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            PRIDE LANDS ON ITS BACK

         

         ‘This is completely unacceptable, brother; our father would have never allowed something so heinous.’

         The two stared at each other with contempt, their stony expressions reflecting the walls of dark rock around them. The younger brother spoke again hastily before he could be interrupted.

         ‘It is nothing short of genocide! They will all die of starvation if left banished outside our lands, please, brother, you must reconsider.’

         The older brother chose his words carefully.

         ‘As King… tough decisions must be made for the good of our people, you know this.’

         ‘Outrageous!’ the younger retorted. ‘Our people are not in any danger! This decision is fuelled purely from your prejudice and inability to manage the different cultures you rule over.’

         Had he have seen the king’s nostrils flare sharply; he may not have continued with his tirade.

         ‘…It is your duty to protect all those who live on our land, not just those of a similar ilk to you and myself. Your charge as king is to find a solution to suit the needs of the entire population, not simply to just kill off those who are bothersome to you. Brother, heed my warning I beg of you, if you do not use your crown fairly and with honour then you risk putting a target on your bac…’

         The younger brother fell to the floor suddenly as a sharp pain erupted across his face, when he looked up, he saw the king towering above him.

         ‘DO YOU THINK I AM SCARED OF YOUR THREATS, BROTHER?’ the king roared, as his brother tried to stagger back to his feet beneath him. ‘THEY ARE AN ABOMINATION TO OUR SOCIETY AND DO NOT DESERVE TO LIVE AMONGST US!’ he bellowed. 

         The king leaned into his brother slowly, his voice now much lower and embittered. 

         ‘Too long we have allowed ourselves to co-exist with these inferior, cretinous savages. It is only a matter of time before their numbers become too great to manage and they challenge me for the throne… and I will not let our family’s dynasty fall just because you’ve decided to grow a conscience! But if you care for hyenas, for vermin, to that considerable extent, brother, enough to threaten your king… then you are welcome to go out there and join them in desolation.’

         The younger brother began to squint as blood from the wound seeped into his eye, he tried to sit up only to have his arms pinned to the ground.

         The king lowered his voice to a whispering growl. 

         ‘Now I think you need to demonstrate some… loyalty. Yes, definitely. Loyalty, before I lose my temper again and give your other eye a scar.’

         A smirk appeared on the king’s face.

         ‘Say those four words that I love to hear you say, brother.’

         The returned silence irritated the king and in a flash of frustration he dug his claws deep into his brother’s hands.

         ‘Say it.’

         ‘Please… I beg of you…’

         ‘SAY IT’

         ‘Long live… long live the king.’

         ‘Good.’

         The king pounced off his brother, sending hypnotic ripples across his cinnamon mane. The royal counsel, a fluttering hornbill, cut through the tense atmosphere and arrived to whisper news of the savanna into the King’s ear. With a scornful look back to his brother, the lion turned to exit the cave with the hornbill in tow, leaving his brother to tend to his eye wound alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Annals of Amar

            MAKE ONE MAN WEEP, ANOTHER WOMAN SING

         

         Sarah Atete

         What is love? asked Haddaway in his 1993 breakout hit. It was a question that resonated with Sarah significantly at this point in her life and, like with many well-timed songs, she was convinced it was fate that it had started playing on her radio. Why wasn’t there an answer for what love is yet? We had convincing theories for the birth of the universe and how atoms work.

         Why was love still mostly a mystery?

         The lack of an immediate answer bothered Sarah. Maybe asking Baby not to hurt you was enough of an answer for now.

         The nostalgic journey through the Bambi years of ‘90s Dance ended with the arrival of the lunchtime news report. It was announcing a breakthrough in the understanding of emotions. Erogen, a lab in Halifax, Nova Scotia, had recently discovered that human emotions were actually tangible and existed in a physical form which could now be accessed, analysed and understood to a much greater level than previously thought.

         The radio presenters pondered the ramifications of this find.

         ‘Does this mean we could finally understand and study dreams too?’

         A presenter then made the predictable joke of saying she would not want to know her co-host’s dreams, followed by them both chuckling sensibly.

         ‘But what else could this mean, Lauren?’ pressed the presenter. ‘Could we soon bottle emotions and sell them? What about negative emotions like hate and jealousy, could these be weaponised at all?’

         The news segment continued to less philosophical matters. It was revealed that the information around the discovery appeared to have been leaked unofficially to the media before Erogen could hold its press conference. Sarah’s thoughts naturally drifted to Clark and she wondered if the security breach was causing him any grief at work.

         Suddenly disgusted with herself, Sarah stormed over to the fridge in an effort to distract herself from this toxic train of thought. Some days she thought she was making a lot of progress in coming to terms with the breakdown of her marriage, and then on others… bah. With this lapse threatening to remind herself of her loneliness, she decided to make lunch while she was in the kitchen.

         The story of Sarah and Clark was one of a relationship that approached the rapid rocky waters of life’s hardships, as many do, but capsized before making it past the first wave.

         It began, as few do, with a murder.

         It was two years prior and, as an acting inspector, Sarah rarely got involved with investigations at a frontline level. The interviewing of witnesses was for constables, if not sergeants, almost exclusively. However, with resources in the force at an all-time low as well as the opportunity to unashamedly show her superiors that she could still ‘muck in’, Sarah dispatched herself to the scene of a murder at Iridium Industries, just off the science park in town. It was here that Sarah first met who she thought to be her soulmate, Clark Atete, the security guard on duty that evening.

