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Part One

~Where are the clowns?~

"You were never supposed to find this." Sydney whirled and faced the man standing behind her, tears streaking down her face. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly a few times before she found the ability to speak, if only haltingly.

"D.. Mr. Bristow." The words leave her mouth almost without her knowledge, seeming to float on the air between them slowly, taunting her with her inability to catch them before they reach him. Jack’s face doesn’t change at all through her tears and by that, she knows she’s hurt him.

Sydney was a literary major, she’d always delighted in the written word, it was the one thing from the Derevko line that she’d never denied inheriting. The words on the papers before her had been invisible for a reason though, and when she’d revealed them they’d torn her apart like the plagues released from Pandora’s box, leaving her empty and numb, for there wasn’t any hope to escape in the first place.

Jack took a step towards her and she stepped backwards into the chair she’d vacated moments before, sitting down heavily. The aluminum seemed to absorb her, and for that she was glad because she didn’t know if she could stand on her own, she just wanted to curl up in a corner with her old teddy bear and let someone else do the rescuing. Let someone else be betrayed. It was funny how many of those wounds she received here, in the building supposedly hosting only safe patriotic behaviour.

She’d never ever felt this depth of hurt before, not with Danny’s death, not with Project Christmas, or Rambaldi, or waking up with two years missing to find her boyfriend married to a double agent. None of it compared, and it hurt. It hurt more than anything before and she honestly thought she might die, might crumble from the weight of it and leave little piles of Sydney-ash all over the floor.

It hardly registered to her when her father’s shadow fell over her. Her father! It was only when he attempted to slide the papers out of her numb hands that she reacted, pulling back with a force that surprised both of them. She lost them though, and with them, she also lost him. Jack Bristow tucked the papers under one arm, and gave his daughter a considering look before leaving her there alone in a puddle of tears to figure out the mess she’d found under the family rug.

~But we all know frogs go…~

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Vaughn was only half-listening to his mate Weiss, choosing instead to focus his attention on the doorway through which Sydney had walked through several minutes ago. 

“Nah man, I’m seriously serious. She gave him a drawer!” Weiss clicked his fingers in front of Vaughn’s face, scaring the hell out of him and bringing a mumbled selection of expletives from his mouth. “Hey, you in there?”

“Nope. I’ve been given x-ray vision and now I’m searching the building for a refrigerator.” Weiss just looked at Vaughn, who appeared to be serious as he watched Eric’s face pale from a rosy pink to a dull shade of grey.

“Wait… why would you be looking for a… a refrigerator? Did you actually bring something to drink after one of those crazy debriefs?” 

“No. Ever since you’ve been on that stupid diet you’ve been driving me crazy with your sugar pangs and gossip sessions. I was thinking that maybe I could find something with 97% pure fat to shove down your throat. An éclair, perhaps?” Vaughn smirked, and it was now that Weiss realized he was only joking. 

Damnit, sugar withdrawal… I think I’m losing my mind, Eric thought. I thought he was serious. 

By the time Weiss had thought of a suitable comeback to cut Vaughn down to size, Vaughn’s chair was empty, and facing the very same doorway that Sydney had disappeared through about half an hour earlier.

~Pretty when you cry~

It was a little known fact that the CIA had a library inside its base of operations. Everyone knew about the extravagantly over-secured file room, but the library itself remained largely anonymous, a small quiet place in the sometimes very sterile work environment they inhabited. Vaughn could tell from the look on her face when she went through the door that he’d have to look there to find her.

The doors slid open silently, but he didn’t call out. Taking note of the one overturned chair near the back of the room, Vaughn slid his weapon from the comfortably worn leather of his shoulder holster, the action one that had become almost disturbingly familiar during the last days of his…marriage. It hurts to even think the word, and he is glad when his train of thought is derailed.

“You know, for a spy you sure can find some sucky hiding places.” He smiles as he rounds the corner, hoping to take any sting out of his gentle teasing.

“I wasn’t trying to hide.” She doesn’t look at him, face buried in her knees, a curtain of hair further obstructing his vision. He knows that note in her voice he can feel his face start to crumble in sympathetic pain, but he’s also irritated, irrationally so, but he can’t help thinking that this was supposed to be their happily ever after. 

