detaching and getting slippery on the muscle. No finding a vessel beneath this moving carpet.

“Pussificaton does not become you, my friend,” Pony said as he tossed his cigarette into a butt bucket. He slipped a knife from his pants pocket and flipped it open with his thumb.

Johnny looked relieved beneath his progressively sagging skin. “So you gonna do it like before? Cut my hand?”

“Nope. Blood like that, exposed to the air, coagulates too quickly. Doesn’t make for a good ink mix.” Pony noticed the confused look in Johnny’s eyes. He looked down, inspecting Johnny’s arm and sighed. “Your blood gets thick, sticks together. It’s what makes your blood stop flowing when you’re cut.”

“I know what conjugalates means, dickwipe.”  Johnny’s flappy lips stumbled over his word bastardization, sending spit flying.

Pony grinned. “I’m sure of that.” 

He placed the needle on the side table and took a pinch of Johnny’s skin at the crook of his arm. No longer connected to muscle, it lifted like a wet shammy cloth. With a swift swipe of the knife, Pony cut the pinch of skin and dropped it back in place. No blood flowed from the cut as it widened from the skin weight. Dark muscle glistened below the beating blue vein. Pony exchange the knife for the needle. Johnny groaned through clenched teeth and belched.

Pony looked at Johnny, whose eyes rose to disappear beneath the sagging eyelids, leaving two crescent moons of white.

Pony said, “If you hurl, man, all bets are off. I’m done.”

“Just get it over with.”

With his thumb, Pony pushed into the bare muscle just above Johnny’s thumping vein. He waited for it to swell, then pierced it, filling the syringe with red black blood.

At his worktable, Pony half-filled several thumb size plastic cups with black tat ink. He removed the needle from the syringe and began to top off the cups with Johnny’s blood. The blood turned crimson when it hit the air. With a swizzle stick, he stirred, watching the red swirl merge with black. Pony’s lips moved with a silent incantation. He ignored Johnny calling his name; the infusion of magic could not be interrupted.

“Oh shit, this ain’t good...”

Pony capped the last cup at Johnny’s Oh shit, this ain’t good. He gathered the cups and placed them in a small refrigerator at the desk’s side.

“What?” Pony said, only now looking over at Johnny. The skin on the arm Pony had cut had turned into a red boil, splitting at the elbow. The thorny tattoo turned rotting black and shrunk, pulling the skin with it. As he watched, a rip ran down Johnny’s arm to his wrist, exposing the bare muscle beneath. The skin fell open and began to split apart, sloughing off with a wet tearing sound.

Pony stood and walked into a back room, and returned carrying a plastic clear tarp.

“I was afraid that was going to happen when I made that cut,” Pony said, non-plussed.

“Hell, man, it hurts.”

Pony slung the tarp out, caught air, and let it float down. He tucked the tarp behind the barber chair and walked around spreading it out. He put his hands on his hips and watched as a big chunk of Johnny’s now dead and done arm skin fell to the tarp with a wet splat. Other chunks followed, slipping to the chair’s seat and sliding down the side, leaving a black, shiny slug trail. Pony made a disgusted face, his hand covering his nose at the fetid smell.

“Hurling doesn’t become you,” breathed Johnny. Pony lifted a long middle finger.

The bright ringing of the hanging doorbell sounded in the front shop. Pony and Johnny exchanged looks.

“Hope you’re lucky, Johnny,” Pony said. “Or you’ll be furnace fodder before the night’s done.” Pony turned to leave, but Johnny caught his wrist in the process.

“Brother...” Johnny said. Even beneath Johnny’s hanging face skin, Pony saw panic. “Just make it work. I don’t care what they look like.” Johnny opened his hand and Pony grabbed a towel from the table, wiped the clinging, torn finger skin from his wrist, and tossed the towel to the tarp. 

“Just pray it’s not a chick.”

Johnny chuckled as Pony passed through the swinging door to the front shop. “As long as she has great tits and a big dick,” he said with a lip-flapping laugh.

Pony passed his desk and sketching area, then between the new black leather beauty shop chair and the padded massage table.... the chair he used for his arm and chest work, the table for larger torso pieces..... 

The work area was neat and sterile, counters free of clutter. Hand sanitizer and rubber gloves at arm’s reach. Pony didn’t need the Health Department coming down on him and looking too deep into his business; best to follow the rules and keep hidden things hidden—even though the club paid a sizable sum to the local Inspector. Better clean than sorry.

In the front, near the door, was a glass counter display upon which rested a cash register with his business license taped on front. Waiting chairs lined the opposite wall covered with a menagerie of tattoo designs: butterflies, roses, unicorns, Japanese fish, Celtic trees, demons, angels, and reapers and sundry more; there for clients perusing. Around each, twisted and turned, was a dark crimson thorny vine that had no end.

A man with a shaven head stood with his back to Pony, looking out of the glass door. He wore black leather boots, faded blue jeans, a sleeveless T-shirt, and a leather vest with a rocker patch across the shoulders that read, SONS of FLESH MC. Mirrored at the bottom, PAIN CHAPTER. Between them, a grinning face-on skull with bright burning skin peeling back around it. Its staring eyeballs hung in black sockets, hellfire raging in its pupils. His arms were covered in complete tattoo sleeves. And, like Pony and Johnny Boy, the same snaking vine tats in the background.

“Feaster,” Pony said. Only Pony called him that, having known him for more years than he could remember, constant comrades since they met. The club had labeled him Meathead for his love of all things meat, the bloodier the better. Any non-brother that



































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg
W(ﬂ





d2d_images/image000.jpg
BAKBED
sHeet





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.png