         The murder of James Harnett turned out to be quite a simple case at face value. Iridium Industries, regularly the scene of intense protests from animal rights activists, was a well-known area of disturbance to the police. On this occasion, things had gotten out of hand, an individual had sneaked into the compound and confronted one of the scientists, James Harnett, while he crossed the courtyard into another of Iridium’s labs.

         The Incident, captured on CCTV, showed the confrontation rapidly escalating into a brawl, unfortunately resulting in James Harnett losing his life as he hit his head on the concrete, moments before the security guard, Clark, could arrive to help.

         Despite the self-imposed guilt and grief for not being there sooner, Clark was instrumental to the investigation and through his identification of who eventually turned out to be a disgruntled ex-employee rather than a protestor, Sarah was able to arrest Hasira Fansa that night. All in all, a very quick and successful resolution.

         After the investigation was tied up, what started simply as providing follow up reassurance and support to a key witness, quickly developed into Sarah and Clark spending increasing amounts of time together outside of work hours. Sarah had never felt chemistry like it, it was electrifying, exciting and, despite it starting under unorthodox and arguably unethical circumstances, a relationship soon blossomed.

         Clark proposed to Sarah on their one-year anniversary and within six months they got married in a small ceremony just outside of Birmingham. The two were intoxicated with affection for each other and their happiness was the envy of everyone they knew.

         Unfortunately, this bliss was not meant to last. Hasira Fansa, the killer of James Harnett, had launched an appeal into his conviction which was gaining momentum as Sarah and Clark focused on their future together. The defence, who appeared much more ruthless than their predecessors, uncovered some critical errors with the investigation, primarily from the key witness account, Clark’s.

         Inconsistencies with his witness statement and the timings on the CCTV revealed that he had not reacted to the brawl as quickly as he had initially stated, resulting in a re-trial and the ultimate release of Hasira. Clark was unceremoniously fired from Iridium Industries the moment the news of the trial broke. As a result of their relationship being dragged into the light and the integrity of Clark’s statement resting upon Sarah’s shoulders, she too faced the wrath of her employers and was given no choice but to resign from the force with immediate effect.

         Blame erupted through the marriage like fissures of an earthquake and the two lovebirds were thrown into financial and emotional disarray. Sarah tried everything to make the relationship work, couples counselling, therapy, but Clark’s lack of engagement in these measures meant they fell flat. Not long after they had begun sleeping in separate beds, Clark unexpectedly announced he had got a new job as a security guard in Canada, where he was to relocate immediately. Shocked at the speed that it was all falling apart, Sarah begged him to stay, a move that shamed her to this day.

         During the months that followed, Sarah disgraced herself with an extensive Facebook and social media stalking campaign to find Clark, but the only snippet of information she uncovered was on a company’s website, called Erogen labs, that listed him as their new head of security. She gave up the pursuit.

         And with that, it all comes full circle. Seven months after Clark abandoned her, Sarah now stood in the kitchen with a large glass of wine for her lunch. As her mind continued to drift around the topic of love and its many mysteries and horrors, the sound of her doorbell brought her harshly back to reality. Irritated, she took a large swig of wine and went to answer the door. As she walked past the radio, a sentence caused her to linger:

         ‘…Erogen are expected to make a press conference this evening in which they will undoubtedly attempt to manage people’s expectations, in their own words, on the announcement. The leak has caused colossal waves in the stock market and experts warn this may be premature depending on the realities of Erogen’s findings. The company’s inflated share price, which hasn’t been this high since they split from Iridium Industries back in 2009, could leave investors red faced if…’

         ‘Hmm,’ mused Sarah. That’s interesting.

         Hasira Fansa

         The ivory keys felt cold beneath Hasira’s fingers. He had not sat down to play piano for years now and the memory of exactly how to do it was escaping him. An unknown chord shape naturally took form on his fingers and as he pressed down, he realised that he was remembering the introduction to David Gray’s 1998 hit, ‘This Year’s Love’, an old favourite.

         The muscle memory faded after the first few bars, however, leaving Hasira to sit there in silence with his thoughts. The respite turned out to be a fleeting one, as a sharp disturbance erupted from the wall behind him.

         It had become increasingly obvious to Hasira that whoever introduced his neighbour to the band Joy Division did so without the forethought to say that they could continue to listen to other bands at the same time, it wasn’t an exclusive relationship or at least shouldn’t have been. The beginning of their compilation album Substance was vibrating through Hasira’s wall for the third time this week and if he had to endure anymore of this sadistic, musical monogamy…

         His train of thought, as well as Ian Curtis’s tortured lyrics, thankfully, was quickly lost to the breaking story on the television to his side. Standing up as if to help him focus through the noise, Hasira let the details of Erogen’s scientific achievement wash over him.

         This was his cue.

         Turning into the bedroom, Hasira dived hastily into the back of his cupboard to retrieve a small black duffle bag. He opened it to check its contents, the light chink of small clear vials of liquid satisfying his search before closing the bag again and turning to leave the apartment.

         As he stepped away, the melody of ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ purred through the plasterboard around him. 

         This song in particular irked Hasira greatly. Impulsively he turned back to the room and went over to the HiFi on the wall, spinning the volume dial up aggressively and pressing play to whatever CD was currently inside. Without waiting to hear what track was hopefully going to ruin his neighbour’s enjoyment of Substance next door, Hasira turned and left.

         The walk did not take long, he had practiced this drill a few times since his release from prison. Reaching his destination, he placed the duffle bag on the ground to free up both hands, looking around for who was around the area. The lunchtime foot traffic meant this was going to have to be a quick and quiet affair, something he had not really planned for.