“What’s wrong?” His breath comes out as a sigh when he kneels down beside her and she flinches, turning her tearstained face upwards towards his before shaking her head in a definitive no.
Ignoring her, he reaches out, curling a hand around her shoulder. Surely she must know that he would always be there for her. Her response to his repetition of the question is a fresh onslaught of tears that breaks his heart. It always shattered him to see her in pain so he edges closer and tentatively wraps his arms around her shuddering frame.

It felt right to have her in his arms again. It felt like home, and he was unprepared for the sudden shove that knocked him backwards onto the floor, leaving him looking up at her in stunned disbelief. Like the echoing crack of a gun-shot, her action seemed to suck the noise out of the room. He could see her lips moving but he couldn’t hear a sound.

“Syd?” He may not have heard her before, but now her words echoed through his brain, thrown back at him as she scrambled past to wretch violently in the nearest bin. Leave me alone. 

Neither of them noticed Weiss come in, or heard him tell them about a meeting, but both followed him out of the room like meek lambs.

~Lie with me I said.... Lying's what she always did~

The golden glow of brandy glinted in what little light filtered through the closed curtains of the office in Jack Bristow’s house. The house itself had an unused feel, but most of the time he spent in residence was in this room so the quiet darkness suited him fine.

He swilled the brandy around once, counter clockwise, before taking a slow sip and placing the glass down with an audible clink. He hadn’t spoken to Sydney since she had read these papers, he didn’t know how. It didn’t matter though, she’d forgiven him for this before, and seeing the evidence wouldn’t faze her for long. Jack plucked the mobile black light off the desk and activated it, scanning the first page before him. 

PROJECT CHRISTMAS: SUBJECT A

BRISTOW, Sydney Anne.

Each page fell into the shredder after he read it, reaffirming facts that were already burned into his brain. He recalled her small face, turned up towards his in blind trust, the dazzling smile that lit up her face when he would praise her, deadly weapons assembled at her feet.

He saw her face, older, giving him a perfect school report minus the smile. The blind trust having dissolved into the deep waters of the gulf now separating them. He felt his heart break again like it did when he realized that she was growing up, and she thought he didn’t love her, but he couldn’t make himself say the words. 

He recalls drills and tests, designed to protect his daughter. They look harsh and uncompromising on the pages of documentation. He reaches the end of his project and pauses. There are three pages there that weren’t before.

He reads the extra pages with a growing sense of dread and betrayal. He can understand Sydney’s reaction now. The glass of brandy lies in shards against the bottom of the heavy wooden door. 

Shattered, just like their world.

Part Two
 
~Look for the girl with the broken smile~
 
Out of all the destinations in the world that spies could infiltrate, they had to go to Santa Barbara. Vaughn noticed this irony sadly as he stared at Sydney on the other side of the aisle. She obviously knew that he was staring at her, but she didn’t react as she tapped away on her keyboard, on autopilot herself.

Sark, who complained incessantly about the need to be implanted with a tracking device, had agreed to go on the mission also, claiming that he knew the secret entrances into the building.  Sark knew nothing of the sort, but it didn’t stop him from thinking about escaping...
 
‘I’ve got to get out of here some how, might as well beach it with Agent Wrinkles and Wonder woman...’ Sark’s mind crooned out as his train of thought derailed as he watched “Agent Wrinkles” – the name that he and Lauren had given him behind closed doors – make googly eyes at Sydney. He couldn’t help but sneak a snide remark in his direction.
 
“Something gives me the feeling, Mr. Vaughn that Agent Bristow doesn’t want you staring her down like a piece of meat.”
 
“Shut up, when you meant to be spoken too, I’ll ask for your input,” Vaughn shot a seething glance in Sark’s direction, trying to immediately hide his embarrassment for gawking at Sydney.  Sydney’s eyes cast in their direction, before going back to her case file and personal computer.  Vaughn’s eyes returned to his book that he was intently trying to read...well almost...
 
After noticing Vaughn’s return to his book, Sydney took another chance to peer over, and had a quick look at Sark. Something in her eye almost let him believe that she was silently thanking him for getting Vaughn’s gaze off her.
 
Sydney’s face almost seemed to pale instantly as Sark secretly observed her actions. She shut her laptop, stood up, and made her way to the back of the plane, feeling a slight bout of airsickness, when Weiss came out from behind the curtain, carrying a plate of éclairs protectively in front of him. He put the plate down as soon as he noticed Sydney’s gaunt face. He approached her cautiously, as she looked ready to vomit any second now…
 
“Syd, is everything ok? You don’t look so good,” he said softly, not wanting to startle her, but wanting to seem willing to comfort her if she needed it. Vaughn looked over his book after hearing Eric’s voice.
 
