Inspired
The only noise was the distant hum of oxygen generators: a kind of throbbing, gargling noise. It was always faint, but always audible throughout the city of Nova Terra.


The only smell was motor oil. It was one of those annoying smells that gets into everything it touches and conquers all other smells, so it reigns supreme, blocking everything else out of your nostrils. It wasn’t independently, an unpleasant smell. But being the only smell available for days drove people to loathe the scent of it. Sprike Fahrenheit had grown used to it, as had most of them.


The only touch: one hand gripped the cold metal of a dark grey ladder, cylindrical and hollow, cold and slightly greasy. It led down to the Rebel HQ, Sprike’s home.


The only sight. The city.


In 1969, man landed on the moon. A hundred or so years later, man lived on the moon. The domed, two-level city of Nova Terra was the first moon city. The theory was that the top level was the commercial sector, a mile above the rest of the city, on a plate with half the radius of the lower level. And below it was ‘Residential, Retail, and Recreation’. The tall tower Sprike sat on, one of the tallest on the lower level, was part of the rebel’s base. Sprike looked up into the night sky. It was summer, so at night the dome didn’t blank completely like it did in winter. It went clear and allowed people to view the stars and the Earth, a mystic blue and dirty green globe, swivelled with curling clouds. Suddenly, the pseudo-silence was shattered and a mechanical voice echoed and hissed into life.


“YOU ON THE SURFACE LISTEN TO THIS! NO ONE IS COMING TO HELP YOU TO FIGHT! THE BLUE PLANET HAS TURNED IT’S BACK ON US. YOU’RE ON YOUR OWN, YOU HAVE NO FRIENDS OR ALLIES. GIVE UP YOUR GUNS OR DIE. THE GOVERNEMENT OF NOVA TERRA IS OFFERING A REWARD FOR ANY INFORMATION LEADING TO THE CAPTURE OF ANY MEMBERS OF THE TERRORIST ORGANISATION, CONTACT…” Sprike stopped listening. The same message was broadcast over the ‘Emergency Warning System’ every hour on the hour every day to the entire city. Sprike slinked down the ladder and climbed inside.


He came to be in Chalky’s area. Chalky was the comms expert.


“Chalky, what news on the rialto?” Sprike asked. The pale, short, black haired young man was lit up by a blue strobe light. Even though the light was on maximum speed, there was a certain fantastic quality about the light. The eye could sense that something wasn’t quite right, and when things moved they appeared dreamlike. His desk was a serious of at least six different computer systems, all hooked up and wired in ways Sprike didn’t even try to fully comprehend or calculate.


“All green, sir. I have tested and retested all systems for tomorrow’s attack. Everything’s good. I’m just running a triple check on the viruses and hacktools, just want to make sure everything goes right.”


“Good work. I’m gonna call it a night. Make sure you get some sleep too. Big day ‘n’ all. I know what you’re like but I’d rather have a full energy comms man.”


“I’ll try sir, but I’m totally wired.”


“Try!”


“Sir,” Chalky nodded in reply. Sprike began to climb further down the ladder. Chalky’s station was the highest in the base, near the radio tower. Most of the HQ was, in fact, underground. After he had taken a few steps he heard Chalky’ radio go off.”


“Chalky <kssksht> you there? Get Sprike, we have an intruder alert. Intruder alert.”


“Sir, we got-“ Chalky began.


“’s all right, I heard it,” Sprike cut in. He practically dropped free fall to the bottom of the ladder. Then he jogged into the orange and red-lit corridor to the stairs. One of the youngest members of the resistance ran towards him from the other direction. Sprike grabbed a Thunder Stick from along the wall. It was lined with weapons, burnt-out consoles and e-books, for reading when they were lying low and had nothing to do. Most of the corridors in HQ had this same oddly lit, badly constructed, second hand, multi-purpose feel about them, and the top corridor was no exception.


“What’s the situation, soldier,” Sprike demanded of the young man. Sprike wasn’t that old himself, but this was just a boy, about 19 or so. Sprike recognised him but couldn’t recall his name.


