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Chapter 1

 Spex

“Whoa, man, what the fuck
is that?” I ask, looking at Blaze’s guitar. “That doesn’t look like
a tuning peg to me, man.”

“No, it’s not.” Blaze
confirms, with an edge to his tone. “I’ll have to have someone look
at it, but I’m pretty sure that this is a bug. That’s how that
motherfucker, Led, got my money, the bastard.”

Jett steps forward. “Shit. We gotta
get someone in here, ASAP, who knows what else he bugged. That
sonofabitch was in here, all over the goddamn place.”

“That fucking weasel!”
Blaze seethes. “I knew the guy was off. I should have listened to
my fucking gut like my mother always tells me to. The guy was
just…something wasn’t right about him.”

“I’ll say. The guy’s a
fucking sniper. Weirdo.” Roxy adds, referring to the method at
which this Led guy hid in a tree and pointed his semi-automatic,
silenced firearm at Stix during Slick and Railynn’s wedding.
Slick’s still in his wedding tux, while Railynn’s changed out of
her dress. Stix is fine, aside from a couple of bruised ribs, but
I’m not sure that Blaze will ever get over this. Led, his former
high school bandmate, somehow hacked into one of his offshore bank
accounts and stole a fucking truck load of money from
him.

“Don’t sweat it, Blaze.”
Liv, Stix’s girl, says. “My brother will make sure they throw the
book at him. He’ll pay for what he did.”

“Yo, who the hell do we
call to do something like that, anyway?” I ask.

“Ricky can help.” Liv
answers, referring to her brother, the police officer, in
attendance at the wedding, on the request of Liv, who overheard a
conversation not long ago, between Scrappy, one of our sound guys,
and Meg, Stix’s ex-girlfriend, talking about some devious plan to
get revenge on Stix. Turns out the plan was also in the works by
this Led guy that Blaze knew from once upon a time. It seems like
the bad luck in this band never ends. We’ve got all the luck in the
world with this tour and with us climbing the charts, but in the
background we’ve got suicidal fans, near-death illnesses in our
circle, drug abuse, rehab, and now a shooting and a
theft.

I hazard to guess what’s next. I've
had enough. I need to get out of this place. And as I say my
goodbyes, taking my best axe with me, I drive home, to where I'm
going to be for the next day or so. When I drive up to the gate and
punch in the access code, I see a familiar car pull up, from off in
the distance. It’s a writer friend of mine who comes to visit me
every now and again for a story. I’m guessing he’s here because of
the tour and now because of what happened at the
wedding.

“Hey, man. How’s it
hanging?” I say out my window, letting him know that he can tag
along inside.

“Great. You got a minute?”
He always asks, even though his interviews can go anywhere from
five minutes to overnight. It all depends on how fucked up we get
and how much actual serviceable material he gets out of
me.

“Sure. Come on
in.”

Ted usually calls first, and I’m
guessing that my answering machine will be flashing once I get
inside. I’ve known him since before me and Storm were tight. He was
the first dude to interview me right after I joined Storm’s group,
Daniel’s List. He’s been my go-to guy for getting the word out ever
since, or I’m the go-to guy for him, depending on perspective. I’m
still dressed in my monkey suit, so I tell him to make himself at
home while I go change.

“Big day?” He calls after
me.

I shout down the stairs. “What, you
didn’t hear about it?”

“Hear about
what?”

I peel the shit off me and toss it on
the bed, shouting. “Oh, fuck, dude. You missed out.” Then I
remember that he’s a writer for a guitar magazine, not a reporter.
Unless he was watching the news, he wouldn’t know. He’s a little
weird in that he sits around my place, waiting for me to come home
sometimes, but I think he’s lonely and he’s hungry to chase down a
story all the time. Before going into detail, I wait until I've
changed out of my clothes, and joined him downstairs, since he
records everything, and I hate repeating myself.

He hits the play/record button on the
recording device by rote the second that I arrive downstairs. “So,
Slick’s a married man.”

“Yeah?” Ted is impressed.
“Is that what the suit was for?”

“He wanted to surprise
Ray, since he told everyone that the wedding was casual. It worked
out well, except for the fucking sniper in the trees that shot
Stix.”

His eyes widen. His jaw drops. “What
the fuck?”

I nod, lifting a hand. “Chill. He’s
fine.”

“Well, what happened to
the dude with the gun?”

“Thankfully Liv was on it.
Her brother’s a cop and he was there. She had a chopper overhead
just far enough away that we couldn’t hear it. Smart chick, that
one. Glad she’s with us now and not your typical mall cop anymore.
If it weren’t for her, Stix, and who knows who else, would be
dead.”

