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Chapter 1: Chuck versus Valley Downs

Chapter 1 - The Roof Wednesday, January 27, 2008 Los Angeles Chuck squeezed her
hands, committing everything he could to memory. The soul-deep ache in her luminous
eyes, the softness where he stroked the back of her hands. The strength as she squeezed
him back. Hands he’d held before, clinging with urgency this time. Trembling even. Not
the hands of a CIA assassin. At least not in this moment. He’d never known a person so
consumed in contradictions as Sarah Walker. Fierce and frightening, playful and tender.
At times almost shy and unsure, which in light of her history puzzled and fascinated
Chuck beyond anything he’d ever known. Chuck wondered for months if Sarah felt in
return anything like the adoration he felt for her. Under the weight of their brief, tense,
confusing acquaintance, she liked him, at least. He knew that much. Hers were not tears
of indifference. Chuck did not delay any longer than the minute Longshore gave him. He
wasn’t resigned to going; he was frankly terrified of what came next. This was killing
him, and Sarah didn’t look any better. But he feared what she might do even more if he
escalated things with Longshore. He’d seen Sarah’s hand drift behind her back where
she surely had a pistol. As emotional as she was, if he clung to her, said the right things,
begged even, she was capable in her distress of doing something she couldn’t take back.
Sarah might do it if he asked. That’s what Graham did, pointed his favorite weapon at a
problem with no regard for what it cost her. And this would cost her everything. This
was his last chance to be the man Sarah needed him to be, and Chuck didn’t want to be

anything like Langston Graham. He slowly drew their handhold out to their fingertips



and made himself let go. “Goodbye, Sarah.” Turn. Put one foot in front of the other.
Don’t give her a reason. The way Chuck said it, so resigned, out of hope and determined
to walk away with some dignity and not make it any harder for Sarah opened up a
burning pit in her stomach. Not Graham nor Beckman, maybe not even Casey,
understood what they were losing here. The only reason they did this job was to protect
good people, and one of the best was walking away forever if the higher ups had their
way. Sarah already ached with the loss. Every step he took was like a dagger. Her asset.
Her guy. Sarah wanted to do something, give Chuck some kind of hope. “Chuck!” He
turned back grimly, just barely hanging on. Longshore looked annoyed at the
interruption, but Sarah couldn’t care less. “Save ya later,” Sarah said, wishing it didn’t
sound so foolish or impossible. His expression said he knew it was all that she could give
him, and Chuck appreciated the effort, however little it could mean. He watched her
across the short distance with a tiny, sad smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
Longshore wrapped an iron hand around Chuck’s arm and pulled him across the
helipad. Chuck stumbled a bit, stubbornly facing Sarah as he was propelled out of the
way of the approaching chopper. Sarah jogged to her left, outside the circle of the
landing zone, far enough that the helo wouldn’t block her view of Chuck and Longshore.
The agent pulled Chuck down and forward at the same time the landing skids touched
down. Chuck grabbed the edge of the door and held fast. He wasn’t trying to get away,
only wanting to see her for a little longer. The sob Sarah had been holding in finally got
the better of her and she gasped as the steady stream of tears became a flood. She’d
never felt more useless in her life. Longshore threw his shoulder into Chuck’s back once,
twice, and Chuck’s grip on the edge of the door faltered. The last thing Sarah saw
before a hand in the chopper reached out and dragged her asset inside was Chuck
speaking, looking directly at her as he formed the words. There was no use yelling over
the thunder of the rotors, but he spoke it clearly, deliberately, with no trace of
hesitation. “I love you.” Then he was gone. The chopper lifted and banked away from the
building. Sarah ran to the edge of the roof, as close as she could get. She saw the pilot
and the top of Longshore’s head, but because of Chuck’s little rebellion at the door, it
looked like whomever had yanked him into the helicopter had Chuck pinned to the floor,

out of sight. In a moment of clarity, she wiped her eyes and squinted at the tail number.



N7]J1472. She repeated it over and over again as she sank to the ground. It was all she
could do. For now. Sarah had participated in extractions to no-return clandestine
facilities. She had disappeared very bad people forever just like this. Chuck had asked
her to take care of his family, in whatever limited way she could, to say something to
make it all right. What could she possibly say to Ellie? Nothing could possibly make this
right, ever. Sarah knew Graham would recall her so fast, she might not even see Ellie,
leaving Chuck’s family completely in the dark. Her director would absolutely do that,
because Graham didn’t care what happened to them. It wasn’t mission critical, so it
wouldn’t be a concern. Sarah typed the tail number into her notes app, saved it, turned
off her phone and pulled the battery. Graham would be angry, but it would be the
smallest thing they disagreed about when she stood across the desk from him at
Langley. She watched the helicopter strobe lights grow smaller and smaller. The
thrumming of the blades faded to nothing. Sarah heard the creak of the fire door on the
lower level, and a few seconds later, light footsteps tapping on the stairs. As much as he
tried otherwise, Casey’s footfalls were heavy and distinct. Sarah knew exactly who this
was. She crept forward and crouched low as white-hot rage boiled up inside her. Lizzie’s
smug face popped up above the edge of the roof. In one motion Sarah rose and delivered
a devastating spinning back kick. Sarah’s foot connected solidly with Lizzie’s head and
launched the enemy agent clear over the open side handrail and twenty feet to the roof
below. Lizzie landed in a heap of unnatural angles and lay completely still. A permanent
kind of still. Sarah didn’t even bother to go check for a pulse. Casey popped up through
the open roof access hatch not two minutes later to find the Fulcrum agent he was
tailing trending toward ambient temperature. It took no imagination at all to know Lizzie
had sailed to her death from the helipad deck above, or to know who put her to flight.
Lizzie’s neck and right arm were not at factory settings. Casey poked her with a heavy
shoe and put two fingers against her carotid. Nothing. He noticed a sparkle on her hand.
The Fulcrum agent didn’t deserve to touch, much less wear Ellie’s diamond ring. Casey
removed it and put it in his pocket for safe keeping. Her pistol lay on the asphalt a few
feet away and Casey shoved it in his waistband. He saw no one from his vantage point,
but had a pretty good idea he wasn’t alone. “I'm comin’ up, Walker.” Hearing on reply,
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case, and paused briefly on the third stair from the top. He’d never seen Walker look so
small. The fiercest woman he’d ever known sat with her face on her knees, hugging
herself around the shins in the most compact package possible. Her shoulders vibrated
with the strain of holding it together. Sarah swallowed hard. “They took him.” Casey
lowered himself to the deck next to her. He hated this, everything about it, more than he
ever imagined possible. “I know it feels all wrong...but maybe this is for the best,” Casey
said. “In fact, I promise you this is better.” Sarah looked at Casey like she’d been
slapped. “Are you that tired of selling appliances? Don’t you see how much damage
they’ve done? This will destroy him! Ellie and Morgan will never recover.” Tears
streamed down Walker’s face. She made no effort to hide her anguish. “What could
possibly be better about having Chuck underground?” That was reasonable, given what
Walker didn’t know. Casey flicked away a few pieces of gravel next to his shoe. He was
probably getting roofing tar on his khaki pants. Didn’t matter. Everything in Burbank
was about to be pitched in a dumpster. Big Mike was going to need to hire a new green
shirt, because it was all over. For four months, Casey rolled his eyes at everything he
saw around him, but the prospect of moving on to another assignment now didn’t feel
the way it should. “Walker...they’re working toward launching a new Intersect,” Casey
said carefully. “They’re scouring the ranks for volunteers. We're months away. Weeks,
maybe. We would be winding down here.” “Why does that matter?” Sarah said, a little
strident. “We could stop relying on Chuck for flashes. We could focus on removing the
Intersect. He could go back to his normal life again. That’s. What. Chuck. Wanted.”
Casey shook his head. She didn’t get it. “That would take time. He’d still need
protection.” “Then we’d protect him! I would stay,” she said, her voice suddenly softer.
“I would stay.” Casey pinched the bridge of his nose. Walker, for all her icy reputation to
the contrary was attached to the nerd, hard. Totally compromised. She would go on a
rampage over this, and if she wasn’t careful, there would be trouble. And the general
would tear him a new one. Every instinct said to get up and go deal with the Fulcrum
agent downstairs and leave Walker to sort herself out. But that was the coward’s way
out, and John Casey was not a coward. He spared a long, pained look at Sarah. Man, this
was gonna be awful. “I know you would,” Casey said quietly, his voice devoid of his
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Casey grimaced and looked away. A cluster of radio towers on the Hollywood hills
blinked in the distance and he watched them as Sarah bored a hole in the side of his
head with the intensity of her stare. Casey signed. This might be his career, right here.
“However short-sighted it is, right now they’re focused on making Intersects, not un-
making them. Once they succeeded...created their little Intersect army, with real spies
and not a happy help desk nerd from Burbank, they weren't going to spend any more
time, or money or personnel babysitting an obsolete piece of technology on the other
side of the country,” he told her, his voice unusually tight. “This is better...because I no
longer have to shoot that sweet kid in the head and walk away like that's an acceptable
loss.” Sarah’s chest seized. She rocked forward, willing her lungs to do their job. Chuck
was never going to walk away. The gravel roof bit into her knees and palms but she
didn’t care, because they’d planned to terminate Chuck and she couldn’t breathe. Sarah
had burned assets, but never like this. Never someone better than anyone she’d ever
known. She’d burned enemy spies, hitmen, terrorists, human traffickers, political
operators who were actively abetting those kinds of people. Sometimes that meant
leaving them holding the bag and reaping the natural consequences of their treachery.
Sometimes they were taken away. A few times she saved their angry compatriots a
bullet and did the bloody work herself, when she needed a quick exit and her mark was
in the way. But no one kind and gentle and unfailingly decent. Sarah burned people who
had it coming, bad actors who threatened the wellbeing of their fellow man. But not
good people. Not people like Chuck. Casey watched Walker collapse in on herself, and
for the first time in more years than he’d prefer to count, his eyes misted over. Without
thinking, he placed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder. She flinched and knocked it away. “You
knew,” she accused him, her voice increasingly rougher and more tearful. “Every day,
for months, while I got to know him. Spent time with his family. Made friends with Ellie.
Listened to his worries. Held his hand. Slept in his bed.” She pushed to her feet, putting
some space between them. “The whole time, you and your sarcasm and your snide
comments...” “I was keeping my distance...trying to stay objective, not that it did any
good,” he admitted with a shake of his head. “Beckman reminded me at Christmas what
they expected of me. I told her there had to be another way.” Casey wiped his thumb
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uncharacteristic sorrow Casey displayed could breach the flood of anger rolling off
Sarah. “You knew for months...and you said nothing.” “Chuck sees you, Walker. He
reads you way too well. How would you have handled Chuck knowing that was coming?”
Badly, she admitted to herself. So badly. “This assignment is different,” she said,
breathing raggedly. “Chuck is different. I think...I think I'm different because of him.”
“Exactly. We only got a completely unprepared, very emotional asset this far because he
looked at you and believed he could trust you, and Chuck needed to trust you. Without
that trust this whole op would have gone sideways so much faster. He’d have been gone
one way or another weeks ago. I know it’s not right, nothing about this is right, but what
you accomplished, by not knowing, was to buy him a little more time.” Sarah stood at
the edge of the roof, staring at the dead Fulcrum operative. She killed Lizzie without a
second thought. Even now, she looked down on her body without a shred of remorse.
“Would you...do you think you could have done it?” Sarah choked out. Casey stood and
brushed his hands off on his pants. “I...I don’t know. But what I do know is if I didn’t
follow through, they just would have sent someone else...but so we’re clear, I hated the
thought of it more than anything else I've ever been asked to do.” Sarah stood with her
back to him, eyes closed, processing that. “So...the bunker is the lesser of two evils,”
Sarah said bitterly. “Maybe...I don’t know, maybe I can do something. Given enough
time, maybe figure something out.” Casey knew Sarah knew better. Nobody in Chuck’s
situation ever left the bunker, it was a one-way trip. But if Walker had to tell herself that
to get through the next few days, he wasn’t going to argue. Casey remembered Ellie’s
ring and dug it out of his pocket. “Lizzie had this.” Sarah took it from his outstretched
hand and grimaced. “Chuck asked me to talk to Ellie...he said if...if he’s supposed to be
dead now...he wants me to tell Ellie something that will make it okay. Nothing I say can
say will ever make this okay.” “Walker...” Casey gaped. “You can’t. Put the ring in the
apartment somewhere they’ll find it, but you gotta leave that alone.” “You know what
they’ll do. Ellie will not be quiet. The agency will plant evidence of wrongdoing or start a
whisper campaign and destroy the memory of a good man just to shut her up. Ellie is my
friend, Casey. I am not going to leave her to swallow whatever story the agency
fabricates.” “She’ll hate you.” “Better she hates me than believes the government’s

story, that-that Chuck is dead...or did something awful...and abandoned her to save his



own skin. That’s all Chuck and Ellie have ever known, being abandoned by people who
were supposed to love them. I won’t do it, Casey. If I end up just as buried as Chuck, so
be it.” Sarah’s voice faded to naught, and she cleared her throat. “I've done so many
things I'm not proud of. I'm going to do this one thing right.” Casey observed his partner
carefully. Walker was at an eleven, for sure. Heightened color, irregular breathing,
pupils the size of dinner plates. “Okay...so...how do you do it? You can’t call Ellie, can’t
go to the house. There’s cameras and mics everywhere.” Sarah laughed bitterly with
tears on her lashes. “Haven’t you heard? Project Bartowski is over.”