“Intruder, general!” Some of the movement, particularly the ex-military, felt more comfortable calling Sprike ‘general’. He didn’t encourage them to, but he never complained either. “Night sentries picked him up breaking into the complex. Recon and Intel say he only arrived a day ago. Some private ship, we have him on tape arriving at the Aldrin Spaceport only yesterday.”


“NTG?” Sprike asked, loading the Thunder Stick and following the teenager down the stairs and into a lift. Their enemies, the Nova Terra Government.


“Unconfirmed, we don’t know which side he’s on, that’s why we called you. He won’t talk and has requested to speak to you.” The lift stopped and they got out, before climbing down another ladder, lit by sickly pink display panels.


“He asked for the leader? Or he asked for me?”


“What do you mean, general?”


“Did he ask for me by name?”


“Yes sir, by name.” After weaving through the complex some more, they arrived at the mess block. About a hundred people came to this small building, connected to the tower by a blacked-out sky-bridge, to cook and eat. It was the kitchen and canteen of the whole rebel complex. Several armed guards protected a small food storage room. The soldiers weren’t wearing a uniform, and didn’t look regulation, and weren’t at attention. They wore scruffy casual clothes, stood however the wanted and looked the way they wanted to. Thus was the way of the rebel, and Sprike knew that with a cause close to their hearts to fight for, it wouldn’t make them any less disciplined. And protecting their lives and homes was a cause close to the heart. He walked into the room and saw the intruder. He looked him in the eye.


“Leave us,” he told the rebels, in a voice straight out of a movie. They scuffled out as told, but kept the door open a little and listened through. Sprike noticed but didn’t really mind or care. He stared at the figure before him.


“Hello, Sprike,” it said to him. Sprike stared blankly… not blankly, more like… icily.


“Hi,” was all he said in reply. The figure frowned.


“Sprike, I’m used to you being laconic, but I expected at least a little emotion. I haven’t seen you since-“


“You remember in those cheesy black and white noir movies?” Sprike cut in. “The floozy bimbo heroine would walk up to the loose-moraled hero and slap him, and then kiss him. That’s how I feel just now. But without the underlying sexual tension.”


“Sprike I know I left you hanging a bit-“


“Wrong, Glori, you bailed on me!” Exclaimed Sprike angrily. “You any idea what I’ve been through? We were partners-“ this time it was Glori’s turn to cut in.


“Partners, yes, which is why you should have come with me. The world needs protection from demons, and I have made it my duty to be that protector. Someone needs to protect the world from the demons.”


“Not all demons have horns and reptile skin, Glori. We fight a different kind of demon here.” Sprike suddenly noticed Glori seemed to be in a good deal of pain. He was cringed up, and looked like he was fighting a battle in his mind. “What’s wrong? Glori… are you ok?” Glorificus, chief demon hunter for Glori Supernatural Protection Agency, collapsed on the floor, suddenly unconscious. Sprike Fahrenheit, rogue demon hunter, ran over and kneeled down next to him.


“MEDIC! Someone get LA!” The people outside the door pretended that they weren’t listening for a second before realising the seriousness of the situation. Sprike picked Glori up in his arms, and carried him through to the medical unit. The medical unit was right next to the kitchen. The rebels had limited supplies, so it was easier to keep all the sterile things together. LA was the only member with any real medical experience, so she spent almost all her life there. He laid Glori on the medical table, which was also an overflow dining table. LA was rushed out of her next-door bed and came wearing a gold dressing gown. She was a short blonde girl, a year or two older than Sprike. She began to do what Sprike considered medical things: shining a torch in his eye, taking his pulse, checking his lymph nodes. There was an air of urgency about the situation, which made the silence seem busy, not empty.


“Oh, hey,” she said to Sprike, when she was conscious enough to talk, and to notice him. She cleared her throat. She had been in automatic with the patient before she had even realised she was out of bed.


“Sorry for waking you, I don’t know what’s wrong with… he just collapsed,” Sprike replied.


“Oh… could be this,” she said. She had rolled Glori onto his front and was pointing to his neck. In it was what looked like a brown-black staple, slightly larger than one from an office stapler. All around it his neck was red, and slightly swollen. Sprike knew instantly what it was. He sighed.