“But, didn’t you say he
shot him?”

“Yeah, but she used her
noodle and made him wear a vest, man. Fucking genius.”

“Right on.” He nods and
changes the subject. “So, how’s the tour?”

“Good, now. It was pretty
touch and go there for a while, with Storm’s girl almost
dying.”

“Yeah? Shit, I’m so
wrapped up in rock and roll, man, I didn’t know about any of this.”
He names another couple of artists that he’s been chasing down,
trying to get their feedback on new tracks. “Man, I've been missing
out. So, how’s Storm’s girl now?”

“Dez? She’s good. We
thought we were going to lose her, but some genius doctor, courtesy
of Ray, came to her rescue. Came up with some drug that’s been
around for ages but has been used experimentally on this freak-ass
disease, and it was a huge gamble, man, but she responded well and
pulled through.”

“And Storm’s doing
better?”

I don’t remember mentioning that Storm
was off the wagon to Ted, so I check myself. “He’s okay, yeah, he
was a wreck while Dez was sick though.”

“I bet. Is he clean
again?”

Where the fuck does this guy get his
information? He didn’t know shit about the wedding, but he knows
this? “How the fuck did you know?”

He stops the tape. “Buddy, don’t get
pissed off, but I have a source…err…a friend, that’s tight with
someone on Wired’s crew. He told me that Storm had fallen off the
wagon.”

“Fuck.” I mutter, shaking
my head. “I guess we were naïve thinking that word wouldn’t get
out. We thought we were doing a great job keeping it under
wraps.”

“Ah, well, there’s always
a mule somewhere, man. It is what it is.” He presses play/record
again. “When do you go back on the road?”

“Day after tomorrow. What
were you doing, anyway? Stalking me or something?” I tease, knowing
full well that that’s his M.O. When Ted wants to talk to me, or
anyone else for that matter, he’s not afraid to set up camp and
wait it out. He has the patience of a saint.

He just chuckles in response, knowing
that I'm joking. “Are you coming up with any new material for the
next album?”

“I’ve always got a riff on
my mind. I’m not sure when we’ll be recording though, since we’re
on tour, and our greatest hits album just came out last
year.”

“You want to play me any
of them?”

Truth be told, Ted plays some, so he
understands the way the guitar works, and he can play basic chords.
Sometimes when we get wrecked together, we jam, and he’s not bad.
Funny how he won’t play, though, unless we’ve been hitting the
sauce or the snow. He told me once that he feels intimidated by
playing with me, but I don’t see why, since I'm nothing special.
I’ve received a couple of awards, but I just love playing guitar,
and I don’t let my ego get in the way. Awards mean nothing to me
personally. They’re forgotten in a day or two, so who
cares?

I pick up one of my guitars and give
him one, too, thinking that maybe he might grow a pair and play
with me before the coke or booze comes out, but he doesn’t. So, I
play him a couple of riffs, not caring if they’re the ones that
I'll jam out with the guys or not. I mean, some things are sacred,
and sometimes my riffs don’t end up on an album, anyway. What’s the
difference? Ted just wants to hear me play. I don’t know how many
times he’s seen me play live, but he sure gets a hard-on when I
pick up the guitar in front of him. I don’t care, anyway, since I'm
always playing a guitar, unless I'm sleeping or fucking, you
know?

The riff that comes to me is okay, not
great, but because I don’t care right now. When I care is on stage,
in the recording studio, and when we jam as a group. Nonetheless,
Ted’s eyes are bulging out of his head, like I'm playing from
heaven. I don’t know whether this guy really has a hard-on for me,
or if he just really doesn’t get around to talking to other
guitarists much. He’s been with this one magazine for a number of
years, so I'm thinking it’s the former. The guy writes killer
articles about us. Some day I'll get around to reading some of his
other articles about other bands, to gain some perspective, but
right now I only have time to read the ones that the magazine sends
to me.

I trust the guy, though. I’ve never
had to bitch at him for printing something I didn’t ask him to
print, and I've never had to read something before he prints it,
either. He’s respectful, and I dig him because of that. “Is that
going on a record?” He asks, pulling out some blow from a vile in
his briefcase. It’s cool that he doesn’t bother to turn the
recording off as he takes a bump and offers it to me. I stop
playing, letting the blow call to me, since I haven’t had any while
being on tour, and I revel in the familiar feeling, enjoying being
high, while hanging out with an old friend.

“Do you feel like your
playing has changed since this tour?” Ted queries.

“It changes every day,
man. Each time I practice, come up with new riffs and material, it
gives me more depth, more experience, the works.”