-- e een Stupidly long author’s note: Some very serious threats were

made to Chuck during the show, and this was a big one. If Lizzie was too late to
interfere with Chuck’s transfer and Longshore flew away with Chuck at the end of
Marlin, how would that gigantic detour set up what came after? Toss canon in the
blender. What might have happened to Chuck in the time between? What would it take
to get Chuck back in action? Here the CIA and its officers don’t always tell the truth,
and black sites aren’t necessarily nice places, no matter what Longshore told him. For
those who need to know about content, we’ll visit themes including anxiety, depression,
loneliness, chemical dependance and the headspace of someone enduring ongoing
physical and emotional abuse. A physical assault is described in chapter 23 by way of a
secondhand description and surveillance footage, which is not gratuitous but does
address specific injuries. Described, not lived through first person. I attempted to not
dwell there overlong. They all struggle and endure over time, and in the aftermath, the
family that forms around Chuck, blood and not, works to make him whole and will not
accept excuses or half measures in restoring him. That’s the story. It will end way better
than it started. What life can they make together after this hurt? I have kind of semi-
sketched a follow up, I'm on the fence about it. What I know is this one fought me the
whole way to completion and I clearly don’t need to write sad stuff. It’s not my best
work, but it’s been WIP since last August and I need to kick it out the door. The next
one, unrelated to Valley Downs, will be better. I have 100k of it written. It'll be my
apology for story. I don’t use a beta, so all the mistakes are my own, typos which I will
notice two seconds after I post, and particularly things I'm certain I got super wrong

about the Stephen/Mary/Intersect back story. Sorry. You can expect 60 chapters/150k



words, updates 2x a week as I do final edit, unless a personal situation around here gets
more untenable, and then that will take priority. I would love to hear from you as the
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Chapter 2: Chapter 2 - The Sister

Lizzie made it into a body bag, and then into the trunk of the Crown Vic by way of a ten-
story flight to a dumpster. It was not standard operating procedure. Neither agent
cared. At Casey's apartment, the Echo Park surveillance package bit the dust. Casey
went so far as to unplug the server in his living room so none of the D.C. pocket
protector crowd could boot it remotely. The more he thought about Walker's rebellion,
the more he liked it. The ones who would order him to kill Chuck could fly blind for a
while. He actually looked forward to telling the general with a straight face that there
was no use spending the money to power the server and store the footage once Chuck
gone. Casey, who had ignored his phone for the last hour, finally looked. He had a text
from Devon. Chuck won't answer his phone. Did you see him at end of shift? Give a
shout out, thanks. Sarah knew if Chuck's family was chasing down Casey they surely
already attempted to contact her. She hesitated to boot her phone. She didn't want
anything to chip away at her resolve. Graham could wait. The sun just began to peek
over the buildings across the road as Sarah stepped into the courtyard with Casey.
"Really, I'll come in with you," Casey said for probably the fourth time. In the space of a
couple of hours, he had gone from orders are orders to anarchy is fun. "One of us has to
stay out of prison and depending on how Graham interprets all of this, I could be in
trouble." "You could still walk," Casey suggested, but his tone said he knew she'd never
take the out. "Or I could get lucky and end up Chuck's next-door neighbor." She really
was going to do this. Woefully short on sleep, Casey spoke without filtering himself. "I'm
worried about you, Walker...which is almost as scary to me as what you're about to do."
"I just...I will not leave the agency in charge of setting the narrative. I can't keep them
from doing it, but I can get to Ellie first, so she knows what to trust, and what not to. I
owe that to Chuck...and to her." Casey wasn't doubting her resolve, but he did want
Sarah to settle in her own mind why she was doing it. "Is Bartowski really worth this?"
Sarah looked at the apartment door for a long moment and nodded. "Yes." "Okay. Come

get me if they need confirmation." Sarah's eyes teared up, and she shook her head. "Why



would you put yourself out there like that?" "Because Chuck served honorably, and I
decline to operate with less honor than him." Casey looked at Ellie's door and down at
his shoes with a sigh. "I've waited my whole career to land in the situation where
treason and honor are the same side of the coin, and here we are." Sarah fished the
diamond ring out of her pocket. Something that should bring Ellie's family so much joy
would forever be tainted, and there was nothing Sarah could do to fix it. "I hate my life,
John. I hate the things we have to do. I hate the people who make them necessary. I hate
Graham. I hate Beckman. I despise Lizzy." Casey placed an awkward hand on her
shoulder and squeezed. "Come find me after and we'll empty a bottle of scotch while the
sky falls. Just don't take too long. I have to call the general back eventually. You can
duck out on that if you want. I'll tell her you've already killed one person tonight and for
Graham's own safety it's probably best he doesn't bother you 'til later." Sarah's phone,
still minus the battery, was shoved into her pocket. She did not want to talk to Graham.
“That'll go over well." "Do you really care?" Sarah wiped an errant tear from her cheek.
"No. You tell her exactly that. Or tell him, since he'll probably be lurking over her
shoulder like a condescending statue." "You in the habit of telling him to shove it?"
Sarah shrugged. "First time for everything." With a reputation like Walker's, you heard
her out no matter your place on the org chart, but what little Casey knew about Director
Graham gave him little hope that the man would. Sarah peeked in the window. Devon
sat on the sofa in the early light with Ellie's head in his lap. Everything about his posture
and expression told the story of his proposal plan gone horribly awry. Sarah hated to
wake Ellie, and do everything else that came after, but it was time. She knocked on the
door and waited in agony. Devon yanked the door open in a panic. "Hey, uh, Sarah. Do
you...have you seen Chuck?" She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and swallowed.
"Can I come in?" Something about Sarah's manner weirded Devon out even more. "I-
yeah, yeah absolutely." Ellie got up from the sofa, wiping the sleep out of her eyes. She
came over and wrapped her around Devon's waist. "Hey, Sarah. Chuck's in his room."
She stopped and thought for a moment and looked inquiringly at Devon. "I must have
missed when he got home." "Uhh...no. Chuck's...not here," Sarah answered for Devon.
"Can we sit down and talk?" Sarah held her hand out. In her open palm Ellie and Devon

saw the ring. They both gaped at it, but for different reasons. Devon took it, shocked to



find it in Sarah's possession and baffled by how his whole surprise proposal had
completely fallen apart. "I...what on earth? Devon, what's going on?" Ellie asked. He
shot Sarah a bewildered look and focused on Ellie. "I...I had a plan, babe. I was going to
ask you to marry me last night. Chuck was holding on to the ring for me, you know, so
you didn't find it in the apartment and spoil the surprise? But Chuck...Chuck never
turned up with it last night. He..." Devon looked at Sarah in growing panic. "He never
came home." Ellie's gaze bobbed between Devon and Sarah, trying to process that bit of
news from Devon without freaking out. "I...okay, that's...not good," Ellie managed.
"Sarah, Chuck tells me if he's not coming home, or at least he used to." Ellie's eyes grew
wide and glassy. "Is he hurt?" Sarah wanted to die. If she dropped dead right now, she
wouldn't have to do this. This was going to break Ellie's heart forever, and Sarah had to
be the one to do it. "No, he's not hurt." Sarah pointed at the sofa. "Can we please sit?"
Devon backed toward the sofa pulling Ellie with him. They left room for Sarah, who sat
down facing them. Sarah felt faintly nauseous as she reached into her back pocket and
withdrew the CIA credentials, placing the ID wallet open on the coffee table. Ellie
gasped and Devon swore under his breath. Sarah hardly ever carried her credentials in
L.A. The bulky wallet just got in the way, and she already carried her phone and a pistol.
But just this once, she needed her bona fides. As Ellie stared at it with tears clinging to
her lashes and Devon's horrified gaze ping-ponged between the coffee table and Sarah's
face, Agent Walker hated absolutely everything about her job more now than she ever
had before. Devon picked up the wallet and examined her ID closely.
"Sarah...this...you're a spy?" "I...am a clandestine officer with the CIA, so...yes." Sarah
reached out and wrapped her hand around Ellie's wrist. "Ellie, I need to tell you a story.
I need you to let me tell you it, all the way through, and I need you to understand a few
things at the outset. The story I'm about to tell you isn't completely accurate, but it's
how I have to frame it. What I'm telling you now is how I need you to think about the
situation. I need you to use my version of the story to inform how you respond to what's
coming, because it's very likely that you'll be asked to believe something completely
different, and I can't allow that." Ellie pulled out of Sarah's grasp. "Sarah, you're not
making any sense, and you're scaring me. Where is my brother?" Sarah looked at Devon

in frustration. So far, he looked badly worried, but he was listening. Sarah needed Ellie



to do the same. "Ellie, if you believe that I care about you and your brother at all, I
desperately need you to listen to me. Please." Devon squeezed Ellie's hand in both of his.
"Babe, this sounds super important. It's Sarah. Let's just...let her talk." Ellie's intense
gaze flooded with tears. She swiped them away in frustration but nodded. "Please," she
whispered. Sarah's hands shook and she clasped them together in her lap. "Four months
ago, the United States government became aware that some information of great
strategic interest to our government and our enemies was out in the open, unprotected.
We had reason to believe that someone in Los Angeles came into possession of this
information. That's why I came to L.A., to track down this person, to determine if they
were threat to U.S. national security and to acquire the sensitive information before if
fell into the wrong hands. That's how I met your brother." "Chuck has it?" Ellie asked
desperately. "This information, whatever it is? Is he hacking again?" Sarah ignored the
again and pressed on. "Has it," Sarah acknowledged, "and no. Chuck gained access to it
through no fault of his own. Chuck did absolutely nothing wrong, not a single thing. I
can't elaborate, except to say now that Chuck has seen it, it has also became known that
someone has seen it, these bad actors have been trying very hard to get their hands on
the information, or failing that, on the person who had seen it. For the last four months,
I have been working with a partner, John Casey, to protect your brother, to prevent him
from being identified by anyone else as the person of interest in this highly classified
matter of national security, and to help Chuck live as close to his normal life as possible
under that threat." "John is CIA?" Devon asked in shock. "No, Casey is NSA, National
Security Agency. He's a good man." The jury was out on how accurate a picture that was
of John Casey's character, but Sarah had no room to dwell on or explain that now. Ellie
sat with that for a moment, holding Devon's hand in a vice and bearing down against the
sob fighting its way out of her chest. "All of the strange behavior, late nights, missed
dinners..." she breathed out. "All of the out of character behavior was Chuck trying to
keep the wheels on while we navigated this nightmare." Sarah swallowed hard, fighting
a losing battle against her emotions. "Chuck wasn't allowed to say anything to you, Ellie.
It's been killing him, feeling like he's constantly letting you down." Ellie covered her face
with her hands and wept. "I've been giving him such a hard time." "Ellie, Chuck knows

you love him. He knows..." Sarah's voice broke and she took a shaky breath. "He is so