         Hasira pressed the doorbell in front of him and waited. The sound of a chain being unhooked the other side could be heard, and as he waited, Hasira wondered if Sarah would remember him.

         Sarah Atete

         Were this a Hollywood film, the subsequent scene would probably have been an adrenaline filled thrash of flying fists. Sharp orchestral noises would underlie the mounting tension as the two grappled for physical dominance. There would be flying furniture, a race to a knife block and someone being thrown through a window only for the fight to continue on the street outside.

         In reality, the reactions of a woman who was drinking wine for lunch left much to be desired and Hasira managed to step inside and incapacitate Sarah with ease before she even had time to let go of the door chain.

         Sarah awoke to a groggy sensation some minutes later, bound tightly to one of her own chairs. Her head was throbbing from where the intruder had hit her and as her vision slowly returned, she began to recognise the man kneeling on the ground before her.

         ‘…Think..think about what you are doing…’ she muttered in a low groan.

         It was not unheard of for criminals to seek out the officers that incarcerated them. Most, however, tempered their desires before they acted in fear of their newly found freedom being removed once more.

         Clearly, Hasira Fansa needed reminding of this and so Sarah continued to appeal to his reason.

         ‘I’m sure… I’m sure you know that I am no longer in the force, Hasira, but any action against me will be treated the same as if I was. This isn’t worth it.’

         If Hasira was paying attention, he did not act like it. His hands were buried into his duffle bag along with his concentration. Sarah took the opportunity to fill the silence with some suggestions on what he could do instead of harming her. Her list started with sensible ideas such as visiting support groups or just moving away to start a new life. As his silence continued, however, this ultimately turned to offering electricals and other various possessions around her as bribes. The increasingly panicked suggestions soon tailed off as Sarah saw Hasira remove a syringe and vial of clear liquid from his bag.

         Fight or flight set in. Sarah tried to kick and struggle but the binds on her wrists and ankles were far too strong, this was neither fighting nor flying, she thought, frustrated, just an adrenaline rush stuck to a chair like some sort of nightmare roller coaster.

         ‘Hasira PLEASE!’

         To her dismay the plea appeared to fall upon deaf ears. Hasira nonchalantly stepped towards her, pinning her right arm down onto the chair arm. With his free hand he slid back her sleeve past the elbow, casually plunging the syringe into her arm.

         Sarah was not sure if it was whatever was in Hasira’s syringe or her fear that made her pass out again, but this time, before she slipped into the black, her mind unsurprisingly went back to Clark.

         Clark Atete

         ‘It concerns me greatly, Mr Atete, that you have no idea how this leak occurred.’

         Dr Amar was sitting behind an unnecessarily grand desk, his chair reclining slightly as he took a pause in the conversation to slowly clean his glasses. They were not dirty, but Clark suspected that it was all part of the uncomfortable suspense Amar wanted to build.

         He ignored the performance.

         ‘As I said, sir, we found no records of intrusion on our systems, it must have been an internal release. I have my men now interviewing the staff to ascertain…’

         ‘Mmm,’ Amar cut in, causing Clark to pause. ‘But who watches the watchmen, Mr Atete?’

         ‘I’m sorry, sir, I don’t follow?’

         Dr Amar finished cleaning his glasses and slowly stood up from his seat. He made sure to make his steps sound timed and deliberate as he walked around the desk to lean his back against it, now much closer to Clark. He appeared to choose his next words carefully.

         ‘What you did for me, for this company and for our vision… back at Iridium Industries, was nothing short of inspired. Your job, its salary and the relocation here to Nova Scotia is hopefully more than enough of a thank you for what was quite a large undertaking on your part.’

         Amar did not give Clark time to respond to this.

         ‘What Iridium Industries taught me, or more to the point, what Dr Harnett’s betrayal taught me, is that… trust leaves you vulnerable, trust leaves you open. Now, because of the nature of our work, I can’t afford to be caught with my trousers down like I was then, not when we are this close.’

         He squinted, pincering his thumb and index finger together for effect. Clark carefully nodded, he felt himself beginning to sweat and it wasn’t something he wanted Amar to notice.

         ‘In what could probably be described as an over-cautious or even paranoid move, when we moved operations to Halifax I employed the resources of a ‘shadow’ security service, essentially a second ring of defence, that would monitor our company from afar, off the books, and in the background.’ Amar watched Clark’s expression carefully as he spoke.

         ‘…And to cut a long story short, Mr Atete, as we are both busy people… it appears from the evidence presented to me this morning by this team, that it was in fact… yourself? who leaked the information to the pre…’

         The atmosphere in the room was pierced by the psychedelic introduction to Chris Isaac’s ‘Wicked Game’ radiating from the phone in Clark’s pocket and abruptly cutting Amar off. Clark nudged the volume button through his trouser pocket to mute the call, relishing the annoyance that flashed across Amar’s face at his dramatic moment being soured.

         Before his hand moved away from his pocket, he felt a small vibration of a further message being received. It will have to be a message left unread, thought Clark, knowing exactly who the not-so-mystery caller was by the contact assigned ringtone.

         The missed call alone was enough for Clark to know he could face his imminent curtain call without fear, or too much of it at least.

         Hasira Fansa

         Hasira placed his phone down and walked over to the unconscious woman in front of him. Could he have been a little less forceful?

         Perhaps, he admitted. Would Sarah have injected herself eventually had he have explained the situation? Most likely. But Hasira didn’t have the time nor the patience these days, those were luxuries he lost long ago.

         Removing a small chalk of ammonia from his pocket, he hovered it just under Sarah’s nose and broke it in half. With a jolt, Sarah was back in the land of the living.