“Weiss,” she stumbled slightly, and he leant forward to catch her should she fall, but she righted herself by hanging onto a seat, “Weiss, I’m fine.” He shot her a disapproving look. “No really, I’m fine. I’ll explain everything when we get back home, ok?”
 
“Perhaps Miss Bristow doesn’t have much to say to you?” Sark poked his nose into their conversation as Vaughn’s evil eye went to Sark again.  Weiss just kept his eyes in tune on Sydney, ignoring Sark.
 
“I don’t think now is the right time,” Sydney said simply to Weiss, as she ignored Sark’s pry, and cocked her head towards the gawking men. Trying to calm Eric’s fears, Sydney stepped forward and embraced him. As the pair hugged for a few seconds longer than deemed necessary, Vaughn’s eyes darkened. Sark held an inward smirk at the typical reaction of the ex-boyfriend. 
 
Just as soon as the embrace began, it ended. Sydney pulled away, smiled at Weiss – which neither Vaughn nor Sark saw – before tucking a strand of hair behind her ear and making her way to the back of the plane.
 
Weiss, whose fears seemed to have abated, picked up his precious éclairs and took a seat across from Sydney’s now vacated chair. Vaughn just scowled at him as he messily pulled apart the first éclair piece by piece, before placing some on his tongue and drawing it into his eagerly awaiting mouth. Looking down at the mess he had made, he proceeded to wipe up all the cream with his fingers and lick each one clean.
 
After a few minutes, Sydney returned, with a bit more color in her cheeks. Sitting down in the seat across from Eric, she couldn’t help but eye his éclairs hungrily. Weiss, who was usually viciously savage when it came to sharing his beloved snack, noticed this, and instead of covering his plate with his arms and scowling at her, he picked up an éclair, ripped it in two, and passed half to her. Vaughn couldn’t believe his eyes as he observed the silent trade, watching cream drip down both sets of hands as the éclair was passed from one to the other. Sydney looked at Weiss the whole time as she chewed away. 
 
Wondering how far he could push Vaughn, Sark chose this moment to let out a ripper wolf whistle. 
 
It only took Vaughn a split second to rip his gun from his holster, aim it at Sark… and knock him unconscious with the butt of the handgun, before placing it back in his holster. Now he had the double advantage of Sark keeping his mouth shut for the rest of the trip, and creating a scene loud enough to tear Eric and Sydney away from the plate between them. He returned to his book like nothing had happened.
 
Sydney swallowed and proceeded to chide Vaughn for his actions. 
 
“Did you have to do that? We land soon!”
 
“I didn’t have to do it, but he was annoying the hell out of me, and I’d like to have some silence before we get down to business.”
 
Sydney turned back to grab another éclair, and Weiss just shrugged his shoulders at her as he too reached for another cream-filled delight.
 
~ Forfeit the Game~
 
As they walked up to the door, Sydney couldn’t help but cast sidelong glances at Sark. Vaughn was already inside, and Weiss was humming rather nonsensically in her ear but it was really Sark’s outfit that was holding most of her attention at this point in time.
 
Gone almost completely was the cocky British assassin, in his place stood a frail looking brunette with limp hair only kept out of his eyes by taped together in the middle black square-framed glasses, and wearing a geeky-resembled ensemble: a pair of slacks with red suspenders holding them up to his mid-frame, a white dress shirt with a visible pocket protector, and a charcoal suit coat with a topper of a purple polka-doted tie.  Sydney almost wanted to flush his head down a toilet like a bully would to a school nerd, just to complete the transformation. 
 
Sydney of course opened the door for them, and when she spoke to the receptionist she was hard-pressed not to hit him as he fiddled, and shifted nervously, and kept flicking a pen on and off.
 
It was the pen that did it, and without a word she reached over and cuffed him on the back of the head, confiscating it. The receptionist's eyes widened for a moment before she asked which of them the elder sibling was.  Sydney fought a wave of dizziness when the question reminded her of the words she’d read earlier. Sark, surprisingly, played the part of younger sibling without being snide, asking the receptionist if they had a bathroom he could use and tugging her anxiously in that direction.
 
Weiss’ voice was in her ear, asking her if she was okay, and to cough if she was—as she did so and she noticed with some indignation that they were moving away from where they were scheduled to rendezvous with Vaughn in the building. As they turned the corner she stopped dead, swinging Sark around to face her.
 