worried about you, how this will affect you. He loves you so much." Devon was crying
too at this point. He went to bookshelf for a box of tissues and handed them out liberally.
Sarah crushed handful of them in her fist and continued. "The people Chuck works with
at the store...you and Devon...Morgan...you're all in danger, just being near him." Sarah
squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face to the floor. "The people in charge believe
we can no longer guarantee Chuck's safety or the safety of those around him." Sarah
swallowed hard and met Ellie's gaze. "Chuck is safe, but tonight, someone who meant
Chuck harm got close enough to our operation that our bosses made a decision...another
CIA officer has taken your brother into protective custody. Chuck is gone." "WHAT?"
Ellie gasped out. "Where did they take him? When is he coming home?" "Ellie...he's not
coming home, at least not now. Very possibly never." Devon, who had been doing his
best to shut up and listen and support Ellie, couldn't hold his peace any longer. "What do
you mean he's not coming home?" he shouted. "He has to! He didn't do anything wrong!
They can't just-just KEEP him!" "Yes, they can." The Morgan door proved useful, one
more time. They all turned to find John Casey standing in hallway. Ellie boiled up in a
rage and flew toward Sarah's partner. She pounded Casey with her fists. "They can't!
It's wrong. They can't do that! I won't let them. It's WRONG!" Devon, only a few steps
behind his fiancée, wrapped Ellie up in his arms before she could inflict any real
damage. Casey tasted the slight tang of blood inside his bottom lip. "It is wrong," he
agreed. "But they won't acknowledge that, not when they're protecting the security of
three hundred million Americans. That's how big this is." "Whatever Chuck has, can't he
just give it back?" Ellie gasped out tearfully. "He never tried to keep it from us. But the
people who mean our country harm won't stop trying to get their hands on Chuck, as
long they think they can make him talk about what he saw," John said steadily. "If the
government has him somewhere secure, and there is no operation here obviously
protecting someone, the threat ends. The bosses won't tell you where he is or let you see
Chuck because an enemy could use your movements to track him. Walker is trying to
figure out a way to get to Chuck, but honestly...I'm not convinced she'll be able to do it,
even if she was his handler." Ellie turned her face into Devon's chest and sobbed quietly.
"Handler...what does that mean?" Devon asked unsteadily. "Chuck, because he's a

civilian, was considered an asset, and Walker and I were his handers; his...guides...for



lack of a better word, to help him through the last few months. Sarah was his sounding
board, advisor, his closest protector. She took on a cover identity as his girlfriend
because it allowed her unconditional access to Chuck and your family, even though that
came with some challenges." Ellie pushed out of Devon's arms and watched Sarah, still
on the sofa, bent over her knees while tears dripped off her chin onto the floor. Ellie
grabbed another handful of tissues and sat in the chair on Sarah's left. "For all I didn't
understand about the last few months, I know my brother, Sarah. I saw how much you
affected him. He loves you. Are you aware of that? That my brother loves you?" Sarah
wished fervently for a fault to open up and swallow her whole. When Sarah didn't
respond, Casey did. "She knows," he said gruffly. "But fraternization...a real
relationship, is strictly forbidden. They had to be very careful to give the appearance but
not cross that line." "That's just...awful." Ellie and Casey looked at Devon, but Devon
was focused on Sarah. "Seriously?" Devon asked her. "How do you do that? Act like that,
with a big, sweet, handsome guy like Chuck? Such a gentle, good-hearted dude? How do
you get that close to a guy that cares for you that much and have it all mean nothing?"
Devon lamented. "How is that even possible?" Sarah barely got the words past the lump
in her throat. "It's not." Sarah focused on the floor and missed Devon's wide-eyed
expression and the way Ellie's eyes flooded with new tears. Casey sat down on the arm
of the sofa next to his partner. "Just so you understand how much Walker objects to all
of this...she killed the enemy agent that discovered Chuck's identity tonight." "Casey,
stop," Sarah begged through clenched teeth. "All of this truth-telling, and that's what
you object to?" Casey shook his head in disbelief. "Ellie needs to know you're not at fault
here...and frankly, so do you. You tried, Walker. You took better care of Chuck than
anyone else in your position could have. You defied orders and went to the extraction
site, just to have a few more minutes with him. You threw that toxic little whore off the
roof before she could tell her superiors the target's name and that he had a family." Ellie
gasped and leaned back in her seat, maybe unconsciously, but she did put space
between herself and the killer on her sofa. Sarah wanted to leave. She wanted to curse
Casey for his incredibly uncommon attack of candor and run, to be anywhere but in
Chuck's living room, breaking his sister's heart, admitting to Ellie that she was a liar and

a killer, and watching this moment become about anything other than Chuck and his



family. This should not be about her at all, not even a little bit, and Casey needed to
stop. "Bottom line...our feelings, whatever they are, are not relevant to the mission,
ever." Casey told Ellie and Devon. "We need to move on from that part of the discussion,
because we have limited time here, and what we feel as operators doesn't change
anything. It might even keep us from making choices we need to, and at this point we
can't afford that. We're going to make the argument to our bosses that the threat was
contained before Chuck's identity was known to anyone other than the dead enemy
agent, and that Chuck should be released. And our bosses will ignore us. They will tell
us to cut ties and get out of town. "For obvious reasons, Chuck can't just disappear and
nobody care," Casey posited. "Ordinarily they'd try to float some dumb explanation, like
Chuck met a woman online and ran off to meet her. But this week we discovered some
recording equipment, microphones, that didn't belong to us in the Buy More. It was the
first tip off that someone had zeroed in on the store searching for Chuck. In the rush to
figure out how great the threat was, a big federal team got into the store overnight and
moved everything to an offsite location so we could search through it without an
audience. I can just about guarantee the higher-ups will use that apparent theft as the
explanation for Chuck's disappearance. They'll gin up some cock and bull story that
Chuck was disgruntled and conspired to steal and sell the inventory and skipped town to
avoid arrest. It'll be awkward for everyone and highly out of character, but they just
need an excuse that lets them wrap this operation and recall us to Washington. They
may even try to convince everyone he's dead. Whatever tack they take, it's gonna be
brutal." Sarah used the time Casey spoke to compose herself. She wiped her eyes and
focused on Ellie. "We have to be so careful. What we've told you, it's...dangerous. If we
get jailed for treason, and it's a possibility now, then we can't work toward getting
Chuck back, and I'm the only one inside who will care enough to try. Please understand,
John...he cares too, but one of us has to tow the party line and stay connected enough to
learn things, and that will have to be John. I'll need intel I won't be able to get once my
boss figures out that I read in Chuck's family on our operation. And my boss will
probably figure that out." Devon's expression tensed even more, if that was possible.
"How could they possibly know you told us?" Sarah looked at Casey for a long moment.

Nothing could be worse than telling them Chuck was gone. But among the lesser



revelations, this one was going to sting. Casey spared Sarah the telling. "Because your
family has been under surveillance since the beginning...all of you. Phones, email, taps
on the cameras at the hospital, this apartment, inside and out. The footage is written to
a server at my apartment. We pulled the plug on that server before we got here this
morning so we could speak with you freely. We'll argue that the recording was no longer
necessary with Chuck gone, but it's a flimsy excuse, and they won't like it. They will
likely assume the worst of our motives, because it's how they're wired." Ellie pressed a
hand to her chest and took a deep breath. "You recorded us?" "Everything Ellie, every
room," Sarah said. "It was...an unforgiveable violation, in a very long list of them."
Devon cleared his throat, his expression angry and his face florid. “You got a warrant for
that? The bathroom, our bedroom?" "The project...it's...incredibly sensitive, even within
our own government. There are...limits...to how widely details can be shared. It's..."
Casey carefully considered how to describe it, because the surveillance was entirely
illegal. "It's the kind of project...that people of malleable morals could be persuaded to
take advantage of. It takes bodies, lawyers, clerks, judges, to obtain FISA warrants. The
more people who knew what was going on, the more likely we'd run into someone who
could be manipulated to take advantage of that information and create an unrecoverable
security leak." "You don't trust your own people?" Devon whispered, overawed in the
worst way. "Good grief, John." More tears streamed down Ellie's face. "You recorded the
most private moments of Chuck's life, of our lives, for four months, illegally." Casey, who
normally had no problems being forthright, struggled to meet Ellie's gaze. "I partitioned
the private spaces, other than Chuck's bedroom, to a specific drive on the server, and I
didn't view footage or pass any of it along to Washington unless we had material reason
to review it. You have my word that I will shred that drive, later today. I won't turn any
more of that footage over to the NSA." Devon was trying valiantly to approach this as a
problem to be solved, and to do that he needed information. The alternative was to slide
down the drain in a flood of tears, and Ellie needed him to be strong. "Who's pulling the
strings?" Devon asked unsteadily. "How high does this go?" "I doubt the president knows
yet, but short of him...that high. Certainly, to the director of national intelligence.
Walker is...special," Casey admitted with a grimace. "She's a direct report to the

director of the CIA. I work for the NSA in a similar capacity. This intelligence, it's as



classified as it comes. People will kill for it, and worse. If they had succeeded in taking
Chuck tonight...protective custody is an order of magnitude better for Chuck than what
our enemies would have done to make him talk." Casey's jaw clenched and he sighed. "I
promise you, dying would have been better for Chuck than falling into their hands."
Ellie's paper-thin composure failed entirely, and she sagged against Devon and sobbed.
Sarah knew Casey was saying these things for a reason. He was laying the foundation
for Ellie to really understand how careful they had to be. Sarah asked for this, insisted
Ellie understand something of the truth. Casey was being the partner Sarah needed and
asked for, in his unvarnished way. The front door beckoned, but if Sarah had any hope of
Ellie trusting her going forward, she could not run away, not yet. But she was a breath
away from falling completely and utterly apart and thought of doing it in front of Casey,
any of them, really, completely repelled. Sarah was halfway to Chuck's bedroom before
she really registered that she was moving. She got as far as the window in his room and
slid down the closet door and cried. AN: It ended up a quiet weekend here. Let's make

Ssome progress.



Chapter 3: Chapter 3 - The Lie

Sarah looked up to find Ellie and Devon standing in the doorway. Devon trailed behind
his fiancée, and they sat on the floor at the foot of Chuck's bed. Ellie wiped her eyes and
took a calming breath. "John said he had to go check messages." Sarah looked out
across the courtyard. "Our bosses are overdue for an update.” "Should you go call?"
Sarah clenched her teeth and nodded. "Yes...but if I have to talk to them right now, I will
burn a bridge. I can't afford that. We can't afford that." Graham was going to be angry,
and he would say no to anything Sarah requested if she ran right at him. Her only
chance was to sound reasonable enough to get him to table the discussion, rather than
shutting her down entirely, and she wasn't calm enough for that yet. "Emotions are
liabilities in my job. I have to be calm and rational, or my boss won't hear me...even
though I want to set fire to all of it right now." What Ellie believed she knew about Sarah
was in tatters, and she needed information, some way to gauge what they were up
against. "Is it...always like this? Your whole life, the secrets...and the lying? Is Sarah
even your real name?" Sarah closed her eyes and her countenance twisted into
something raw and aching. She started to speak, and hesitated. Sometimes as an agent,
Sarah gave up a bit of personal information, which was never, ever true, to gain the
trust of an asset or a mark. She was good at it, the appearance of vulnerability, in the
short term, at least. But real trust, the kind Ellie needed to believe Sarah and John and
act according to their guidance, was reciprocal. Sarah needed Ellie's trust, and she had
something to give, something real. Painfully, awfully real. "In this line of work, whatever
you tell someone to establish intimacy, to get them to give you what you want, to make
them trust you, it's never the truth. It's never you," Sarah began. She looked at the
ceiling and wiped her eyes. "Chuck hates that. I gave him so little, and I regret that
now." Sarah looked at the mascara on her fingers and shook her head. She might need
to lay off the eye make-up. "My name is Sarah, now. But the truth is...I haven't been me
since I was eight years old." Sarah told them her mother was gone, and her father a