         ‘Wha… whaaah?… AHHHHHH!!!’

         Hasira quickly placed a hand over her mouth to subdue the shrill screams. He met her wide-eyed state and spoke softly.

         ‘Ms Atete, listen to me. To say that we are short of time would be a gross understatement. I will explain everything to you as quickly as I can, however, to start off I need you to stop screaming, are you going to comply? I can assure you that you are in no danger from myself.’

         Time was not actually too much of an issue for the two of them right now if he was being honest, but Hasira wanted to drum up a bit of urgency to get things moving and hopefully prevent too many unnecessary questions.

         Almost as if in defiance to this deceit, he suddenly felt Sarah’s teeth sinking into his palm and had to hold back a howl of his own. His voice now became less soft.

         ‘Sarah, I can understand the animosity believe me but realise that if this were an attempt on your life in any way then I wouldn’t have woken you up, nor would I have rung the bloody doorbell!’ He began to untie Sarah from the chair, seemingly unconcerned about any danger she could pose to him once free. He did however sense an attempt to escape was on the horizon, so he chose to disarm her with a question.

         ‘Can you tell me how you feel about Clark Atete right at this moment?’

         Clark Atete

         Dr Amar smiled to himself and walked back around his desk, talking as he went.

         ‘I must say I was surprised you came into the office today, Clark, either you were too stupid to realise you would get caught or thought yourself brave enough to face the repercussions of your actions.’

         As he spoke, Amar pulled open a drawer and took out a cloudy vial of liquid, placing it carefully on the table.

         ‘…So, which is it, stupidity or bravery?’

         Clark’s attention dropped briefly to the vial between them. He raised his gaze to meet Amar’s once more, continuing his silence. Dr Amar carried on his monologue pretending the question was rhetorical, the small flicker of his teeth clenching gave away his irritation at being ignored however.

         ‘You, more than most, Mr Atete, should know how important confidentiality is in our line of work. If the public found out what we were capable of before we were ready… then it would all be for nothing.’ Dr Amar paused for effect before continuing.

         ‘By throwing our research into the spotlight in such a way you have put me in a very… uncomfortable position. I am simply not ready for the world to know the extent of what we can achieve, and I clearly can’t keep someone under my employ who would openly betray our vision. It is clear you didn’t learn anything from the death of James Harnett, did you, Mr Atete?’

         Clark raised his eyebrows slightly to Amar’s question but again spoke no words. These were likely to be his last living moments and he was not going to give Amar the satisfaction of looking scared.

         ‘…in contrast, however, I did learn something from James’ death,’ continued Amar. ‘Killing someone off is a messy and problematic affair which meant, as you well know, a considerable amount of effort must be spent after the fact moving pieces around the chessboard to get back to normality. Instead, there are… cleaner options.’ And with this he pushed the vial towards Clark.

         Clark slowly drew in a deep breath and sighed loudly, he had been banking on a quick and easy death, but he should have known Amar would want to play with his food.

         ‘I am not afraid to die, Amar,’ he said while meeting Amar’s gaze. ‘But if you think I’m going to willingly take one of your serums then you are not nearly as intelligent as you want everyone to think.’

         ‘How gallant and bullish of you.’ Amar smiled thinly, unsurprised at Clark’s retort. ‘However, you will be quite frustrated, I imagine, to hear that you have already been exposed to this serum. I laced the chair you are sitting in with it before you came in.’

         Sarah Atete

         The question hit her like a freight train, but not for the reasons she was anticipating. She expected her blood to boil upon hearing Hasira even mentioning Clark’s name after all the pain and suffering he had caused them and their relationship. She imagined she would say something dramatic to him like, ‘…You don’t ever get to mention his name in my presence…’ and perhaps point threateningly, but instead there was… nothing.

         No feelings at all for Clark Atete.

         Sarah suddenly felt very off-balance and exposed. It was as if her ears had just popped after a long flight. The weight of the heartbreak she had been carrying the past few months had evaporated at the mention of his name, leaving only confusion as to why she had cared so much in the first place.

         Her expression or lack of response must have exposed her, because Hasira was now nodding reassuringly and offered his hand to help her from the chair. She did not take it.

         Unfazed, Hasira retracted it, breaking the silence.

         ‘You have unfortunately been used as a pawn in a game you didn’t even know you were a part of, Sarah.’

         ‘That is actually a bit too fucking vague, Hasira,’ Sarah snapped. ‘Do you mind telling me why you are here? What you injected me with and wh…’

         ‘STOP,’ barked Hasira, his eyes wide and a flat hand held up in Sarah’s direction. ‘I was getting to that.’ He lowered the hand but kept his gaze stern, daring Sarah to challenge him.

         ‘The CEO of Iridium Industries and Erogen, Dr Amar, has for some time been in possession of a means to control people, more specifically, their ability to love. The news reports you have undoubtedly seen today only scratch the surface at what Amar is capable of doing and has been actively doing in secret. The specifics of how this works are complex and you do not need to know them, but essentially it is to do with a serum he can administer which is engineered to make the recipient feel strong feelings of love or lust for whoever or whatever he chooses. As you can imagine, this gives the doctor an unimaginable amount of power to do just about anything he wants. The possibilities are sickening. He can make people love him, his ideas, his rule! He could force adversaries to fall for destructive tendencies or manipulate a population to love their land enough to go to war for it. Essentially, Dr Amar’s discovery has given him the ability to play God with the hearts of all of us.’

         Noticing Sarah’s increased agitation, Hasira brought the scope of the conversation back to her.