“Has the audience been
different with so many leading bands?”

“They’ve been loving it.”
I answer simply.

“Would you do it
again?”

“Play with other bands?” I
frown. “Sure. Playing is playing. Being on stage is the best way to
reach out to fans, man. I’ll take it in whatever form I can get
it.”

“Do you feel the energy is
different depending on what number you are in the
queue?”

“Like which order I'm at
on stage, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“No, not really. The fans
are there to party, man. Some of them are there to see all of us,
and some aren’t. It’s cool either way. They’re there and that’s all
that matters.”

“Have all the shows been
sold out?”

“Ah, you’ll have to ask
the promoters that one, dude. But I think so.”

My place is big but I have little
clusters of shit all over. There is a guitar in every corner or
more, and sound equipment, including cabinets, cables, amps,
pedals, you name it, it’s here. I’m single and love that, so I keep
my place the way I like it. The downstairs living room is huge; big
enough that we could record some tracks if we wanted to, but we
don’t, usually. I have a small recording console in here, but I've
only ever used it for me. Furniture is sparse at best, but, like I
said, I'm single, and I don’t care. Guests grab a chair from
wherever and sit. There’s a fancier family room upstairs, but I
never use it.

The master bedroom is upstairs, but I
sleep in the room down here, next to the grand room that me and Ted
are in. In fact, I'm hardly ever upstairs, if I'm being honest.
Downstairs is where I keep all my equipment, so that’s where you’ll
find me. My kitchen is modern, but again, I never use it. There’s
usually beer in the fridge, but not much else. I never cook.
There’s a takeout menu for every place in LA sitting in a drawer by
the fridge, and I use them often. When I get going on riffs,
cooking or cleaning is the last thing on my mind. But I don’t have
a maid, either, so my place is a bit of a dump.

It looks good on the outside, but
inside, it’s a pit. But guests know what to expect when they come
over, and except for Ted, I never invite anyone outside of family
or friends to come here. Chicks, sure, I bring them here sometimes,
and that’s when I use the upstairs. But most of the time the
fooling around and shit happens on the road. Like this one chick
from a few nights ago, man, was she hot. I played a riff for her
from one of our hits, and she was so wet for me, she came in under
five. Then I got bored and had my roadie take her home. But I don’t
fuck around with my place or with my equipment, which is why I
enjoy the chicks when I'm on the road.

“When are you back in the
recording studio?”

“No date’s been firmed up
yet, but we’re working on stuff on our off days during the tour. I
imagine it won’t be long.”

“Are you eager to get back
at it?”

“Always, man.” I say with
a smile. “Nothing like recording new shit and getting it out
there.”

“It’s been a
while.”

“Too long.”

“You think you’ll top your
last record?”

What’s with all the obvious questions?
“Well, that’s what everyone hopes for, right?”

It’s time for him to go. He’s fried.
Luckily, my phone rings and I grab it, hoping that it’s something
that will require my leaving, giving me an excuse to ditch this
guy. I mean, he’s great and all, but I hate interviews, and the
only reason why I make concessions for this guy is because he’s the
only dude in the media that I trust. I pick up the phone, excusing
myself cordially. “Spex here.” I answer.

It’s Storm. “Spex, dude, Ricky’s got
someone coming down to do a sweep for the bugs, man.”

“So, what do you need me
for?” I regret the words the second they come out of my
mouth.

“They’ve got to sweep all
your shit, man. Bring your guitars, anything you had on you before
today. Your clothes, everything. Ricky’s bringing this dude by in
the next hour. Can you make it?”

I look at my watch. It’s like
midnight. “What freak show does this kind of shit this late at
night?”

“Ricky caught him on the
night shift. Called in a favor or something, given the situation. I
don’t know, man, but Blaze is going out of his fucking mind, and we
gotta do something, before we go back on tour. His focus will be
split if we can’t get this shit dealt with now.”

“Okay, fine. I’m on my
way. Is all the other police shit done and over with
now?”

“Yeah, it’s cool. Just get
over here and bring all your shit with you.”

“Right on.” I hang up and
look at Ted. “Sorry, buddy. Can I bust your place tomorrow and we
can finish, or did you get enough material?”

He thinks about it for a second.
“Err...yeah, you can come by my place.” he doesn’t ask why I don’t
suggest he just come back here, but frankly, I'd like an exit
strategy, and if I go to him, I can leave whenever the fuck I want
to, and I don’t have to worry about kicking him out, like I do now.
“My sister’s crashing on my couch right now, but she’s cool. She’ll
probably be working or sleeping, anyway.”