career criminal. In elementary school, Sarah was already her father's partner, a



professional con artist, a nameless, rootless, remorseless thief. She told them she was in
high school before she truly felt the weight of their wrongdoing. With high school
graduation in sight, by the time she might be able to get a real job and take care of
herself and be free of her father's schemes, it was too late, because he was arrested as
part of a sweeping federal investigation that landed him behind bars. The man who had
been Sarah's boss for ten years, since she was scarcely seventeen, who claimed to have
arrested her father to protect him from people who wished him harm, found her that
day, too. That man offered her a career instead of prison, and Sarah took it. That man
worked for the CIA, and now, a decade later, he was in charge. "I changed my name so
many times since [ was a kid, my real identity, a name that's on a birth certificate I don't
even have...there isn't anyone left in my life who knows me by that name. When I was
recruited, my boss created an identity for me. Legally, I'm Sarah Walker. If I had any
idea when I came to Los Angeles that I would stay this long, I would have used an
alias...but...things happened, and I stayed, and...that's me." Ellie turned her face into
Devon's shoulder, and he pulled her into his arms. Sarah doubted Ellie's tears were for
anything other than Chuck. It couldn't be for her, but maybe, at least, Ellie believed that
Sarah understood what it meant to be drawn into a life of secrets like you, as a person,
did not matter. At length, Ellie sat up straight and looked at Sarah, and found Chuck's
handler just as emotional, if by experience, a little more resigned to the facts at hand.
"What do we do?" Ellie asked, with her voice hoarse from crying. Good. Sarah nodded,
wiping her face. It was time to get practical. "The best you can do is appear frustrated
and distraught and defend Chuck to the utmost. Be the sister you already are. They
won't care how uncomfortable you make the LAPD but stop short of any hint of a witch
hunt on the federal government. As far as you know, the feds have nothing to do with
this. Do not google any of the agencies or the leadership. You've all been under mostly
illegal surveillance for months and your digital footprints will be under scrutiny. These
people are pragmatists. If you go after the federal agencies and make it uncomfortable
for them to keep Chuck..." Sarah's voice vibrated with anger, but she kept talking
because Ellie had to understand. "They could call your hand, and we'll...find Chuck's
body by the side of the road somewhere. So, whatever you do, keep your complaints

local. Compared to the legitimate national security risk, they have no regard for what



happens to your family. Your misery is an unfortunate byproduct of the operation. I do
not feel that way. Casey does not feel that way. But the people we answer to will destroy
Chuck's reputation or worse to manage this, and however much it hurts you is not a
concern. Please, please don't give them a reason." Sarah needed to leave Ellie with
something to do. "It's daylight now, and...it's time to do what you would do if you didn't
know what's going on. Text Chuck's number, call him, leave messages. Call me and
Morgan. Call Casey. Go to the store and ask Big Mike if he's seen Chuck. Is he on a big
install? Give it a few hours and call the police. File a police report. I'm going to have to
tell the police something. I will say that I knew Chuck was going to drop off the ring. He
told me he planned to clear out long enough to let you have dinner and propose, and
he'd come home after to congratulate you both. So, I didn't think much of it when I
didn't hear from him, because it was family time." Ellie shook her head resolutely.
"Chuck wouldn't do that." Sarah did a double take. "What? Why?" "You were his
girlfriend for four months." Ellie's voice cracked and she squeezed Devon's hand. "He
would bring you. Chuck would want you to share that with us." Chuck would. He'd taken
every opportunity to draw Sarah into his family life, and Sarah came to genuinely care
for Ellie and Devon. It made lying to them so much harder. Sarah looked down at her lap
and nodded. "That's...probably true. But Devon and I need to tell the same story to avoid
creating a problem with the LAPD. So...I kissed him goodbye after work and went home.
I thought I might hear from him later, after your engagement, but he didn't outright say
so, and he didn't call. But I didn't worry because I knew he was with his family and I'd
see him in the morning. So, Devon...what's your story?" Devon's brow creased in
concentration. "I-I gave Chuck the ring because Ellie is like a truffle hound with gifts.
She found the cashmere sweater I got for her birthday last year, even though I hid it
under Chuck's bed. Chuck carried the ring around with him for a couple of days and—"
Sarah shook her head. "No, he stored the ring in his locker at work. And chances are
over the last couple of days someone in the store heard him mention it, and we have to
act accordingly. I know it's your grandmother's and you deserve to have it back, but we
need to account for how you get the ring back, because it can't come from me, here, this
morning. I need to leave the ring under the seat in a Nerd Herder for the police to find.

You might not get it back for a few days, but we'll make sure they don't keep it."



"Like...Chuck realized something bad was happening and stashed it, so it didn't get
stolen?" "Exactly. Now, keep going, what's your story?" Devon blinked. "Ooo-okay, he
told me he'd keep it in his locker at work, and I asked him to bring it home last night
before dinner, but he didn't show up. And Ellie was tired and fell asleep after dinner,
and the proposal..." Devon had to clear his throat. "It didn't happen. I was bummed but I
figured Chuck got caught up with something and if he didn't show up, it would be for a
really good reason. It was just dinner, not a big plan. I figured I'd see Chuck in the
morning, and I was irritated, but I knew Chuck would explain. But then he didn't come
home. And I texted and called, that part's true." "It's all true, Devon. That's the thing to
remember, everything before now is true," Sarah told him quietly. "Tell your story, the
way you just told me. Answer the questions they ask. When you don't know the answer,
tell them you don't know the answer. Don't feel pressured to invent new details. They
use silence in an interrogation, a quiet delay, to make you ramble. Human nature says
silence is uncomfortable, and nervous people try to fill it. Don't bite. Let the silence sit.
Ellie, you and me, same thing goes for us. And don't worry about being emotional. You
can't avoid it, and it's honest. Let your emotions be honest." Sarah closed her eyes and
sagged against the closet door while Ellie and Devon absorbed that. Barely a minute
later, Casey tapped on the window. She scooted to her right so he could step through it
for the second time that morning. He sat in the chair next to Sarah as the conversation
continued. "So now, this morning you start by texting me and Morgan and then you call
both of us." Sarah prompted. "I have to call Morgan," Devon said anxiously. "That's
gonna be awful." "I'll...call Morgan," Ellie said slowly. "No, babe—" "I know how to talk
to him," Ellie said with a sad shrug. "I'll call Morgan and Sarah. You call John and go see

Big Mike." "Divide and conquer," Devon said to himself. "O-okay." "Just, have a plan
before you start that conversation," Sarah advised them. "Have you seen or heard from
Chuck since he left work last night? He didn't come home and he didn't call. He won't
answer his phone. We don't know where he is. Stuff like that," Sarah said. She blew out
a careful breath and wiped her eyes. "John and I need to stay in town long enough, so it
doesn't look suspicious, but I won't be in charge of how long that is. I'm sure we'll see
each other," Sarah told them. "And at some point, I'll come here to say goodbye. With

the cameras, it's very likely I'll have to do that as Chuck's girlfriend and not an agent.



That's going to be...difficult. It'll be my last opportunity to sell the story that you believe
I'm your brother's girlfriend, and the audience will be the people watching in
Washington. They're going to be angry that we cut the surveillance, even though we'll
make the argument that the asset was gone and your privacy had been violated enough.
But they'll push back and make us turn the cameras back on, so when I come for the last
time...or really, any time you see me from now on, just remember that I'm Sarah, not
Agent Walker. John, too. It has to look like this conversation never happened, and you're
totally in the dark." "How do you do that?" Devon asked. "How can anyone ever know
you, or believe you? How are you two different people?" Sarah's expression crumbled
and she barely held on to her voice. "I don't, Devon. I promise you, Agent Walker
felt...feels...everything Sarah does. I'm not two people. I'm one woman who has lied to
you for four months to keep everyone safe, and starting when I walk out of here, I'll lie
to them instead." Casey felt like he needed to reengage and give Sarah a break, "When
we leave here, you will have a very narrow window of time to say what you need to each
other, a couple of minutes max. My boss ordered me to reboot the server ten minutes
ago. After the op is shut down, I'll let you know when all the cameras and mics are gone
for good. But please, be careful. What you say, and where you say it. Even after. It's
wildly unfair, but there's no helping it now. If you need to talk, leave your phones at
home and go for a walk in the park." Sarah nodded in agreement. "I may not always
have this phone number. If I have to get ahold of you, it could help if we have
established some passphrases, so you know it's me. It's low-tech tradecraft, but it might
cut through some uncertainty of you are contacted by someone claiming to be me. I'll
remember whatever you tell me. Four words, that we'll use in the order you give them to
me and not reuse them in case you're being monitored. Let's make it easy - a rock, a
shape, a place and a bird. You pick." Ellie looked skeptical but Sarah was entirely
serious. "You can't imagine how often something this simple is the difference between
succeeding and failing," Casey offered. "Please humor her." "Okay..." Ellie looked at
Devon, and he nodded. "Granite, crescent," Ellie began. "Pacoima," Devon offered.
Sarah shot Ellie a perplexed look but didn't ask. "A swift," Ellie finished. "Granite,
crescent, Pacoima, swift," she said softly. "Devon's first Pop Warner football team was

the Pacoima Pirates." Sarah looked at John as they both ran through their own processes



to commit that to memory. "Granite, crescent, Pacoima, swift," Sarah echoed and
nodded. "Good. That's good. I can't be in regular contact. My boss is going to be very
mad at me for several reasons, so it's likely I'll be monitored for a while. If I don't have
anything to share, I won't risk it. But if you get a text from an unknown number
beginning with one of those words, that's us. So please trust it. For now, it's all we can
do." Sarah knew she had to go; she'd stayed too long already. She hesitated and finally
reached for Ellie. The embrace began awkwardly, but Ellie couldn't not be herself. She
squeezed Sarah tightly. "There has to be a way," Ellie insisted. "I did not raise Chuck
after our parents abandoned us, and he did not survive that loss and make it through
Stanford and his best friend and girlfriend betraying him to end up like this. If there's
anything you can do, either of you, I'm begging you...please." "Whatever it takes, I won't
stop trying, Ellie." Sarah pulled her even closer. "I'm so sorry you have to do this. I
would rather die than have him taken from you like this. I know it can't mean much, but
I'm so, so sorry." Ellie sobbed against Sarah's shoulder and Devon wrapped his arms
around them both. Casey sat close by, with his hand on Sarah's back. He had shed tears
over the years. Not often, but it had happened. A couple of losses in the corps were too
awful for anyone to bear, and again after a fouled-up NSA op in Tangiers. Outcomes that
Casey didn't dwell on, because he couldn't make them right, and it would be futile to try.
The kinds of things you walled off and ignored for your own sanity. Casey found himself
there again. He squeezed Walker's shoulder. Ellie was likely to hold on forever and they
really needed to go, but Casey stopped short of bodily pulling Sarah away. He got up
instead, and she reluctantly followed. Devon looked down at the ring in his hand one
more time and reluctantly handed it to Sarah. She trailed her partner out the window,
and across the courtyard. Sarah noticed Casey's phone on the kitchen table. She took
hers from her pocket and gritted her teeth as she reinstalled the battery. Four text
messages from Graham. Ellie called almost immediately and Sarah answered in
character. Ellie played her part perfectly, although Sarah knew the quaver in her voice
was entirely real. The call to Graham was brief. He told Sarah in the tersest of terms to
get back to Washington immediately. Sarah told Graham that three people disappearing
in a matter of hours would create questions that the agency did not want. He swore and

hung up. Casey initialized most of the surveillance package. He made the round trip to



the Buy More in record time and with the confidence that the security cameras
remained offline behind the building, wiped Ellie's ring for prints and carefully placed it
under the driver's seat of Chuck's herder. Over the next couple of hours, their phones
would ring as Ellie and Devon called to ask after Chuck's whereabouts again. Sarah
would struggle to keep it together. Morgan would spiral. They would all falter together.
He looked down at his phone and grimaced as he dialed General Beckman. The bottle of
scotch in the kitchen cabinet would get a work out later, for good reason. Casey was

right. The sky was falling.