         ‘Onto how this impacts you personally. You will remember the name Dr James Harnett I have no doubt. James was the only man who saw this threat coming and tried to stop Amar before he was in an untouchable position. Back at Iridium Industries, James developed in secret a formula that he hoped would negate the effects of Amar’s serum. Unfortunately, however, Amar discovered James’ efforts and had him… removed.’

         Hasira paused, presumably to ensure Sarah was keeping up. Hasira’s tale sounded fanatical and completely absurd, yet something was preventing her from dismissing it entirely. Perhaps it was the old detective brain whirling once more, but she needed to hear all the details and so nodded to Hasira to continue.

         ‘The killing of James Harnett was one of many with Amar’s fingerprints on it, but his personal attachment to the situation and haste to control it made for quite a clumsy execution, requiring an elaborate cover up operation for him after the fact. Clark and I were the night shift security at Iridium that night and were instrumental to Amar’s alibi. I was forced to kill and take the blame for James’ death, with the condition I would be released upon the later collapse of the trial. To ensure this, Amar worked his magic to make sure that the attending police officer was to fall head over heels in love with the main witness…’

         It was becoming harder to tell herself that Hasira was lying now. Something about the picture that he was painting she knew to be true. To be used in such a grotesque, immaterial and dispensable way made Sarah feel physically sick and disgusted. Her thoughts flitted back to various victims of sexual assaults that she had dealt with as a police officer. Is this what it felt like? A powerless sensation overwhelmed her.

         ‘This ultimately brings me onto why I am here now, Sarah, and this is important.’ Hasira crouched down to where Sarah was cradling her head with her hands. ‘Clark and I have been working together to pick up where James left off. Since moving to Halifax and under the guise of being indebted to Amar for his new life, Clark has been working to destroy the research and serum housed at Erogen Labs. You see we could not move against Amar without ensuring that his work couldn’t be continued by the next deranged lunatic who will step in to fill Amar’s void. Once all was in place, Clark was to land a killing blow to Amar’s secret campaign by releasing confidential Erogen information to the press, shining the light on Amar and his activities. This media release was also a signal to me to find you and release you of Amar’s affliction with one of James’ antidotes, a stipulation to the plan that Clark was very adamant about.’

         This was a lot to take in all at once, thought Sarah. Where do you even begin with something like this? Releasing her head from her hands she stood up slowly and looked around the room for inspiration of somewhere to start. Her eyes landed on the open bag of vials at Hasira’s feet.

         ‘Why do you have so many vials? Do the effects of James’ antidote wear off? Or are there others you intend to inject with strange liquids?’

         Her head was spinning.

         ‘This is all James was able to make before Amar caught him,’ replied Hasira as he lightly nudged the duffle bag with his foot. ‘This final version hadn’t been tested prior to his death so I have no way of knowing if its effects are temporary or not. James told me that he managed to fix the flaws in the last batch however so I’m hopeful that…’

         ‘Flaws? What flaws?’ interrupted Sarah, nostrils flared. ‘So, what, you are just using me as a guinea pig to see if this stuff even works? What sort of backwards, cowboy, mad-scientist…’

         ‘We know it works,’ muttered Hasira softly. ‘Because we had to use it on me.’

         James Harnett The night before his death

         James could not sleep again. The oscillating fan next him normally provided soothing white noise but tonight his mind was too wired to drift off. He sat up to turn it off and let out a small sigh.

         A broken voice came from the pillows next to him.

         ‘You’ve been fidgeting all night… What’s going on?’

         James had half hoped his restlessness would cause Hasira to stir, he needed to talk things through with him.

         ‘Has… I think it’s time.’

         Hasira sat up hastily and placed a gentle hand on the back of James’ neck.

         ‘No, nono don’t say that, things were just starting to settle back down again, maybe we don’t have to do this, maybe there are options we haven’t thought of?’ Hasira spoke quickly, it was clear he had been prepared for this conversation.

         James moved a hand to the back of his neck as well, placing it reassuringly on top of Hasira’s. He looked out of the window in thought. ‘Unfortunately, not. Amar and I finally clashed yesterday at the board meeting. I accused him of betraying the core values of the company and he accused me of trying to sabotage him, it’s clear from the meeting that he knows about the antidote.’

         He didn’t need to go into details, Hasira knew of the conflict that had been brewing between the two old friends for some time.

         Amar and James had met at university many years before Hasira came on the scene. James described his friendship with Amar at that time as one born from the universal rejection from the rest of their peers, they were outcasts. As time went on the two depended on each other more and more, their affinity for science bonding them and their grand plans on saving the world led to dreams of wacky inventions and science fiction solutions.

         From this, the idea of Iridium Industries was born. The two scientists found early success with various small-scale products which ultimately bankrolled the larger company mission: to investigate and understand human emotions.

         Perhaps instigated by the rejection of those around them or because neither of them had ever had a relationship, the ability to understand and manipulate desire and lust in particular became the main focus point for James and Amar.

         The first seed of conflict between the two friends came from Amar’s insistence that all research into this area must be hidden and kept off the books until they were in a position for their work to make a real change in society. James had disagreed at the time, concerned about Amar’s motives and wanting their work to be available to all, but he ultimately relented.

         Iridium Industries was then split, with the original company operating publicly and generating profit through various unrelated scientific services and a second company, Erogen, created to work solely on James and Amar’s mission to understand and control love in the background.

         It was around this time that Hasira came on the scene. Employed as the night shift security for Iridium Industries, Hasira soon became friendly with the only other person he saw during his patrol of the grounds each night, an overworked and mentally over encumbered James Harnett.