“Cool. I’ll come by.” I
say, walking him to the door. We’re both fucked up but it’s all
good.

“Thanks, man.” He says,
giving me a perfunctory handshake. “I hope everything works
out.”

“Yeah, it’s cool. I’ll see
you tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” He says with a
nod, and leaves.

It takes me two minutes to remember
what I was wearing and playing, before hopping in my car, heading
over to Slick’s house. Roxy, Dez, Liv and Ray are crashed out on
the couches, while the guys are all hanging around, jamming a
little, but mostly just talking, looking exhausted. I'm the only
one that’s feeling energetic still, but that’s because of the blow
I had earlier, which is wearing off. “Dude.” Jett says. “I feel bad
that you left and had to come back. How come you took off,
man?”

“Ah, I had Ted coming by.”
I half lie, keeping a low profile, so it’s not so obvious that I'm
fried and just coming down. “So, when’s this dude
coming?”

Liv, overhearing, interjects. “My
brother said that they’d be here in an hour. That was an hour
ago.”

“Ay, that’s them pulling
up now.” Slick says, staring at his security monitors.

Ricky, I recognize from earlier, as he
walks into the house, but this ‘dude’ that they were referring to,
is actually a chick. And a really fucking hot one, too. She’s
wearing a suit, like a chick’s suit, with a double-breasted jacket,
and tight black pants, almost leather-like, and on her lapel is her
badge. Clear as day she’s an inspector. This chick is older, too,
like in her mid-thirties, which normally that age range does
nothing for me, but man, I have to adjust my fly she’s so hot. And
she’s got that wicked hot, ‘don’t fuck with me’ look, that I've
never seen on a chick before, except Roxy, but
Roxy’s...Roxy.

“Guys, this is Inspector
Mackenzie. Claudia Mackenzie.”

She nods but doesn’t shake hands, and
I'm guessing it’s because she’s severely outnumbered, and it would
take a while to get through all of us. “Show me what you’ve got.”
Claudia says, her voice clipped, like she’s got better things to
do. “Anything this guy might have been around, I've got to
check.”

That's when I notice the briefcase
she's holding. It’s big and black and almost looks like a guitar
case in length.

“We might have to get you
to come to the show the day after tomorrow, as some of our stuff is
still with the trucks.” I comment.

She looks at me, or rather, she looks
through me. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Then she
addresses the room. “Let’s get started.

Blaze hands her the guitar with the
suspected bug on it. “I don’t even need my detector for that.” she
says, unimpressed, opening her case. “Leave that here, I'll take
care of it.”

The woman is direct if nothing else.
She’s not messing with anything and she doesn’t sugar coat a thing.
We proceed to hand her things, and something occurs to me. “If this
Led guy is already in custody, then why do we have to do
this?”

Inspector Claudia looks at me
directly, like I'm an idiot. “You don’t seem stupid enough to
believe that he was in it all on his own.”

I chuckle mirthlessly. What a bitchy
thing to say. “So, you’re saying that someone could still be
listening in on our conversation?”

She looks at me expectantly and then
turns her gaze to Blaze’s guitar. “What’s your name?” She asks,
turning her gaze back to me.

“Spex.” I answer, arms
crossed over my chest.

She smiles, but her eyes are dark,
like she’s not at all humored. Most of us have stage names, except
Jett, and I never introduce myself by my first name to anyone, so I
don’t know why she thinks that she’s special. They call me Spex for
my glasses, in case you’re wondering. I don’t really need them, but
since I feel like my face is bland without them, I wear them. They
are prescription though, but I like my stage name, so I wear them
all the time, whether I need them or not.

Then she turns around and says
something to me that both infuriates me and makes me think twice
about my entire life.


Chapter 2

 Claudia

It’s been a rough week. Being an
Inspector, or an acting Inspector, as the guys don’t let me forget,
isn’t easy. The only guy that’s decent in my precinct is Ricky, the
rest can all go to hell. Inspector Martins had a heart attack last
month, and since I was his prodigy, I strong-armed the Chief,
citing that none of the other guys were qualified or as motivated
to take the temporary position. Otherwise, I would have had no hope
in hell of ever landing this role. The men I work with are mostly
single, or else they hate their wives, and their job is viewed as
an escape from spending any time with them.

I use the term single loosely. These
men are not your average ‘little boys’ in uniform. They are not
eligible bachelors. These are not men that would be sought after as
models for a calendar. They’re bloated, arrogant, balding, bitter
men that never amounted to anything other than average police
constables. Ricky is the only one with an ounce of drive. He and I
are alike on many levels, except that his idea of a potential mate
is something out of the fifties, and as many times as I’ve tried to
sway his morals, he won’t budge. This is why, aside from the fact
that he’s decent looking and thinks like a good cop, I would never
date him.