“Where the fuck are we? So help me Sark, if you’ve lied to us…”
 
“You’ll what? Throw up those disgusting excuses for pastry that you were indulging in before?” He leered on the word indulging and she flushed.
 
“One would think you’d know the difference between fantasy and reality, oh no, wait, you mean you actually thought those women enjoyed sleeping with you?” If Sark had a gun, she suspected he would have shot her. Weiss laughs loudly in her ear, and Sark’s. He glares and spins on his heel, leaving her to trot after him.
 
Sark’s lean back disappeared around another bend and Weiss’ chuckles started to die down in Sydney’s ears. The last vestiges of her amusement faded at the sight of an empty corridor, “Uh-oh.”
 
“Syd?” Weiss questioned her soft utterance.
 
“Turn on the tracker. Turn it on now!” She looked around frantically; he’d actually done it. After all the warnings to the contrary, he’d actually tried to escape. Two minutes and numerous hallways later, Weiss lost him.
 
“What do you mean the signal’s gone?” Vaughn appeared at the other end of the empty room and she held up her hand, tapping her ear to indicate her other conversation.
 
“This was the last room he was in! We’ll see if we can find anything!” She turns to Vaughn then, and he nods a confirmation as they tackled separate ends of the room. They still worked together instinctually, after all this time, and all the trouble they’d been through. Sydney couldn’t help but let her spirits rise slightly at the observation.
 
“Syd?” The note of worry in Vaughn’s voice is easily recognizable and she rushes over to the table that he stands by. A sheet of paper is folded in two, her name neatly printed on the front, prop glasses and blue pen propped decoratively on the top. She exchanged a look with Vaughn and slid the paper out, unfolding it with a mixture of anger and apprehension.
 
Agent Bristow,
 
Thank you ever so much for facilitating my escape, and subsequent possession of the prototype. I’ll be sure to pass your regards onto your mother. Oh, and do accept my condolences over your impending drug problem.
 
Mr. Sark
 
Sydney could feel her eyes widening and dropped the paper, latching onto Vaughn’s arm as she turned and ran towards the doors, inertia starting to settle in her limbs making them heavy and somewhat painful. Vaughn pulled ahead of her and glanced back only once, as he made it through the closing doors.
 
Sydney’s last thought as darkness slipped over her was that he was only abandoning her again, but at least this time she could see it happening.
Part Three

~ I need to hear some sounds that recognize the pain in me~
 
Somehow, everyone – with the exception of Sark – made it back to the plane. Both Weiss and Vaughn were falling over themselves – and each other – to look after Sydney, who had initially passed out from the gas, but had slightly recovered once Vaughn had finally pried the door open and carried an out-of-sorts Sydney out over his shoulder. However, it was Weiss who sat next to her and held her hair out of her face in the airplane bathroom as she regurgitated all of the contents of her stomach.  
Weiss was carefully – almost lovingly – stroking her shoulders and neck as she continued to heave into the bowl. As her wretching slowed, he managed to grasp a hand towel from near the basin, and after skillfully dampening it down single-handed, he carefully lifted her chin up with his palm and wiped her face gently. Sydney almost enjoyed being looked after, not having received this treatment since Laura died, and attempted to send a small smile in his direction. But before she could work up the energy to twist up the corners of her mouth, Eric worked his magic with the towel, and unknowingly covered up any trace of a grateful half-smile by wiping her face – yet again.

“Eric,” she said, after he finally put the towel down. “I’m not that sick, really. It’s just the gas getting to me.”

He pulled his face back just far enough to get her head into focus. He couldn’t help but admire the stubbornness of the woman before him, claiming she was fine, even after she had been throwing her guts up for at least 20 minutes.

 “Syd.” He raised his eyebrow at her. Although she was used to being left to her own devices, Weiss couldn’t see the point of her going through something alone, especially when she had him on her side.
“Eric. Really, I’m fine. I just feel a little under the weather. Seriously, I’m fine, okay?” She looked up at him under her eyelashes, and although she was pale and perspiration from her exertion was streaking down her face, he couldn’t deny that she still looked… well… cute.

“I see what you’re trying to do here. Please don’t bullshit me, Syd. It’s not the gas, you were sick on the flight over here.”

“You remember that?” Syd seemed shocked.

“Of course, I remember thinking you really must have been sick to be eyeing off my éclairs like that.” He