         In Hasira, James found something which had been missing his entire life. The anger and bitterness that had propelled his and Amar’s work seemed to chip away from James the more time the two spent together, and before long he found himself, not only in his first ever relationship but, for once, happy.

         Was it jealousy that Amar felt as he watched his friend achieve a happiness he felt he could never obtain himself? Or was it abandonment, that it was no longer the two of them against the institution of relationships and of love? Whatever Amar felt internally, his personality grew colder and crueller to those around him.

         ‘He is right though Has. I have changed. I have not agreed with our work for some time. And now that Amar thinks he’s cracked it…’

         ‘What!? I thought his serum was denied to progress to human trials?’ retorted Hasira, alarmed. James sighed.

         ‘It appears that it doesn’t matter anymore, Amar has been getting what he wants more and more these days, often against logic… I fear that we are past the point where trials are necessary…’

         Hasira sat up now too. They knew this day would one day loom, but it was one Hasira had hoped they would not have to face for some time. The two had suspected that Amar’s research into love had uncovered a way for him to control it for a while now. With James no longer there to neutralise Amar’s more extreme ambitions, it was inevitable that he would use his discovery for nefarious means. Critics had rescinded on their words and become devotees, former competitors had become keen collaborators, inexplicably offering up their resources to help further Amar’s work. James had casually questioned him on these unusual occurrences at the time, but Amar just smiled and shrugged them away.

         Bodies had begun to fall around him too. People who had maybe gotten too close to the truth of his work or had irked Amar in some way appeared to find themselves at a grisly end one way or another. To their knowledge, Amar had never got his hands dirty himself, but it was noticed that those ultimately arrested for the killings would often be found to have, at best, an intense fascination with Amar, and at worst, a deep and all-consuming infatuation.

         It was because of this that James and Hasira knew that soon the time would come when they too would have a target painted on their backs. With so few aware of Amar’s corrupted and sinister intentions, coupled with this now limitless power and control over a person’s emotions, running away from the problem was just not an option. James and Hasira felt they needed to stay and dismantle Amar’s work from the inside, otherwise who else was left to stop him?

         There was no doubt to them both that, should the time come when Amar needed one of them gone, he would relish the opportunity to exert his own twisted poetic justice and have the other land the killing blow. Their only option now, was a small vial of liquid that James now held in his hand. The two men stared at it for some time before talking long into the night, both going back and forth on what to do.

         After some time, Hasira’s alarm for work broke the atmosphere in the room. James crouched down in front of him and took his hands.

         ‘Has… many don’t get to choose how they die or who they die with. I am in the rare position of being able to choose both. I want the last thing I see on this world to be your face. I want to fall into whatever darkness awaits me knowing that I am in the arms of the man I love and that in my last moments on this earth… he will be holding me.’ He squeezed Hasira’s hands tightly as tears fell to them. James continued.

         ‘Once Amar has made his move and believes you to be in love with him and under his control, you must do what he says… for this is the only way we can continue to fight against him, under the radar. If this formula works, your ability to feel emotions will be gone, protecting you from Amar’s influence. It will mean, unfortunately, that you won’t love me anymore when it happens… but hopefully something inside you will remember us this…’ They shared a kiss that seemed to last a lifetime. Eventually Hasira broke it off, softly.

         ‘I don’t know if I want to live in a world where I don’t love you, James.’

         ‘But you must, Has, you must! Never give up, or we will have lost, all of us, to whatever dystopian world Amar wants to create for mankind.’ Hasira did not respond, he knew James was right, but it was a reality he was struggling to come to terms with.

         ‘Alexa, play Meatloaf, “I Would Do Anything For Love”,’ announced Hasira coolly to the room, James looked at him bemused. ‘…This… this would have been our wedding song had we have…you know, gotten there.’ They shared a tragic laugh, there was so much left to say. Hasira held out his hand. ‘Dance with me?’

         The two lovers shared their last dance. A message came through to Amar’s phone at some point during the last chorus; Please can you report to my office asap before starting work, thanks, Amar.

         Hasira Fansa

         ‘The initial formula was more of a preventative measure than an actual cure to Amar’s serum,’ he added to Sarah after finishing off the small history of James, Amar, and himself. ‘It was put together when the likelihood of Amar using his serum on me to murder James became likely.’ Hasira used the break in conversation to check the window for anyone who may have heard the earlier scuffle between him and Sarah. There was no one outside.

         ‘But why didn’t you both just run away or tell the police?’ Sarah implored. ‘I can’t understand why James had to die at all?’

         ‘Once Amar had made the decision to have James killed, he was on borrowed time. You are a living example of Amar’s power over the Criminal Justice System so going to the police would have been ultimately fruitless. We were potentially the last two people on earth who could do something to stop Amar from using his serum. James came up with the idea that if I were to feign loyalty to Amar, pretend to be under ‘spell’ so to speak, his guard would be lowered, and I might one day find a window of opportunity to stop all this from growing out of control. I can assure you that we explored every possible option, but the only answer ultimately was for James to sacrifice himself.’

         Sarah chose her next words carefully.

         ‘You sound quite… nonchalant about the death of your partner.’

         Hasira did not turn to face her.

         ‘As I said, the antidote I took the night of James’ death was a preventative measure and it worked. Amar’s serum had no impact on me when the time came… because I could no longer feel emotions anyway. Fortunately, this made killing James a whole lot easier than it would have been otherwise, I believe, but the ‘flaw’ I alluded to earlier was that it has prevented me from feeling anything since.’