Chapter 4: Chapter 4 - The Base

Chuck had the vague, drugged up impression of Longshore handing him off to someone
else, although he did not know who or where. Overnight he was moved from the
helicopter to a plane, at least one van and finally carried down a flight of stairs and left
on the bunk in this room. He found bottled water waiting when he woke up on day one
but there was no food. The powerful sedative hangover made it difficult to do more than
sleep, although he yelled and beat on the door twice to no effect. On the morning of day
two, someone opened a small window in the far corner of the room and left a tray on the
shelf below it. Chuck called out and stumbled from the bed as they closed the window
and locked it from the outside. He wolfed down the plate of lukewarm scrambled eggs
and barely twenty minutes later passed out again. Chuck ignored the next two meal
trays, except for a sealed carton of milk at dinner. He trusted it in error. On the morning
of day three when Chuck sluggishly sat up in bed, a full tray waited, but not only that.
Chuck blinked at the man leaning casually against the wall, ankles crossed, scrolling on
his phone. "Morning, sunshine. Jim Rye, Central Intelligence." Chuck lurched to his feet
as a flicker that might have become a flash were he not so groggy tickled at the base of
his skull. As immediately as it arrived, it was gone. Chuck squeezed his eyes shut to
clear it and scratched at the growing patch of angry red skin on the back of his right
arm. Rye noticed and frowned. "What's that? The scratching?" Chuck glanced down.
"Eczema." Rye's eyes grew wide, his expression too open, too concerned. He pushed off
the wall to stand closer than Chuck preferred. "They haven't taken care of that?" Chuck
clenched his jaw. "Take care? I don't think you people 'take care' of anything." The way
Rye tipped his head to the side, radiating sympathy, made Chuck want to punch him in
the teeth. "Well, I'll ask about that, see if we can get it taken care of. But now that
you've had a couple of days to transition, we need to normalize things here, get into a
routine. So, how about you eat breakfast, and you can go take a shower and change
clothes. We'll work for a while and then you can have some free time this afternoon, hit

the Xbox, check out the library." The longer Rye spoke, the more incredulous Chuck's



expression became. "You are drugging the food." "Eh, the food's fine today." No
acknowledgement, not the least hint that Rye saw the injustice of Chuck's situation. Just
an agenda. Chuck stared, waiting for something that didn't materialize. Rye's
expression, friendly, expectant, utterly false, changed not a bit. "I want to talk to Sarah-
Agent Sarah Walker," Chuck finally told him. "She's my CIA handler. Or John Casey, he's
NSA. They looked out for me at home. They know all about the..." Chuck pinched the
bridge of his nose and blinked again. The drugs, whatever they were, definitely lingered.
"I need them. They know all about my situation." Rye winked. "The Intersect Project.
Don't worry, Chuck, Director Graham has me all read in. Your handlers were never
meant to be anything but temporary, and they knew that. Any promises they made were
to gain your cooperation in the field. But don't feel too bad, buddy. They're field agents."
Rye rolled his eyes, like the absurdity was all too much. "Their whole schtick is to cozy
up to you and gain your trust, to attain their objective, and by all accounts they're pretty
good at it." Rye clapped his hands together and Chuck flinched as the sound bounced off
the walls in the small space. "I am your handler, Chuck. You work with me now, so let's
get flashing." "No," Chuck said with more bravado than he felt. "Not like this." Rye
blinked. "Whaddya mean, no?" "I had handlers and it was nothing like this. Your people
tossed me around like luggage. I've been drugged three times. You left me alone down
here and didn't feed me. I'm not the enemy, but that's exactly how you're treating me. I
need to talk to Sarah and Casey. Or the general...or Director Graham. This isn't right."
"You think I'd let an enemy whine about transport and gripe about the
accommodations?" Agent Rye drew a long breath through his nose and drummed his
fingers against his leg. "C'mon now, Chuck, I'm uniquely qualified. Certainly, more
qualified than any of them. I'm a licensed psychologist and brains are sorta my thing. I'm
an expert in interrogation methods of all kinds and the use of hypnosis, hallucinogens,
psychotropics...and a rokudan...although maybe that's not entirely relevant," Rye said as
the tension in is shoulders relaxed a little. "The Intersect blows conventional thinking
about neuroplasticity out of the water. We have an incredible opportunity here to
advance this project. I've studied your file and the Intersect project extensively. It's
fascinating, the idea that so many of our secrets, really all of our secrets are housed in

that noggin of yours. Hiding in plain sight? And the effect that has on the human brain?"



He tapped himself on the temple and winked again. "Fascinating." Rye, if that was his
real name, was too strange for Chuck's liking, alternately serious and weirdly upbeat.
Chuck's instinct was to move back, make space, but there was nowhere to go. The agent
pressed his lips together and sighed. "Look...Casey and Walker are long gone, Chuck.
Adios, buh bye, not coming back. And their bosses are not available for a chat." Chuck
swallowed hard. "Then let me talk to my sister, Ellie." "Security risk. You know it's not
happening." Rye leaned in and smiled. "But that doesn't mean you can't make new
friends." Chuck was rapidly losing what little mastery of himself he possessed and
clenched his fists. His voice grew tight and wavered. "Ellie is my family. And you are not
my friend." Rye's gaze hardened. "This can be easy, or it can be difficult, Chuck. We can
be friends. How this works is going to be entirely up to you." "Making friends with your
captors is called Stockholm Syndrome," Chuck said through gritted teeth. "You know
that's not actually a thing, right? Nobody in the history of ever has actually been
diagnosed with Stockholm Syndrome. It's not even in the textbooks," Rye shook his head
and looked at Chuck from under his creased brow. "You know, your whole no friends
rule is kinda subjective. You seemed pretty friendly with Walker. I can't say I've met her,
but I've seen video, and wow, that is a beautiful woman. Don't get me wrong, I totally
get it. The Intersect Project is big deal, and special kind of op? Well, that requires a
special kind of whore." Chuck aimed for Rye's smirk and hit a bullseye. In the next
moment, Chuck bounced off the wall and collapsed, struggling to breathe. Rye tasted
the blood on his teeth and smiled. "Nice shot, Chuck. Better than I'd expect from a help
desk nerd." He kicked Chuck in the ribs for good measure, just to make his point. Rye
crouched on the floor next to his prisoner and spit out a bit of blood. "See that?" Rye
asked. He shoved Chuck's face closer to the splatter on the white tile floor. "That is my
gift to you. We're going to leave that right there forever, a trophy if you will, a
monument to your one and only rebellion. Congratulations on that. Now that that's out
of the way, we've got important work to do, Chuck, and the first part of that work is
realizing that holding on does more damage than letting go. And it will keep doing
damage until you decide to play ball. This is your life, and the Intersect is your job.
There is no other workable option, so settle that in your mind now." Chuck shrugged off

Rye's hand and sat against the wall with an arm wrapped around his middle. "It was



worth it to make you bleed," he wheezed. Rye threw his head back and laughed. "I'll bet

it was!" He left Chuck on the floor and reminded him to eat breakfast on the way out.



Chapter 5: Chapter 5 - The Little Bearded Man

With Awesome’s grandmother’s ring safely hidden, Casey called General Beckman in
transit, told her of Graham’s attempt to recall Sarah on the spot, and methodically made
the case that a hasty exit from Burbank would breed nothing but questions and trouble.
The general took the opportunity to yell, because it was due, but she agreed on the
matter of prudence, at least. Back at the apartment Casey dialed Beckman on the
videoconference, who in turn called Graham and they were finally all on a much-dreaded
call together. Graham made noise about travel as soon as the feed became live, and the
general suggested that if she could spare Major Casey long enough for a wrap up that
did not draw any more undue attention, surely Graham could do without his agent for a
few more days as well. Graham made to object, again, but Beckman wasn’t quite done. If
Graham'’s transport officer had managed to extract Chuck without pulling a tail, Lizzie
might have been picked up and questioned in the aftermath instead of dying in a
confrontation with Agent Walker at the scene. So no, the operation did not end as
smoothly as she wished, but at least the asset was safely secured and one more Fulcrum
operative off the street. Her IT staff were already mining Lizzie’s life for Fulcrum
contacts. The best they could do now was not throw any bigger spotlight than necessary
on Chuck’s departure and that required patience and discretion and not yanking both
agents out of their established covers with unwarranted haste. At the jab about
Longshore, Casey watched Graham'’s incendiary stare flick to Sarah, even though his
agent hadn’t made a move or spoken a word. Casey felt the temperature in Graham'’s
office climbing from two thousand miles away. The director nodded stiffly, and his
objection died before he could voice it again. “Every last camera, I want them all
running,” Graham growled. Someone was going to obey him, about that at least. Casey
nodded. “Everything’s up except the external feed that belongs Buy More Plaza security.
The CIA team cut that line before the trucks arrived, so it’s down until the landlord fixes
it.” Casey massaged his temples and sighed. “When we bagged the body, I realized

Lizzie had Ellie’s engagement ring. Musta stole it from Chuck’s locker. There’s a lot I



can’t fix here, but I'm not sacrificing Ellie’s ring to that little witch, so I ran and stashed
it in a Herder for the cops to find. Best I could do.” “That’s...considerate. I have no
issue,” Beckman said. Sarah could feel Graham'’s stare without looking and could not tell
if his ire was only that she went to the extraction and argued about leaving town, or if he
suspected more of her than that. With time to review the timeline and collect data, he
surely would have things to say. Sarah counted the floor tiles, took long breaths through
her nose and prayed for someone to cut the feed. Mercifully, Graham growled an order
for an update at 5 p.m. and disconnected. That left Casey and Sarah alone with
Beckman. Sarah quietly cleared her throat. “The family doesn’t need to be left with
questions about us, too, so thank you ma’am.” “Don’t thank me, Sarah. He’s not dumb.
Someone will end up paying for that dogpile and it will probably be you.” Sarah
clenched her teeth. “Yes, ma’am.” Sarah’s shift at Weinerlicious started in two hours, so
she called in sick, which was closer to the truth than not. She and Casey said and little
to one another as he readied for work. He left her to man the feeds and Sarah napped
fitfully on Casey’s sofa in between fielding calls from the people who were frightened for
Chuck. The phone rang again at 4:13 p.m. No, Sarah answered Ellie, she still couldn’t
find Chuck, and she was really beginning to worry. With the same report from Ellie,
Chuck’s sister revealed that she had contacted the police. The operator advised Ellie to
make the report in person, and she and Devon were going. Sarah heard what Ellie did
not ask. “Uhm, right, okay...which station?” Ellie drew a careful breath. “Northeast
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Community Station on San Fernando Road.” “Right. That’s over by...I know where that
is. I'll...meet you there? I can meet you there.” She had a go bag in Casey’s closet
upstairs. Two minutes in Casey’s shower and she could be out the door. It was the
second worst hour Sarah ever spent in Ellie’s company, by a narrower margin than she
imagined, because Chuck was still gone, and now they were lying to people about it.
Added to which, Morgan kept calling and calling. They made their police reports and the
tears in the parking lot afterward knew no reserve. Sarah finally drove back to the
Maison 23 and cried in the shower until the water ran cold. There began the charade
that Sarah insisted to Graham was necessary, where she stayed put, stayed visible,

where Chuck was missing and not taken by his own government, and she was as

shocked and grieved as anyone. It was simultaneously the easiest and most gutting



acting job of her career. The next day, Scooter grudgingly sold the processed food while
Sarah ignored him and cried by the window, looking for something that would never
come. By day three, she gave up the scant appearance of work and spent her whole shift
across the lot in the Buy More, alternately visiting with Casey about official things and
mourning with Morgan about everything else. On day four, Sarah quit the Weinerlicious
in an emotional fit that had Scooter calculating the distance to the exit. Casey tapped
the camera from his phone to watch it remotely. It would have been an Oscar-worthy
performance if Casey didn’t know it was just Walker giving vent to her actual feelings;
frustration with the pedantic Scooter, for sure, but four days after Chuck was taken, she
was ready to unload, drop the mag and reload on everyone in range. After that, Big Mike
might as well have given Sarah a green shirt because if the door was open, she was at
the Buy More. She wasn’t working of course, but neither were most of his other
employees. But for Scott and Skip, who quietly corrected some of the mis-stocked items,
the rest of the staff drew straws for who had to speak to the next customer through the
door. Sarah and Morgan had a shaky start in Burbank. Sizzling shrimp aside, Morgan
had been childish and bizarrely possessive of his time with Chuck. But they were best
friends since the age of six, and Sarah had to grant that kind of longevity was rare and
meaningful, even if Morgan was...Morgan. At least around his best friend, Sarah felt
completely free to miss Chuck the way a girlfriend ought to. Morgan proved to be
Chuck’s staunchest supporter in the store; there was no end to his worry, or his
contempt for anyone nearby who believed anything but the best of Chuck Bartowski.
Sarah found odd, unexpected comfort in sharing the little bearded man’s unwavering
faith in Chuck. It wasn’t until after Chuck was gone and Sarah spent so much time with
Morgan in their mutual grief that she understood him better. But for his father walking
out when he was eight years old, life hadn’t required much of Morgan, and he more or
less responded in kind. He sold appliances for the most indolent retail manager on
Earth. He paid his mom a little rent, daydreamed about women and played video games.
Owning a car by Morgan’s reckoning was too much responsibility. He ran behind in
many metrics the culture would use to assess his adulthood, so he was easy to discount.
But Morgan still had enough sense to look at his best friend and recognize merit for

