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AS THE SMOKE CLEARED and the ringing of the amplifiers faded, the crowd cheered for more. 

Iggy Blane sat backstage with his head down, rubbing his leather wristbands. His brother sent them from overseas for his fifth birthday, in hopes of apologizing for not being there. Iggy never saw his brother again. He hasn’t taken them off since.

War is a bitch. 

The last set was over for the night. Iggy, Zak, and Lance packed up their microphones, drums, guitars, and other equipment needed to “Melt faces,” as Lance would say. Zac threw a bag of sound cables in the back. 

“Killer show tonight, guys!” Zak said while performing a lousy air guitar. “Iggy, you thrashed on that solo, dude.” 

Zak was always fired up at the end of a gig. Iggy knew it wasn’t that great of a show, but didn’t want to kill his friends' buzz.

“Yeah, man, you sounded great! How do you get your voice so gravely?” asked Iggy. 

“I gargle with paint thinner,” he said. “Now come on, let’s go find some rocker sluts!” 

They piled into Zaks’ jet-black van with the band's name, ‘Hell's wristband’ scrolled along the side in red letters. Cruising down Highland Drive at this time of night was depressing. Scraggly homeless guys played grab ass by burning barrels, hookers wandered in and out of alleys looking for a lonely john. It was a wasteland until the sun broke.

Iggy watched it all go by, his forehead pressed against the glass. Then the most beautiful guitar he had ever seen flashed by in a shop window. Electricity shot through him as he sat up. He barely caught the name before it was out of sight, Mr. Choo, Oddities, and Antiquities.’ 

“Yo!  Zak, stop the car! Stop, man, stop!” 

“Here? Hell no, bro,” Zak said, while fumbling with a bent joint and a shitty lighter. 

Iggy grabbed the smoke out of his mouth and threatened to crush it in his fist. 

“Ok, OK, just chill,” Zak said, pulling over.

“I’ll catch you guys later,” Iggy yelled over his shoulder as he hopped out. 

“You’re a freak, dude!” 

Mr. Choo’s shop occupied the middle of a three-unit block. Iron gates adorned the plate-glass windows. The building was an old one-story heap. Time had settled in long ago and continued its assault.

The window displayed an array of oddities that would intrigue the most skeptical of patrons. An old lamp stood with a soft glow from beneath a shade made of organic material, thin and waxy-looking. A skinny forearm shot up, ending in a bony monkey fist holding the bulb descending into a ram's head at the base. Next was a statue of a shrunken head on a stake held up by what appeared to be a monk. The monk had a big, toothy grin. Next to that was an elephant head wearing a thick chain made from a snake. Hanging from it was a glorious pendant in the shape of a cat praising the full moon. The cat was made of Sapphire, emerald lit the moon, and gold made the stars. 

Iggy would have found himself very intrigued if not for the next item to accompany this strange lot. The most amazing guitar he had ever seen.  With a pearl white underlay boasting a fantastic scale pattern that reflected green and red like a hologram. The silver tuner nuts were inlaid with gold dragons, and the fretboard was magnificent. 

Ancient Chinese runes labeled the third, fifth, and seventh fret. Nine through thirteen were branded with what seemed to be claw marks. A giant reptile eye surrounded the sound hole. The only thing missing was the strings.

As Iggy entered the shop, an odor of incense and old paper washed over him. He immediately felt uneasy, causing the skin at the base of his neck to tighten and prickle. 

Strange artifacts adorned the shelves, shrunken heads, and jars of bones. Pelts of strange animals hung from the wall. Lamps, shrouded by the waxy material, cast a soft yellow glow across the room.  More works of art were scattered around the shop, but Iggy was only interested in one item. 
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