         Sarah said nothing. Of course, she accepted with disbelief. Of course, the man standing in my house is now an actual psychopath. That is just what was missing from this situation. Brilliant.

         Sarah thought back to the Judge’s comments at Hasira’s trial, lamenting him for appearing ‘remorseless’ and ‘callous’ in the face of the killing. He had stood in that courtroom with the same piercing emptiness that he showed her now. As she scanned his face for a trace of emotion, Hasira bent down to brandish a beige piece of paper from his bag and held it out to her.

         ‘This is for you, from Clark.’

         She reached out with trepidation, the knowledge of Hasira’s emotional state gave Sarah the impression he was suddenly unpredictable and, although she convinced herself that this was the reason for her cautious reach, the reality was she was nervous about what this letter might say.

         Hasira shook the paper impatiently before dropping it into Sarah’s lap and turning back to look out the window. Hesitantly, Sarah looked down and unfolded the letter.

         
            To Sarah,

            Sorry simply isn’t enough. nor is my apology something you should ever accept. The fact you are reading this letter means Hasira has reached you and rid you of your affliction. i pray now that after all this is over you may now go on to have a normal life and find someone you truly love. You deserve nothing less. Though this news undoubtedly casts a very dark cloud over your memories of our relationship, I look back on our time together with great fondness and wish I could have known you under different circumstances.

            Through the chaos and hurt i hope you can understand what Hasira and i are trying to achieve. Dr Amar is simply far too dangerous to leave unchallenged and it would make a mockery of James’ sacrifice if we didn’t throw everything we could into unseating him. Hopefully at the time of reading i have been able to lift the veil of secrecy at Erogen. Soon, governments around the world should all be aware of the technology discovered there and greater minds than ours can think of how to contain this danger going forward – a treaty similar to nuclear weapons perhaps? who knows.

            Maybe down the line this can be used for good. The phrase ‘Find a job you love, and you’ll never have to work another day in your life’ springs to mind. Maybe as a society we could be happier if we loved the right things – children struggling at school could be given a love for learning, we as a society could be given a love for protecting the environment, for each other… endless uses. Dreams for another lifetime, i guess.

            The last stage of the plan is for you and Hasira to face. Listen to him, he has got more motive than anyone to get this done right and hopefully it’s an incentive you both now share. we have worked together in the shadows for years now and i trust with his expertise you will both finish this.

            Has – i will be up there with James cheering you on, good luck

            – Clark.

         

         Sarah read the letter through again to fully absorb what she was reading. An hour ago, reading a letter from Clark would have set her heart racing, now… well her heart was still racing but for different reasons, most likely the lunatic standing in front of her window with a bag of syringes at his feet.

         A thousand questions were still swirling inside her head and she was struggling to find a place to start making sense of all this. She decided to start with the latest mystery.

         ‘What does he mean by ‘I’ll be up there with James?’

         Hasira did not turn away from the window as he spoke.

         ‘The last stage of the plan is for us to attend Clark’s funeral.’

         Clark Atete

         His trip back to the security office was a slow one. It meandered around the grounds of Erogen Labs in what he justified to himself as ‘the scenic route’, albeit one of concrete and wire fences.

         The meeting with Amar had ended abruptly after the whole serum-on-the-chair reveal. He had told Clark that he had another meeting to attend to and ushered him to return to the office to clear out his desk. It was strange, thought Clark, that given the context of their meeting Amar was keen for Clark to walk freely from the compound. He could not focus on that just yet really as there were more pressing matters.

         The plan was still mostly on track, Clark and Hasira had accommodated for a few deviations. Plan A revolved around the strong possibility that Amar was just going to kill Clark there and then once he found out about the leak. This would have forced Amar to arrange another elaborate excuse for Clark’s death, similar to James’, almost certainly resulting in him attending Clark’s funeral, where Hasira and hopefully Sarah, would also be in attendance ready to kill him.

         It was the only opportunity that all three individuals would be in the same space without raising Amar’s suspicions; Sarah as the heartbroken ex looking to say one final goodbye, and Hasira as Clark’s old world colleague, potentially exploiting the occasion of a funeral to see Amar again due his supposed infatuation with him. To everyone else, Hasira would be there as the accused criminal, glad to see the man who testified against him lowered into the ground. It should not look out of place for them both to be there – it was flawless.

         It was also potentially one of the few places where Amar would be vulnerable. Hasira and Clark had known about his ‘Shadow Security Service’ for some time and their 24/7 protection around Amar had scuppered many a plan to get to him. Even at Erogen, there was a strict no weapons policy with all employees being searched before entering. The funeral would be the only exposure Amar would have to an uncontrolled environment in some time.

         With Clark walking out of the office alive, however, they needed to switch to plan B. He was to go home and take a lethal overdose of morphine, leaving behind a suicide note that would very subtly suggest that he collaborated with another person at Erogen to leak the information. This would hopefully lure Amar to the funeral anyway, keen to look out for potential collaborators who may be amongst the grieving.

         In all honesty, Clark did not mind that they were forced to use plan B. The morphine option was undoubtedly a much more peaceful end compared to whatever Amar might have been capable of in his office. Even the issue of Amar’s dramatic mic-drop, the chair-serum, was not too much of a concern.

         They had anticipated that Amar may do to Clark what he believed he did to Hasira back at Iridium. Clark was not allowed to know the exact details of what they would do in this situation (in case he blurted it all out to Amar as part of a love-induced confession) but Hasira was confident he knew what to do in this situation, and Clark was content with that.