The other guys here are bitter towards
me, which I resent, because they’ve all had ample opportunities to
move up in this precinct but have chosen not to. That’s not my
problem. I’m here to be the best that I can be, and too bad for
them if all they want to do is sit on their asses, in their
cruisers, drink coffee, eat donuts, and collect a pension when
their time comes. Being an inspector, in whatever form, has been
great so far, other than the sneers and glares I get from the other
men in the precinct, in the region, and, never mind, in my life.
The relationship I had with my dad was dismal at best. He was never
around, and when he was, he had no interest in me at all. He loved
my younger brother to death, but if you ask me, he wanted his first
born to be a boy. Tough luck, dad, and fuck you.

Needless to say, my parents have a
shitty marriage, but they’re those old-fashioned types that stick
together, regardless of how miserable they are. They survive by
doing absolutely nothing as a couple, other than sleep, and even
that’s spotty, since there’s a permanent dad-shaped ass print on
the couch in the basement. Mom is great. She’s really proud of me
for doing what I do. She’s proud of both my brother and me. And it
doesn’t matter to her that I'm over thirty and unmarried, which is
more than I can say for some of my friends.

My best friend Trisha is a closeted
lesbian. It’s fared well for me since we’re practically joined at
the hip, so most people think that I'm gay, too. I also use the
term ‘closeted’ loosely, since mostly everyone knows that she’s
gay, she’s just never admitted to it. We met in high school when we
both thought we had a crush on the same guy. It was a riot. The guy
turned out to be a dirtbag, but it ended with Trish and I becoming
really tight. She’s had a relationship once with a girl she met
overseas when she did a student exchange program during her last
year of high school, but it ended up being long distance when her
partner didn’t get accepted into the college here in LA where they
both applied to, and only Trish got accepted.

I’ve never been in a relationship, nor
do I want to be. Back in college I had a little casual fun here and
there, but after that, once I started in the police academy, and
ever since, it’s been all about work. I love what I do. Catching
bad guys is my sole mission in life. The idea came to me years ago
when I used to watch every cop television show and movie there was.
It was intriguing to me, seeing how a case unfolded, watching men
in uniform chase down a suspect and win. That’s all I ever wanted
to do. Being an inspector is another steppingstone for me. If
Martins dies, I’ll gladly fill his shoes. Not that I'm hoping for
it, don’t get me wrong. He’s a decent guy and I’d never wish death
on anyone, even a perpetrator.

The guys can eat shit and die for all
I care. Jealousy doesn’t look good on anyone. And not to mention
the sexism here. If I were a guy, they’d be trading dirty jokes
with me. The fact that I’m fifteen years younger and have a vagina
makes their skin crawl. Too bad. Thankfully I was born with a thick
skin. I don’t cry over anything. My brother was the crier when we
were kids. To be fair, he’s five years younger than me, so he was
just a toddler when I broke my leg and bled like crazy in grade
two. He cried more than I did, but then he was shitting himself in
terror at the sight.

I’ve been covering for Martins since
his heart attack, and I was under his wing for about a year before
that. Being an inspector has been the highlight of my career so
far. This week has been odd though, and it’s called for me working
overtime, and to make matters worse, I get a call from Ricky, after
I’ve already worked an eighteen-hour shift, telling me that he
needs me ASAP, to do a sweep on a rock and roll group that’s been
targeted for some coup. It’s actually more than one group; it’s
three of them, that are touring together, and two of their band
members are getting married on their day off.

...what a life.

So, admittedly, I'm cranky when I
finally arrive, and I'm greeted with a room full of, you guessed
it, men. Some of them look higher than kites, while some of them
look bored. There is a handful of women sleeping on the couch,
passed out or whatever, I don’t know, nor do I care. I open my case
with my equipment inside, not bothering to introduce myself, even
though one band member, I think one of the guitarists, might as
well be wagging his tail, he’s so excited to introduce himself to
me. While unfamiliar with all the bands, I do know the band that
he’s from, not that I've seen them play. I don’t know his name, or
his stage name, whatever he calls himself, so I ask him.

He tells me that he’s called ‘Spex’,
which sounds ridiculous and it’s clear that nobody could think of
anything catchier or more unique, so they called him that for his
glasses. Brilliant. He asks me a couple of stupid questions, for
which I respond, letting him know that I'm not to be fucked with,
and then I hit
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