what it was. Morgan saw the gaping hole in the world where Chuck should be; a whole



universe of people whose lives were less for his absence. Everywhere Morgan looked, he
saw a problem Chuck would solve just by his steady, kind, long-suffering presence. The
whole store, up to Big Mike, was caught in a stupor. Ellie struggled to get out of bed.
Awesome had forgotten how to laugh. Big Mike, who battled with the concept of Chuck
as a traitor to the store, complained that their vigil at the Nerd Herd desk was dragging
the whole place down and banished Morgan and Sarah to the break room. They spent
the afternoons there together in quiet, mutual, utter misery. It turned out that Morgan
Grimes was perfectly capable of reflection. “I see now how much Chuck gives, you
know? All the time...to everyone,” Morgan told her as they sat on the little sofa in the
break room. “This place is a lunatic asylum, and Chuck holds it all together...puts up
with everyone...puts up with me. He’s this great guy...and he finally has you, and that’s
awesome. And what am I doing?” Morgan’s eyes were huge and tearful. “Giving him
crap about not playing enough Call of Duty with me,” he answered with a shrug. “I did
the math. He played video games with me like ten hours a week for twenty-one years,
and that’s like, seriously conservative, and I'm adjusting for Stanford, and really, once
he got home he more than made up for those four years.” Morgan shook his head in
wonder. “Duck Hunt and Zelda and Miss Pac Man, Mario. Street Fighter, Final Fantasy
II...” he sighed and wiped his eyes. “Eleven thousand hours, easy. And he made jokes to
distract the bullies at school and let me stay over a million times when Mom was
working late shifts and he did my geometry homework. All along I just...I always expect
Chuck to be Chuck.” Morgan’s voice sounded like it was dragged though broken glass.
“I've been so ungrateful and I can’t even tell him I'm sorry.” Sarah was staggered, and
at the same moment wholly ashamed of herself for it. Morgan’s heart was breaking and
nothing could be done. He also kept talking about Chuck in the present tense, like at any
moment Chuck would walk through the break room door. She reacted a beat too late
and Morgan was halfway to his feet before she caught his arm. “I haven’t been here
long,” she began, fighting to keep it together. “But it’s plain how much Chuck loves you,
Morgan. You and Ellie are his whole world. You're his family. He’s not waiting for an
apology. He wouldn’t think you owe him one.” Morgan looked down where Sarah’s hand
rested on his arm. “You talk about his world, Sarah, but you gotta know you’re right at

the center of it. He loves you.” I love you. I love you. I love you. It played over and over



during her waking hours. Sarah could scarcely sleep but when she did, she saw it there,
too. Felt the wash of the rotors, saw the way his hands strained against the edge of the
door, tears streaking down his face. How even as Longshore drove the punishing blows
into his back, Chuck’s gaze on her never faltered. I love you. Sarah squeezed her eyes
shut. “He’s got a lot of love to give, you know?” Her eyes welled up and she gripped
Morgan’s arm. “And I know...I rely on him too much.” Morgan started to object and
Sarah didn’t let him. “No, Morgan, really, I...ask a lot of him, maybe...monopolize his
time, even with Ellie. And that...that’s on me.” The next words poured out of her on no
more than a breath because they were true and the sound wouldn’t come. “I don’t have
anyone else...and with Chuck it was just...” “New and wonderful and amazing?” Morgan
supplied with a sad smile. “It’s not like he objected, and I totally get it. Because
seriously, if a woman like you walked into the store and decided she loved me? I'd forget
my own mother.” Past tense. Sarah decided to stop trying to track it. She also didn’t
know how to respond to that sentiment and grabbed a napkin from a pile on the nearest
table to wipe her eyes. “I...that’s sweet...I think.” Morgan nodded earnestly. “Take it for
the compliment it is.” He held out his hand and Sarah passed him a napkin. “I don’t
believe it, all the crap we’re hearing?” Morgan sniffled and wiped his nose. “It would be
laughable except it’s so awful I can’t breathe good.” Morgan flattened a hand to his
chest and shook his head. “Chuck would never, not ever, in a million billion years do
whatever they’re trying to say he did, definitely not of his own free will. Not a chance.
Not for any amount of money. And I don’t just think that. I know that. In my soul I know
that Chuck’s a better man than that and nothing’s gonna change my mind.” Sarah
nodded earnestly. “Me, too,” was all she could force past her vocal cords. “Everything’s
all wrong now,” Morgan said softly. “I don’t know what to do.” Sarah didn’t either and
she went easily when Morgan pulled her into a hug. He sniffled and took another deep
breath. “You said you don’t have anyone else, Sarah...and maybe that’s how you showed
up here. But you have people now. Chuck would want you to hear that.” Twenty-six
years. For the first time in that long Sarah could see it, the shape of a life where she
could look in any direction and see someone who might love her. But the surest and best

of them was gone, and in a few days, she would be, too.



Chapter 6: Chapter 6 - The Sandwich Artist

At the Buy More, attempting to explain the theft and return of the inventory and Chuck’s
role in it all consumed every moment of the days that followed. The LAPD received an
anonymous tip and located a ratty tractor trailer containing a handful of items that were
not returned to the store. Among numerous empty boxes they recovered video game
cartridges, a Wii console, two laptops, a toaster oven and an unboxed, pre-paid cell
phone the Buy More did not carry in inventory. The LAPD did not share the contents of
the trailer, citing their no-comment policy on open investigations but the useful details,
true and not, were leaked anyway. The LAPD found text messages between that burner
and another unregistered phone regarding plans for the theft, panic over potential FBI
involvement, and fiery admonitions, allegedly from Chuck, when the thieves chickened
out and returned everything overnight. After that, the second burner phone believed to
belong to Chuck went dark. The rumor mill settled on the theory that having been
questioned by the police, Chuck knew he was hours away from an arrest and skipped
town. An anonymous tip. Murmured theories. Lies passing like a children’s game of
telephone among the Buy More staff. Someone nearby ran the whisper campaign right
out of The Farm’s textbook. With such a crowd of misfits involved it sadly took little to
paint the perennially unappreciated Nerd Herd supervisor as the key figure in the
bumbled attempt to boost the Buy More’s inventory. And Chuck wasn’t there to defend
himself. Big Mike wasn’t wrong about the mood in the store; every moment of the last
few days felt like a funeral. Casey needed a break from it, and as he tossed and turned
the night before, realized that with news of Chuck’s alleged perfidy and actual
disappearance traveling from one end of the Buy More plaza to the other, there was a
loose end to tie up nearby. He checked the cameras and found his exhausted partner in
the break room dozing with her head against Morgan’s shoulder. It was both her job as
the grieving girlfriend, and all things considered, the best place for Walker to be. Casey
left her there and headed across the parking lot alone. The bell chimed over the door at

Lou’s Deli and the proprietress looked up from the meat slicer with a hard frown. In the



five weeks since they found Bryce at the port in an overgrown tic tac, Casey had seen
Lou several times in the parking lot. She always kept her distance, but her scowl spoke
volumes. “We’re closed to anyone from the Buy More,” she muttered. “I’'m gonna post a
sign.” Casey threw down a hundred next to the cash register. “Don’t be stupid. Money’s
money.” Lou eyed the bill, rang open the register with a scowl, dropped the bill in the
last slot and slammed it shut. “What do you want?” “A Franklin’s worth of whatever’s
easy. Half the store is on a hunger strike, and if they don’t start eating, Big Mike’s going
to have to hire. He hates hiring.” Lou ground her teeth as she smacked a turkey breast
down on the slicer. “So, Chuck’s got more going on than informing for the salami cops?”
Lou asked, eyeing Casey narrowly. “I've heard stuff.” Salami cops. Casey shot her a
dirty look for the insult to his fictional FDA. “Heck if I know,” he groused. “He hasn’t
been informing for us since that debacle with you over a month ago. Said it wasn’t worth
the money or the drama.” “You seriously pay informants for the 411 on uncured meats.”
she said in disbelief. “That’s the dumbest thing I have ever heard, and my boyfriend was
a mobster.” “Dumber than your government sticking me at the Buy More so I could
infiltrate the L.A. teamsters?” Casey asked in exasperation. “The longer I work for those
federal yahoos, the less I understand ‘em. I should have stayed a sheriff’s deputy.” He
glanced back at the door like he needed to get back to work. “I've applied for a transfer
to another post in Minnesota. At least I'll be getting out of this dumpster fire in a few
days.” Casey watched Lou expertly assemble a string of foot-long sandwiches. She
stepped over to the slicer and cut another large handful of turkey. “What does
Minnesota have on L.A.? If [ can ask.” “Dairy and kielbasa. And normal people, unlike
Los Angeles. This place is a freaking nuthouse.” Casey took a window seat and let Lou
work quietly for a few minutes. She cut the sandwiches in halves and started pulling
large pieces of butcher paper to wrap them. “Is there, uhm...any idea where he went?”
The sandwich maker shot for nonchalant and missed it by a mile. Seemed that even Lou,
who’d been burned by Chuck, couldn’t make heads or tails of the rumors, and kind of
wanted to. “Cops haven’t managed to figure it out. The bearded moron says the family’s
losing their mind. He would know. I’ve never seen a grown man cry that much.” “What
about his off and on? The girlfriend?” Lou asked. She taped the first roll of butcher

paper closed and shook out a brown paper sack. “Sarah? She’s...I dunno,” Casey said



with a frown. “I tend to let people sort out their own drama...but I'm kind of worried
about her. She’s a wreck. She’s cooked at the Wienerlicious and Chuck’s maybe the only
tie she has to anybody here. Now that he’s gone? I got no idea what she’s gonna do.”
Lou put the last of the sandwiches in the bag and threw in some chips before she could
stop herself. She shoved the bag out to the edge of the counter and leaned against it
with her arms crossed. “You know...I was mad at him,” Lou admitted, “but...I never
thought he was a bad guy.” “Chuck’s an idiot,” Casey said with a small laugh, “but
you're right, I don’t think he’s a bad guy.” Casey walked up to the counter and took the
bag. He tucked it under his arm and looked down at his shoes. “There’s stuff I shouldn’t
say, being law enforcement...but...I wonder if it was him. If whatever happened was
something he chose.” Casey glanced at the door and lowered his voice. “The inventory
stuff happened, and then he disappeared. There’s something there. There’s a lot of talk
about it, but the LAPD can’t really confirm anything.” Casey scratched behind his ear
and sighed. “Part of me wonders if someone else was pulling strings and Chuck got
dragged into something he couldn’t get out of.” Casey took a couple of steps toward the
door and turned back. “Whoever takes over this district for me will have my report,” he
said with a stern look. “Just...don’t buy anymore verboten salami from your teamster
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boyfriend.” “He just shipped it for it for me, and he’s not my boyfriend...anymore.”
“Whatever. Just behave, will you?” Lou rolled her eyes and watched him go with a

thoughtful expression on her face.



