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Mars.

Looking down at his sheet music from beneath
his brimmed hat and strumming away at his guitar, a skilled Martian
guitarist named Nebb Tuk sang his heart out. He was singing the
blues in a dark, dingy bar called ‘The Red Sun Lamp’. This bar was
in the middle of nowhere. Miles of red Martian desert surrounded it
before a traveler could get to a city of any kind, so people came
here to get away from their troubles, families, lives or a sad
combination of the three.

 


Some of the bar patrons got louder the more
they drank and others got quieter, staring blankly into their empty
mugs. Nebb preferred the quiet ones, because he was passionate
about his music and hoped to share his creative voice with whoever
would listen. He didn’t like the idea of intoxicated drifters
screaming over his art, especially since he used to be one of
them.

 


Actually, he was worse off back then. He used
harder substances. For a lot longer. But he was clean now. He was
earning an honest living telling cautionary tales of his sordid
past with his blues guitar. And he had a pure clarity of mind that
was even sharper than before, because now his life had
focus.

 


This evening was quieter than usual. At least
at first. There were a few Martians sitting at the bar, drinking
Mercurian beer and watching a bizarre, fascinating, action-packed
show on a hologram TV. This show was broadcast from a cube-shaped
space station orbiting the planet Uranus. It was an immensely
popular show, a show that was broadcast on more than twenty
different planets and inhabited moons and topped the ratings on all
of them. It was a show on which those who were ‘genetically
unique’, those who did not completely belong to any known sentient
species, got to compete with one another in a wrestling ring or
steel cage fight. It was called ‘Dookimon’, which meant ‘mutant
battle’ in the native tongue of the Uranians.

 


As Nebb provided catchy background music, the
vast majority of his audience was far too engrossed in the colorful
characters and specific lingo of the Dookimon matches to pay him
any mind. They reacted loudly when their favorite characters won a
match, lost a match or were violently tossed out of the ring by
another mutant.

 


‘Dookimon’ was not just a fighting or wrestling
show. It was also rather heavily steeped in ancient Uranian
mythology about the origin of the universe. The show always had
these preachy voiceovers about how the combatants were “balancing
the forces of orgo and pi to defeat the true monastic power”. While
most just watched the show for the spectacle, die-hard fans knew
the mythology and the lingo and would discuss it on whatever
interplanetary social computer network that they
preferred.

 


The most popular character on this show, at
least tonight, was a three-eyed, frog-like Jupiterian with red
spikes down his back. All Jupiterians are green and frog-like. But
thanks to exposure to radiation a few years back, this fighter was
stronger, had spikes and one extra eye that contributed to his
razor sharp reflexes. He also had a much longer, sturdier, more
whip-like tongue than most Jupiterians. He used this tongue to
swing from the rafters above him before attacking his opponent with
his spiky webbed feet. His name was chanted by these bar patrons as
they banged their mugs of beer against the bar. Their eyes were
glued to the screen when this mutant frog-man bounced off the ropes
while swinging his large, green, glove-covered fists.

 


“POG! POG! POG! POG!”

 


Fighting a mutant from one of Saturn’s moons
who was made completely of ink, Pog was technically fighting two
enemies, as this ink-based creature had the ability to split
himself into two admittedly-weaker versions of himself. Pog had two
mutants on either side of him that were prepared to
strike.

 


“Ball,” said the first.

 


“Point,” said the other. This mutant could
speak, but only had the brain capacity to say his own name. His
name was Ballpoint.

 


The crowd roared when both Ballpoints grabbed
Pog and jumped on top of him. Pog swiftly knocked one of these
creatures out with his elbow and lifted the second one over his
head. He leapt to the top of the ropes with one of the ink
creatures flailing its limbs wildly. The crowd got louder and
louder as they anticipated Pog doing his signature fighting
move.

 


“Slammer!” they shouted. “Slammer!
Slammer!”

 


Pog tossed one Ballpoint from the ropes and
when it hit the canvas that lined the bottom of the ring, the
entire ring shook. The unconscious ink creature went airborne,
flipping onto his stomach before landing again. Pog leapt off the
top ropes and pinned the first Ballpoint to the mat for the
obligatory three seconds with the creature’s arm twisted behind his
back. The bell sounded and the Jupiterian mutant was declared the
winner by the hovering robot referee.

 


“The winnerrrrr!” a voice shouted from the
booming speakers above as a separate stage started to rise up from
the ground, from the levels below the ring. “And still Dookimon
champion…” Pog lifted his eyes to the crowd and threw both fists in
the air as the Dookimon house band, a trio of mutant worms, started
to play his theme song on the second stage. “The POG!!!”

 


The live crowd cheered even louder for the
house band. They were jumping up and down to the beat of music that
pounded thousands of ear drums. Laser effects illuminated the name
of the band, which had been spray-painted on the back of the stage
in many neon colors. These odd-looking, slithering musicians were
known and beloved by Dookimon fans as ‘The Meal Worms’. As they
played loud and hard, with stubby fingers protruding from their
sleek bodies, the wind from large fans underneath the stage blew
the tails of their bandanna eye masks in any and all
directions.