         As Clark walked around assuring himself all was in hand, something was bothering him. Despite being supposedly infected, he did not feel any feelings of attractions or lust towards Amar.

         That’s fine, thought Clark in an attempt to put it out of his mind, because it doesn’t matter what effect the serum has on me, I’m just going to go home and get the job done. Putting it out of his mind, Clark finished his walk with one last look back at Erogen Labs.

         ‘We got you, you piece of shit,’ he muttered under his breath, opening the door to his office.

         Immediately he knew something was wrong, someone had been in the office. A small note lay squarely on top of his keyboard.

         
            Feel free to use this…

         

         Clark moved his mouse cautiously and scanned the screen. A small but precise suicide note was on the forefront of the screen, written impersonally and extremely generic.

         What was more concerning was that this note was tactfully placed over what can only be described as a collection of the worst type of pornography imaginable. Suddenly the extent of Amar’s depravity was made clear and his intention for the chair-serum no longer a mystery.

         Looks like it’s an ad-hoc plan C then decided Clark, brashly backspacing the suicide note on his screen and closing down the heinous images behind, albeit with an impulsive sense of reluctance that ashamed him greatly.

         Returning to his home was now out of the question, it was clear he was going to be a danger to the public if he left this office, anything could happen if he were left with these destructive, manifesting thoughts. He thought of the school near his home. This had to be done here, and quickly.

         ‘Sick bastard,’ muttered Clark again, casually removing his belt and looking for a supportive beam above that could take his weight. Through his disgust at the levels Dr Amar was willing to go to quietly kill him off, Clark took solace in the fact that Amar was playing into their hands nicely anyway. This is essentially actually still plan A, he mused, placing a chair under the beam. Plan A with extra steps.

         With a suitable beam located, Clark prepared for the end. At the outset of this plan Clark was slightly worried the fear of death would prevent him from doing what needed to be done, however the ever-increasing desire to focus on what he had seen on his screen kept him focused luckily, but he still needed to be quick.

         Clark withdrew his phone to see Hasira’s missed call and follow up message that was simply a link to the Fleetwood Mac song ‘Silver Springs’. Clark cracked a brief smile at Hasira’s choice to inform him that Sarah had been reached. He wondered if Hasira’s sense of humour was potentially still there under all the brooding.

         Clark let Stevie Nicks’ vocals serenade him one last time as he finished the last of the preparation, wishing her otherwise silken vocals were coming out of something other than his tinny phone speakers.

         Once finished, Clark looked to send his last message back, the vital last step to inform Hasira that the deed was about to be done. He lingered momentarily over Joy Division’s ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ and the thought of Hasira’s disgust at receiving this song again returned another small smile.

         Too on the nose though, all things considered… thought Clark, looking at the belt in his hand and instead selected a song that he hoped would reach Hasira where nothing had in a long time.

         
            Great Tune!! I’ve been listening to a bit of this recently.

         

         The message was short and kept the illusion of a casual conversation. Below it Clark shared a link to Coldplay’s ‘The Scientist’, threw his phone to the side and stood up on the chair in front of him.

         Sarah Atete

         The faint sound of a phone vibrating could be heard from the other side of the room. Sarah watched as Hasira reached into his pocket and nodded softly to his screen. They had not spoken in almost 20 minutes now, Sarah still had questions but took the break in the conversation to reflect on everything she had learned so far.

         Hasira, on the other hand, was busy packing up his stuff and helping himself to items in Sarah’s fridge, seemingly content with how everything had gone.

         ‘We will need to travel separately to maintain the illusion that we are journeying to Clark’s funeral independently.’ Hasira munched, apple in hand. ‘News should break of his death within 24 hours, I will leave tomorrow. You should wait a couple of days, as if toying with the idea of if you should go or not, then leave.’

         Sarah did not respond, she looked out of the window for inspiration.

         ‘Sarah if you don’t think you can do this then you need to tell me now,’ Hasira pressed.

         She snapped her head towards him.

         ‘I’m just trying to figure out a way that this can be handled without more bloodshed, Hasira, it’s barbaric, all of it!’ She took the opportunity of the outburst to question him again without the risk of receiving another insulting raised palm. ‘I don’t know why you even need me anyway, surely just you alone could kill this doctor?’

         Hasira crunched into the apple again, clearly buying time to answer.

         ‘I need you there to watch everyone but me and Dr Amar. When I have done what needs to be done… the reactions of the others at the scene should let us know if they are under any illusions of love for Amar. These people are who we need to target with the rest of James’ antidote and hopefully turn into allies, the more people we convert to our cause early on the quicker we can eradicate the threat and destroy Amar’s research.’ He hesitated before continuing. ‘…But I understand if you feel like what I am asking is too much of an undertaking, it’s not fair of me or Clark to assume you will be up for this.’

         There was that name again, Clark. After the madness that was this afternoon, Sarah did not know what that name meant to her anymore.

         No longer did it illicit the feelings of heartbreak and longing she had grown familiar with over the last two years, but nor did it fill her with the white-hot anger and disgust it had earlier upon hearing that their marriage and love was a lie. Instead, Clark’s name now left Sarah with a confused feeling. One of sorrow, a reflection of the miserable end he had to face all alone, but also one of what could only be described as ‘responsibility’. Artificial or not, her and Clark were a large part of each other’s lives and with his passing it was down to someone to pick up the baton and carry on.

         ‘I’ll do it,’ announced Sarah, standing with resolution. Hasira nodded softly in acceptance.

         ‘I’ll see you in Canada in about a week,’ he concluded, throwing the apple core in the bin, shouldering the black duffle bag, and leaving without another word.
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