Chapter 7: Chapter 7 - The Witness

Lester loved a good drama and gleefully became one of the most prolific conduits of
rumors and innuendo at the store. He stumbled into the Buy More one morning, bleary
and smelling strongly of weed with news to share. He stayed late at Bennigan’s and had
a drink with a stock girl from Underpants, etc. They shared an interest in true crime, or
at least one particular crime, and with the rumors circulating around the Buy More
Plaza she was intrigued to meet someone who worked with the missing Buy More
employee. Their dollar margaritas turned into a doobie shared in her Camry. Lester
didn’t recognize her, but who was he to turn down a gift like that? “Medium hot chicks
cycle through that store faster than the Indy 500,” Jeff commented. “It’s a training
ground for Victoria’s Secret,” Lester offered sagely, and a few of the other men
murmured their agreement. A dopey, euphoric grin settled on Lester’s features and Jeff,
of all people, elbowed him back to planet Earth. Lester shook his cloudy head and
plowed on with the story. The Underpants girl knew a FedEx guy whose roommate was
also a FedEx guy who delivered sometimes to the Buy More loading dock, and he
recently saw a guy matching Chuck’s description talking to another guy by the
dumpsters where the security cameras didn’t cover. Lester related it all in one unbroken
breath, like his urgency alone made it true. “A couple of weeks ago,” he added and
hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Out back. Looked shifty.” Shifty. Sarah’s glare bored
through Lester with the heat of a blowtorch. Like a random FedEx guy would have any
idea what angles the security cameras covered. Doubly unlikely was the chance a
completely unknown woman, hot or otherwise would give Lester the time of day, much
less flirt, share her stash and build theory with Lester over the rumored criminal
misbehavior of a man she never saw, much less met. And it was Chuck. The fact that so
many of his coworkers couldn’t dismiss the rumors on that basis alone was as bad as the
stories themselves. Sarah seethed. People responsible for serious decisions about U.S.
national security were coordinating this farce, people she definitely knew, and most of

the Buy Morons were too stupid, too fond of drama in any form and so willfully ignorant



of Chuck’s character that they ate the lies up with a spoon. Casey wondered who
Graham sent on that unenviable errand, what echo of Walker’s hot junior spy trainee
past earned the privilege of flirting up and sharing an augmented doobie with Lester
Patel for the purpose of planting that rumor. Definitely augmented, based on the size of
Lester’s pupils, so many hours after the fact. Casey was also certain she was CIA. The
NSA had many tools, but hotties on demand were not among them. Whoever the agent
was, she was busy. Poisonous little morsels of untruth like that one had been trickling
into the store for days. Lester’s pupils were quite unusually large. Later in the day, mid-
RAM upgrade, he passed out in the cage and wet his pants. That level of indiscretion
was normally Jeff’s arena. They all stood around in a circle and pondered what to do.
Except Sarah and Casey, who huddled in the corner by the roll up door evaluating how
successful this tactic might be. Probably successful enough. The next day Lester came
within an ace of needing a trip to the emergency room when Jeff announced in earshot
of Sarah that Lester was writing posts on a Los Angeles crime blog. The already flushed
hue of Sarah’s face drifted dangerously closer to purple. Casey quietly started boxing up
a few items behind the Nerd Herd desk - a couple of staplers, all the pens, a letter
opener, a tape gun with a serrated steel cutter, the more obvious implements Sarah
might reach for when Lester eventually made the error of speaking directly to her. It
was a futile gesture. Casey knew what Sarah wanted to do to Lester she could do with
her bare hands, but when Casey wrote the report, he wanted it on the record that he
tried. Lester continued to hold court, oblivious to the danger, digging deeper and
shoveling the pile of dirt higher around his head as Sarah boiled internally and Casey
pondered ways to make the little man pee his pants. Again. Morgan had quietly, loudly,
methodically, emotionally, faithfully attempted to rebut every venomous insinuation he
could for days on end, while the others looked on him with varying degrees of pity.
Morgan was at his limit. He cut off Lester’s self-important ramble in a fit of frustration
and blurted out the whopper he’d been crafting since the first rumor slithered into the
building. “I can’t listen to this anymore,” Morgan gritted out. “Chuck’s in witness
protection.” The wide-eyed attention of every on-duty employee of the Burbank Buy
More pivoted from Lester and landed on Morgan. Morgan couldn’t be specific, because

Chuck didn’t tell him much or the family anything, probably for their own safety, but



Morgan unofficially knew that he knew that he knew that Chuck was in witness
protection. The air around the Nerd Herd desk fell very quiet and very still. Sarah
briefly met Casey’s eyes before landing back on Morgan. Chuck’s best friend looked
right at her, focused, intent, willing Sarah to play along. Sarah knew for a fact that
Morgan had heard nothing of the kind, and Morgan was definitely going to have to
explain this tactic but compared to anything planted in Lester’s fetid imagination, this
was better. Sarah swallowed hard and whispered, “You...you really think so?” Morgan
shot up a boy scout salute and just as quickly looked down at his hand. Morgan was
never a scout and fumbled between two and three fingers. Ruben told him it was three,
and Morgan nodded and held up his hand again. “I'm telling you, Chuck was worried.
He was out running an errand after an install. He didn’t give me details. And after he
seemed sorry that he mentioned it, but he said he saw something weird, and then he
thought someone followed him back to the store. And then he laughed it off and asked
me not to repeat it because it was silly and Ellie would worry. But he was acting weird,
right Sarah? He was weird.” Sarah looked around. Everyone was waiting. Casey nodded
very subtly. “He was too quiet,” she said. Sarah’s voice wavered. “I-I asked him...but he
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said it was nothing.” “Last month,” Morgan prompted. “Yes...” Sarah wiped her eyes.
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“But I swear, he said it was nothing.” “Exactly.” Morgan covered his mouth, almost like
he was smoothing down his beard, but he lingered over it, considering what to say. “I
was at the apartment, a few days later,” Morgan said quietly. "His window was open...it
was always open. All I heard was just the tail end of a phone call, but...” Morgan was
selling it unbelievably well. He wiped his nose and cleared his throat. A dozen people
hung on his every word. “‘I can’t leave. I can’t just leave.” That’s what he said.” Morgan
shook his head. “I figured someone offered Chuck a new job. People are always in here
telling Chuck what a great job he does...telling Big Mike he did a good job. People
always say it.” Over by the counter Big Mike nodded thoughtfully. “All the dang time.”
“Right? And I should have asked him about the call, what it meant. But we were late
logging in for a tournament and I didn’t ask. I should have asked.” Morgan wiped his
eyes. “The weird thing he saw? It has to be that. And then he said didn’t want to leave?

Do you think the people he saw messed with the inventory to make Chuck look bad?”
Sarah’s breath hitched. Everyone heard it, and they watched Morgan gather her up in a



hug. He drew a breath like he would say more, but Sarah squeezed him very hard.
Morgan got the message. He’d said enough. His coworkers were weighing it against the
rumors and Lester’s claim and a quiet murmur of assent trickled through them. A couple
of heads nodded. Bunny, ordinarily emotionless, wiped her eyes. It wasn’t a total
turnaround, but Morgan had given them another option, and they were considering it.
Casey observed his coworkers with carefully guarded satisfaction. Morgan’s vague,
frustrated pronouncement had landed with more weight than the rumors and more
authority than anything, Lester said under the influence of weed, ecstasy, hormones or
stupidity. Big Mike’s attention drifted from Morgan and Sarah and landed on Casey for
ten full seconds, before he turned and walked to his office and closed the door. Skip
hardly talked to customers, much less his coworkers. He would keel over from
embarrassment before he touched Sarah, but he did manage to pat Morgan’s shoulder.
“I’'m sorry, man...” Sarah squeezed Morgan’s arm, hard. Not another word. She needed
a moment. Or Chuck’s girlfriend needed one. Both, really, and she skirted around the
Nerd Herd desk and disappeared into the back hall. Casey gave her a little while and
went to find her. Morgan hovered near the Employee Only door, equally afraid to
interrupt Sarah after that bomb and not be nearby if she wanted to talk it out. The major
wasn’t big on personal gestures, and certainly not among the Buy Morons, but Morgan
had done his best friend a solid, even if Chuck would never know it. And if Morgan’s lie
made tolerating the public fallout even one percent easier for Ellie, it was a good thing.
“Good job, Grimes” Casey murmured. Morgan blinked, terrified of what he had done.
“You think so?” “I said it, didn’t I?” Casey clapped Morgan on the shoulder. “Let me take
this one,” he said and headed down the hall to find Sarah. Casey’s brief, breakroom visit
with his partner included one point that Sarah already wholeheartedly agreed with -
Ellie needed to know that happened. Sarah’s first visits to Echo Park after Chuck was
taken were tense and awkward as Ellie, Devon and Sarah grappled quietly and
miserably with the truth and Morgan wrestled loudly with the lie. It got incrementally
easier, which was awful in its own way. Now Morgan had a lie of his own. That night
Morgan showed up for his nightly pilgrimage to Echo Park with Sarah in tow. “I told a
lie at the store,” Morgan blurted as Ellie opened the door. “They’re telling lies about

Chuck, and I can’t freaking stand it, so I told a lie, too.” Morgan told his fabrication



again and Ellie cried and gave Morgan the longest hug in the history of their
acquaintance, by over a minute. “I forgive you for the hiding under the bed and the
junior prom pillow thing, and I love you,” Ellie whispered as she squeezed Chuck’s best
friend. “You were very pretty,” Morgan said with an audible swallow. “Still are. It’s a
terrible excuse. It’s the only excuse I have. I'll do better.” Ellie hugged him harder and
wept. Awesome said, “Dude,” several times with successively more disbelief and
appreciation. Sarah went to stand by the patio door by herself, because she was leaking
from every emotion. Chuck’s best friend, who made $10.70 an hour selling blenders and
dust busters, might have upended the government’s defamatory narrative, at least
within the walls of the Buy More. Sarah hoped Graham was watching when it happened
and had an aneurysm from the stress. Word of Morgan’s witness protection story got
back to the police in record time, but they brushed off as exactly what it was, the
desperate attempt of a man to preserve his friend’s reputation. There were dozens of
other rumors swirling around, and Morgan’s story was just another one, but it gave his
coworkers something to lean into. Through subsequent trips to the precinct, Ellie and
Devon roundly denied Chuck’s guilt and demanded over and over that the LAPD find
their missing brother. Morgan cried foul to the cops as loud as the family. Never in a
million lifetimes would he believe any of the garbage being cast at Chuck’s reputation.
Morgan likely wouldn’t believe it if the LAPD papered his forehead with Chuck’s signed
confession. Sarah decried the notion that Chuck would play any part in the theft on par
with Ellie and Devon, more loudly than her superiors liked. Casey was only questioned
once, and his support was quieter and more sarcastic. Bartowski wouldn’t know how to
steal a stick of gum, much less a store full of laptops. Chuck involved in the theft? That
was total crap. During one visit to the precinct, they all rode together, Devon, Ellie,
Sarah and Morgan. The boys sat up front, and in the back seat Ellie squeezed Sarah’s
hand until it hurt. The detective returned Devon’s grandmother’s diamond ring that
afternoon because Devon only reported it missing, not stolen, and it wasn’t Buy More
inventory. Devon took it from the officer and in the next moment placed it on Ellie’s
finger where it belonged. Trips to the station mostly left Ellie, Devon and Sarah angry,
and but for the immediate aftermath of the ring, that held. Morgan cried all the way

home. It was all too loud, and too messy. During the agents’ next update with the



bosses, Beckman did most of the talking while Graham seethed in the background. An
abrupt departure by Agents Casey and Walker would have resulted in even more
unwanted speculation. The powers that be agreed. Meaning Beckman already believed
that and Graham grudgingly acquiesced. Extremely reluctantly. By way of a nod, not an
actual verbal affirmation. Wearing an immovable scowl. In a moment of willful spite,
Casey pointed out that disappearing a widely known and well-loved man with an
explanation that in absolutely no way lined up with his character was maybe the
stupidest bit of intelligence work ever. Character being the operative word. Chuck had
it, in spades. As red herrings went, the theft was a convenient distraction, but patently
ridiculous, and Chuck Bartowski was not a ridiculous man. Casey noted that Morgan’s
witness protection angle was gaining more traction with the rank and file than the plan
developed by the nation’s two most prestigious intelligence agencies. That didn’t sit well
in Washington. Casey was tired of it all. For days, he stood on the fringes of the in-store
drama, arms crossed, with smoke coming out of his ears. John seemed to Mike Tucker
like a man who knew things, and what John knew was that he was angry. Big Mike’s
eyes met John’s a few times across the store, and an odd sort of understanding passed
between them. John Casey thought something stunk to high heaven and the unending
theorizing among the Buy More staff had him looking like he was ready to throw a
BeastMaster. For however overwhelmed Mike was at the outset, and whatever
regrettable things he might have said out of sheer panic on the first day or two, upon
serious reflection, bolstered by Morgan’s convincing falsehood, he just saw no way that
a fine young man like Chuck Barowski would do it; steal what did not belong to him and
break so many hearts in the process - Grimes, blondie, and especially the sister. There
was just no way. One afternoon, Big Mike finally worked up the nerve to cross the DVD
section and sidle up to the man whose undisguised disdain was preventing nearly every
person on staff from speaking to him, much less looking his direction. “Hey John, what’s
on your mind, friend?” Whereas most people hummed and you wondered what their
thoughts might be, Casey hummed and you became marginally afraid for your life.
Casey’s wordless rumble had Big Mike nodding in wary agreement. “I know it, I'm at a
loss, too, brother. Don’t make a dang bit of sense. Got no idea how the boy coulda done

it. It’s too big a job...and Bartowski? I'd a laid odds on anyone else in the store before I



got to him. That’s maybe what hurts the most. How do you trust you own judgement
when you could be so wrong about a man’s character?” Mike covered his mouth with his
fist and for a moment, Casey thought the store manager might puddle up. “Chuck
Bartowski is the finest young man I know. If he did this, I don’t know how I can trust
anybody anymore. And now Grimes and that story?” Casey, with his arms perpetually
crossed over his chest telegraphing I don’t want to chat, stared at the floor. There was a
camera a dozen paces to his right, under the display model for last year’s Panasonic
microwave oven. The microphone had a thirty-foot range. Casey looked at it and gritted
his teeth. Shook his head. Didn’t care. “Don’t give up on humanity yet. I wouldn’t pin
this on Bartowski, no matter what the cops say.” Big Mike nodded and held his fist out
for a bump. “Right on, pardner.” Casey’s natural inclination was to leave Mike hanging,
but for once, he gave in to social convention and landed a solid bump. “Right on.” Casey
spotted a couple heading into the large appliances, nodded and left Big Mike in the

aisle. Maybe he’d sell one more Beastmaster for old times’ sake.



