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​Chapter One: Rehab
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Charlie took a breath, and it hurt. It's hurt for the past three months, and the doctors told him it would hurt for at least eight more. In spite of the pain, the flares coursing through his nerves, lighting up the spots behind his eyes from his damaged ribs, he pushed the steel bar upwards again.

Rhett grabbed the bar and guided it back into the rack. "That's it, man. 255 pounds."

Sweat covered Charlie's forehead, the exertion of the weights, and the chest pain had flushed his face, into a deep red.

"Yeah, thank god that's the last rep of the day." He grabbed a damp towel and wiped his face. "I'm beat."

Rhett laughed deep from his belly, "You're beat? I had to pull that damn bar up by myself, you lazy loaf."

Charlie grinned despite himself. After being around this mountain of a man during his recovery, he'd taken a liking to Rhett.

"Yeah, whatever." The pair walked out of the weight room. "Did you hear anything more from Norman?"

"Naw, that man is a ghost at times. Now that we've got the backing of the feds, he's usually out at the office jinking around with Ottis."

"Ottis Parks, yeah. He's the one who debriefed Diane and me." He looked at Rhett, "Very curious questions he asked."

Hand held out, "I don't wanna know anymore, Charlie. What you tell the feds is what you tell the feds." Rhett's head shook, "I have been there myself, and the stories I've told would blow your eff'n mind."

It was Charlie's turn to laugh; he had heard stories about Rhett and Holly, and more with that pair working with Audra and the enigma of Norman. The more he's learned, the less he understands his own position in the aftermath of the Charybdis incident.

"I understand." Looking at his watch, "Got a briefing with Diane soon. I'll catch up with ya later."

A massive paw of a hand grasped Charlie's shoulder, "Stay out of trouble."

––––––––
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A QUICK SHOWER AND now wearing a polo and dockers, Charlie slid into the conference room. 

"I see you're being your old self again," Charlie jabbed at his partner as he sat down looking at the pile of photos and paperwork. 

Diane turned around, her eyes alive as she smiled at him. "Don't you ever comb your hair; you look like a slob." 

"That's twice I've been insulted today. First Rhett, and now you."

"Speaking of Rhett, how's your rehab going along?"

Charlie rubbed his chest, "Still got pain right here. That grenade going off beat the shit out of me." 

Diane thought back to that moment, hearing those double bangs going off, screaming Charlie’s name, thinking that he was gone, then seeing him walking through the burnt cordite as he if were the walking dead.  

"Maybe next time you'll remember to throw the damn thing," She winked at him, and he flipped her the bird. 

"So, what did you have me come up here for?"

Diane stepped back and waved her hands over the paper filled conference table. "This. All of this, Charlie."

"Charybdis?"

"Yeah. I've been spending time with Audra going through all of our notes, the incidents, all of it, trying to figure out what happened." A look of sadness came over her face as she remembered the losses and betrayals that the pair had gone through. 

"I still can't figure out what it all meant." She picked up a file jacket marked with "SECRET" in a red colored band. "Even with what Norman has given us, none of this makes sense."

Charlie looked at Diane, seeing her in this state bugged him. The frustration was apparent, but the stress was worse. In the months prior to the Charybdis event, they had been DEA agents working a special crimes unit in Texas up until they came across a chemical neither had seen before. From that moment forward, things had spiraled until their unit was dead, betrayed from within, and they'd been forced to run for their lives, all culminating in a climactic battle at a US Bureau of Applied Science and Technologies lab. 

"No. Nothing had made sense, Diane. And I'm pretty sure that's why we're not cleared to go back to work." He looked at her, seeing the frustration growing, "We got betrayed." He looked around, "And, these folks here. They saved us, but from what, I don't know."

Diane sat down next to him, kicking her chair back, and slowly started spinning, thinking. 

"Norman knows a lot more than he's told us, and I'm not blaming him. In fact," she slowly rotated past Charlie, "I'm kind of glad we're in the dark. No one knows we're here, who we are, or anything." Her last rotation stopped in front of her partner. 

"But, honestly, I wanna know what we ran into. These..." she hesitated before going on, "Tsars. Man, that's some freaking deep state shit right there. People in our government maneuvering things around for their own design." 

Charlie dropped the report he was scanning, "You saw for yourself. Conway was part of it. That man, he was a bad hombre." 

She tilted her head, "Ya think?" she muttered, crossing her arms. "I had that son of a bitch in my sights. I could have..." 

"No, you couldn't have. You had me..." Charlie paused, looking down at his hands. "Anyways..." 

The moment was thick between the two of them, thinking back to the facility that they were leaving, him bleeding, her struggling to bring him out. It was heavy, and they had shared it. 

"Okay," Diane tried to break the silence, "Audra says that Norman has been really working on getting some more intelligence on this whole Charybdis event." She looked over the table again, seeing mountains of data, but no clear pictures, "She says to chill. Just chill and wait. Something will break loose." 

His hand reached over and touched her arm, "I know. It's hard, woman. For someone like you to chill." He grinned, "Maybe you need a hobby?" 

Diane rocked back laughing, "Like Holly and her race car driving?" she shook her head, "No, that's not exactly me." 

Charlie grinned, "I know, but look, I have a feeling. Something is going to cut loose, and then we'll know more."

"God, I hope so." 

Charlie felt a stab of pain run through his chest again. "I just hope not too soon." 
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​Chapter Two: The Incident
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Noise was a physical thing in Nairobi. You felt it the moment you stepped under the corrugated iron roof of the Machakos bus depot. Diesel fumes mingled thick and greasy with the scent of roasting corn and something vaguely like stale sweat baked hard by the midday sun. Police Inspector David Juma, off-duty in faded jeans and a well-worn football jersey, jostled his way through the throng, the cheap plastic bag holding his leafy greens and tomatoes bumping against knees and elbows. He just wanted to get the Number 46 minibus, get back to his flat in Buruburu, maybe catch the last half of the Arsenal game if traffic wasn't a beast.

The first scream stopped him cold.

Glass shattered, then another scream. Not anger, not pain, but pure, animal terror. It ripped through the noisy air, followed by a sickening, wet, tearing sound.

Juma's police instincts flared before his mind could process why. His muscles tensed as the crowd before him parted like a wound opening.

A man in a dusty blue shirt stood there. Mid-thirties, unremarkable. Except his face was smeared with blood, sparkling shattered glass, and something else. He wasn't looking at Mama Njeri, who lay impossibly still behind her stall, her head smashed amidst broken glass, her neck bent at an unnatural angle. He was hunched over a younger man, a bus worker Juma vaguely recognized, who was thrashing weakly on the ground.

Juma's throat closed. The victim convulsed as the blue-shirted man pulled something wet and
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