 


The Red Sun bar patrons joined the live studio
audience in their cheering, applause and hurling of random objects
through glass. On the TV, Ballpoint touched the clone of himself
that Pog had knocked unconscious. He absorbed the ink that he was
made of back into his body, gaining back a measure of strength that
he had lost in the fight. “Ballpoint!” he said, nodding his head
with frustration. “Ball! Point!”

 


In the bar, drunken Martian riff-raff
celebrated Pog’s victory by hurling their beer bottles and mugs
through mirrors and other glass objects. The frightened bartender
took cover from the storm of exploding glass slivers under the bar
itself. Two bouncers came over to handle the situation, which had
clearly gotten out of hand, and started man-handling smelly Martian
drunks.

 


At this point, Nebb had given up trying to sing
loud enough to be heard over the shouting Dookimon fans. As the
bartender and a few bouncers scrambled to get the rowdy crowd under
control and clean up all the broken glass, Nebb sang his song at
his normal volume because he was getting paid to do so. All of the
passion had been sucked out of his work and his art and it was now
just a job for him. He even tried to boost his spirits, to amuse
himself, by making up sillier lyrics for this song than the ones he
had written originally.

 


“I drink lots of soda. It’s part of
my life.

What would happen if soda machines
came to life?

Grow arms and some wheels, to travel
around.

The robots get angry, each other
they pound.”

 


Nobody cares, he thought in between chords. Nobody
cares.

 


After his set was over, Nebb collected his
money from the bar’s owner and headed out to his motorcycle. He was
tired, so he rubbed the cat-like whiskers that all red-skinned
Martians have on their faces with his hands, trying to wake himself
up so it wouldn’t be too dangerous to drive home.

 


Around the corner, Nebb saw something that made
his blood boil. There was a man, standing in back of the bar that
Nebb recognized from his days as an addict. This was Nebb’s former
dealer. He was a long, haired Martian man with a ponytail, a
leather vest and a whole sleeve of tattoos. These tattoos featured
symbols for ‘peace’ in the language and imagery of a dozen alien
planets. This was Schlock. He was handing a vial of bubbly liquid
to a teenaged Martian who had just handed him a roll of Martian
money.

 


Angered, Nebb put his guitar on his bike and
ran over to Schlock. Seeing Nebb charging at him, Schlock got
scared and started running, clumsily stuffing the money into his
vest pocket. Nebb swatted the drug vial out of the teenager’s hand
as he ran by hard. The vial smashed against a nearby grate and the
drug itself flowed into the sewers.

 


“Dude!” the teenager shouted at Nebb as Schlock
continued to flee. The teenager watched in horror as the last of
his party drug dripped into the sewers. “Ah, crap,
bruhhh!”

 


Nebb caught up with the inebriated drug dealer
on the other side of the bar. Schlock knew he was in trouble when
Nebb yanked on his vest and pulled him back hard. Schlock could see
the anger in Nebb’s eyes as he was slammed up against the brick
wall behind him.

 


“What did I tell you about selling this crap to
kids, huh?” shouted Nebb, punching Schlock in the gut. “I’m not
letting you mess with any kids the way you did to me! Not on my
watch! I’ll die first, you piece of…”

 


Schlock shoved Nebb away from him with his boot
after Nebb lifted his fist. A clicking sound was heard as Schlock
pulled out a switchblade, the blade of which was thin, sharp,
jagged and curved. It was more of a switch ‘shiv’. He let out a
shrill squeal as he twirled the blade in between his
fingers.

 


Nebb was taken aback by Schlock’s ferocity.
Schlock usually displayed a calm and smooth demeanor, talking his
way out of tough situations. So, when he suddenly lunged forward,
plunging his weapon into Nebb’s belly as deep as it could go, the
shock had less to do with the crippling pain of being stabbed than
Nebb’s expectations of this normally charismatic drug
dealer.

 


Dropping to his knees, blood staining the
cement beneath him, Nebb looked up with disbelief as Schlock
started laughing. “Getting your wish, junkie?” he quipped as Nebb
lost strength quickly. He keeled over hard, scraping his forehead
on the pavement. Schlock looked at his blood-soaked hand and
retracted the blade of his weapon back into the handle. “Don’t mess
with my business again,” Schlock said, coldly walking away and
leaving the bleeding musician there to die.

 


Nebb managed to roll over onto his back and
look up at the night sky as his strength poured out of him faster
than his blood. Suddenly, three round lights started to hover over
him, rotating around each other like planets around the sun,
creating a faint buzzing noise. The religious stories that Nebb’s
mother used to tell him about the afterlife, where his father had
gone, started flooding back into his mind. His eyes got heavy as he
was calmed by the idea of an angelic, rainbow-pooping unicorn
spirit with fiery dreadlocks whisking him away.

 


He blacked out. Nebb would never see the
chrome-colored Uranian spaceship that came to help him, but he
would be teleported aboard it with a single blast of energy. He
would be the focus of the most advanced medical technology in the
solar system as Uranian robots skilled in the medicine of numerous
planets patched up Nebb’s rather deep stab wound.

 


“This will be easier than we thought,” a
Uranian doctor named Krin
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