“Nerve Staple, damn those bastards,”


“Yeah,” said LA, she got some cream out of a drawer and began to rub it into the red area.


“Can you remove it?” He asked. She looked at the staple, she took a long hard look, she was thinking. Finally she said:


“No… no without leaving him seriously paralysed or killing him.” Sprike looked at the floor, a pained look on his face.


“Could they do it on earth?” He asked, determined. She sighed in helplessness.


“I don’t think so, unless they’ve come up with some new system while we’ve been up here. Sprike, look-“


“Then after we crush NTG in tomorrow’s attack we take them and any others like this who’ve been recently stapled and commandeer a space shuttle, get them to Earth and see what they can do down there.” Sprike’s voice echoed with bloody-minded refusal to submit to the obvious.


“SPRIKE! It’s a Nerve Staple.  The Nova Terra Government put them on people’s spines so that they can control them. It acts to counter all emotions, and can even alter memories or encourage movement.”


“I’m aware of what it is…” said Sprike darkly.


“There’s no known treatments for it. There has never been a case in all recorded medicine of one being removed without massive trauma to the nervous system, and more often than not, death.”


“Correction: one recorded case,” Sprike felt the hairs on the back of his neck, bringing with them a sensation of purple bruised and white sharp pain, where his nerve staple used to be.


“OK, one case,” she submitted. “But that was different, yours had not been implanted properly, you were lucky.”


“LA,” he stopped her, calm as the Sea of Tranquillity. “Is there any way, any way at all, that he could help us in tomorrow’s rising?” LA looked him in the eye.


“No, I’m sorry.” LA replied, slowly. Without a word or an expression, Sprike walked through to the smaller kitchen, and poured himself a glass of water, from cracked glass and a tapped mains pipe. LA watched him walk into the adjacent room, then lay Glori comfortably, and put her medical kit away.


“Dismissed, boys,” she told the rest of the watching troops. For a moment or two they exchanged glances, wondering if she really did outrank them. Then they all left anyway. LA walked through to the kitchen and stood behind Sprike, over a foot shorter than him. He finished his water, and turned, leaning against the kitchen surface. She stared into his turmoil-filled eyes. “You should go to sleep,” she told him.


“I won’t be able to sleep tonight, especially now that this has happened. It’d be futile to try,” he replied to her. She looked at his eyes some more, searching his soul.


“What are you thinking?” She asked, moving closer to him. He hated this question. He had to put his emotions into words, when they were just feelings. She asked it more often than he would have liked. He didn’t answer; he just looked out into the medical bay. He couldn’t see Glori from here, but he looked anyway. She understood.


His face distorted, as anger and fury ran across his face. His best friend could spend the rest of his life being vegetable slave, or he could die. Those were the options. Sprike sank to the floor, his back up against the stainless steel kitchen cupboards, lit by dark blue light from an anti-bacterial conduit. LA sank with him, her hands touching his knees, and just being there for him to know she was there.


Sprike began to talk. It was something he rarely did, he was noted for his laconic monosyllabic withdrawal. He even prided himself in it. But now he talked. He told her about his fears. Deep down he believed tomorrow’s attack would fail, and he believed that the best they could hope for was to flee to earth, where they could come back strong with a real army, not a band of misfits. He told her how he had prayed to no one that Glori would come, with the army, just in time, like a fairy tale. He told her how he imagined seeing Glori, with his entire demon-hunting corps arrive the night before the attack. The two would exchange glances, and nothing more, and the war would be won. He told her about old times they had shared, old battles they had narrowly won, and how they had gone from partners, to going separate ways, to being partners again, and then being forced to split up once more. He told her that their meeting in the pantry went nothing like he expected.


He talked about his emotions, describing exactly how he felt in poetic detail without ever mentioning the emotions he was describing. She listened to every word he said, answering and asking appropriately, or giving insight and her own experience.


Four hours and a half had passed before he realised that he was lying on a kitchen floor, telling the medical girl about everything. He stopped talking, and closed his eyes to fall asleep. He couldn’t sleep. He opened his eyes and kissed her.