Chapter 8: Chapter 8 - The Goodbye

With time to reflect, and a steady diet of Morgan’s defense, Sarah’s sorrow, and Casey’s
deeply disapproving glare, mostly everyone at the Buy More decided something more
was going on. Not even Chuck Bartowski could clean out the whole store in one night,
no matter how many larcenous hands he might employ. And where would a guy like
Chuck Bartowski even find thieves on that magnitude? And then to have it all returned
in the shadows? Just bizarre. Unexplainable. And more than that, they all had their
Chuck stories, and after the shock wore off, they started to tell them. Chuck lent Porter
money to fly home when Porter’s brother broke his leg in a car accident. Chuck changed
Bunny’s tire in the rain. Chuck spent an afternoon at the Nerd Herd desk helping
Shelly’s younger sister study for a trigonometry final. Chuck played Mario Kart with
Skip all night in the home theater room after Skip’s girlfriend moved to Phoenix. Chuck
drove over to Beverly Hills for a fancy box of cronuts on Big Mike’s 45th birthday. Chuck
was kind and patient and inarguably worked harder than anyone else in the store. These
were not the actions of a dishonorable man. Lester gradually backed off his conspiracy
theories as Morgan and Casey guided the tide of opinion in the direction of Chuck’s
innocence. Jeff had stayed quiet, caught between Lester’s ill-advised play for attention
and the growing support for their missing team leader. “Chuck worked an extra shift so
Lester could stand in line for A-ha tickets,” Jeff finally contributed. It was true. All of it.
Lester gritted his teeth and nodded. People gradually came to Sarah with regrets and
words of comfort and support. There was a lot of hugging, some of it from people Sarah
never thought to embrace. Morgan, Ellie and Awesome she knew to expect and had to
admit, she needed. Every touch from Casey sharpened the ache in her chest. Big Mike
caught her off guard. Jeff shocked her, mostly because nothing about it was
inappropriate or awkward. Sarah put up with a few others for the show, but it wore
away at her composure. Sarah was alone for a decade before Burbank, even when she
wasn’t alone. This was different, to an agonizing degree. Feeling nothing at all had to be
better than this. Casey used his time after hours, with the bosses’ permission, to

gradually dismantle the surveillance, first at the Weinerlicious, and then the plaza. The



Buy More interior and Echo Park would come later, after Walker’s departure. He saw
Ellie and Devon as they came and went at the apartment, but only Sarah spent any real
time with them, and only in the company of Morgan. The day Casey gave his two-weeks’
notice Big Mike sat in his chair across from the major and sincerely wept. Casey was so
accustomed to other people’s tears by then that he carried a pocketful of paper towels
from the break room everywhere he went. Mike accepted one from his hand and
squeaked out a thank you in between sniffles. Casey would rather be taking fire in
Anbar, but he sat in the office with his boss for a few minutes while Big Mike had a small
meltdown. The theater the agents engaged in to preserve Chuck’s reputation, and it
seemed to help, kept Sarah in Los Angeles a little over three weeks. They played their
parts faithfully. Casey stamped out innuendos left and right the Buy More and
surrounding shops and Sarah clung to Morgan and teetered on the edge of a
breakdown. Sarah was so good at it, even she was convinced. In the parking lot at Echo
Park one morning, Casey caught Devon in an unexpected handshake hug. He broke the
news on a whisper that Sarah had finally been ordered back to Washington, and he
would surely follow. Devon blinked back sudden tears. “Good to see you too, bro,” he
said at a more normal volume. “Thanks for asking. We’re pretty friggin’ awful...but you
know, trying to hang in there.” Casey studiously ignored the ache that produced.
Chuck’s family was getting too good at this. He shared a few more words with Devon
and headed to the Crown Vic, feeling appropriately terrible. Late the next morning,
Sarah stopped short of Ellie’s front door, hoping for a couple of minutes to compose
herself, but it wasn’t to be. Ellie spied on her doorstep and wordlessly admitted Chuck’s
handler. Ellie knew Sarah was coming, and she knew why, and she dreaded this visit
from the moment Sarah and John left the apartment that wretched first morning. Ellie
and Devon were acutely aware of the surveillance. John would not tell them where the
cameras were located so they wouldn’t raise suspicion by avoiding them. In that
environment, every moment in their own home for the last few weeks was curated to be
seen, and Ellie was weary of feeling like she was performing her grief. At the door with
Sarah, Ellie ignored the thought of surveillance and hugged her without calculation,
longer and tighter than she imagined she would. Ellie finally let Sarah go and watched
Chuck’s handler pan the room. “No Devon?” Ellie shook her head. “Called in.” Sarah bit



her lips and nodded. Ellie led her to the sofa, and they sat for a long moment, a couple of
feet apart. Ellie watched Sarah and Sarah watched her shoes. So awkward. So, so
awfully, painfully, unbearably awkward. Just awful. Sarah’s chest felt tight. Ellie offered
tea, and even though she shouldn’t stay, Sarah said yes. Apparently, Ellie needed a
minute to get her head together, too, and Sarah hesitated to rush Chuck’s sister more
than necessary. Something non-tactical and human told her Ellie should set the agenda.
So, Sarah sat alone and looked around the room one last time, at the knick knacks and
throw pillows. A couple of plants Ellie had on the patio outside the glass doors. Ellie’s
books and Devon’s dumbbells. A pair of Devon’s sneakers under the green chair.
Chuck’s Blu-Ray collection and some DVDs on a shelf by the fireplace. And pictures, a
dozen at least, that Sarah had long since memorized. Much younger shots of Chuck,
Ellie and Morgan. A grainy family photo with their parents, Stephen and Mary, when
Chuck was six at the most, already gangly and thin. High school graduation photos,
Devon and Ellie at work, hiking to the Hollywood sign, all of them on the beach. Signs of
a life well lived with loved ones. A family, now irrecoverably broken. Even though they
borderline terrified her, Sarah was going to miss these kind, warm, welcoming people
more than she ever imagined possible. Sarah picked up a framed photo from that coffee
table that Ellie normally kept on the bookshelf. Chuck leaned against the rail at the
Santa Monica Pier, watching the sun fade over the water. Ellie captured him, at just
right moment, just the right angle. In that light, his amber eyes were almost the same
hue as he sunset. He was beautiful. Ellie returned, bringing peppermint tea with honey,
instead of her usual green tea, because neither of them could sleep. They talked about
the photo Sarah held. It was Ellie’s favorite, for obvious reasons; a good memory of a
happy afternoon at the beach with Devon and Morgan, a couple of years ago. It was
commercial and a little cheesy, but they had dinner at Bubba Gump, rode the Ferris
wheel and had funnel cake and generally behaved like tourists for a day in the city
where they lived. It was the most fun they’d had together in ages. Sarah handed Ellie
the picture frame and Ellie looked down at it. “You know what...” Ellie didn’t finish her
sentence but instead went to the bookshelf and pulled down a photo album and brought
it back to the sofa. She flipped through the pages. “I liked that one so well I printed the

extra copy to frame.” Ellie pulled back the cellophane cover sheet and removed the



same photo from the album. “I...” Ellie had to clear her throat. “I have the digital copy,
too, so you should keep this.” Sarah reached for it hesitantly. Graham would expect her
to turn over everything, her phone, laptop, her copy of the Comic Con photo and the one
they took in Chuck’s room during the Halloween party. He would likely watch this
meeting with Ellie and want the pier photo, too; every scrap of anything with Chuck’s
likeness, even voicemail messages and emails, anything she might be tempted to keep
from Chuck, the director would see destroyed. Sarah already stopped at a walk-in photo
place on Ventura to make duplicate copies of the pictures she had and went so far as to
park and walk and leave her phone to avoid being tracked. She’d have to find a way to
copy this photo before she met with her boss. At the very least, she could snap a picture
of it with the pocket-sized digital camera in her suitcase; it was hers and not the
agency’s, and even if Graham took a deep dive on all of her electronics, she had a spare
memory card. She could hide it. Sarah wanted that photo. “Thank you.” Sarah traced a
finger over the image and smiled faintly, for just a moment, and blew out a careful
breath. “Ellie...I uhm...I need to—" “This is goodbye, isn’t it?” Sarah looked up in
surprise. Ellie swiped at her cheek but spoke calmly. “You’ve been quiet, quieter than
normal for a couple of days. I can feel you pulling away.” Ellie squeezed her hands
together so she wouldn’t reach out. “This...it feels like a-a goodbye.” Sarah pressed her
hand to her chest. Of all the possibilities, she didn’t expect Ellie to help. Not now. A flare
of resentment would make sense. Waiting for Sarah to do the hard part, at least. Even
though they had worked together for three weeks to sell this lie, some pushback would
be natural, understandable. Sarah was abandoning her and Ellie was going to help her
do it. “I uhm...I think...” Tears sprang to Sarah’s eyes, and she took another deep
breath. The tightness just wouldn’t quit. “When I got to L.A. it was supposed to be
temporary. I was going to try a few places out, you know, before I made any
decisions...put down roots. But...I ended up staying.” “Because of Chuck,” Ellie said
sadly. “Yes,” Sarah said. “Chuck’s the kind of guy you stay for.” She smiled faintly and
wiped under her eyes. “I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to stay here and
see him...everywhere.” Ellie knew Sarah was saying what she had to, but that stung.
There would be no walking away for her or Devon or Morgan. “Does Morgan know?”

Ellie asked. Sarah’s cheeks burned with shame because she knew how it would look.



Graham'’s assistant texted a little after 9 a.m. to inform Sarah that the flight she booked
for 7:45 p.m. had been rebooked at 1:55 p.m. at the director’s request. With that
alteration Sarah had time for packing and Ellie and traffic and nothing else. Sarah was
already leaving, the ticket was bought, and Graham had her flight moved up for no
strategic reason. He was just sick of waiting. Graham was out of patience, and Sarah
was out of time. “I know I should tell him. I...don’t think I can do this twice.” Sarah
pulled a folded sheet of paper from her purse and placed it on the coffee table. Ellie
touched Morgan’s name, written across the paper in Sarah’s hand. Her jaw clenched
briefly, and Sarah saw it and winced. “I know it’s wrong,” Sarah said quietly. “I know.”
Sarah was leaving and nothing Ellie did was going to change it or change how she did it.
They both knew someone was watching, and Ellie didn’t argue beyond a look that said
leaving Morgan a note was low, and by Sarah’s expression, she agreed. Ellie blew out a
long breath. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?” Sarah worried her lip
between her teeth and gave half a nod. “I uh, I...think I'm going to go spend some time
with my dad. After that...I don’t really know. I should have thought a little harder before
I quit like I did. They have other stores, but Scooter wouldn’t let me back in the building
for a million dollars now, so I can’t even talk to him about a transfer.” Everyone at the
Buy More knew Sarah had been ducking work and after she quit the Weinerlicious, word
got around about the unhinged nature of her resignation. Morgan quietly pulled Ellie
aside one night after dinner to tell her about it. Scooter was going to have fast food
PTSD over it. So that at least, was partially true. As for her father, Sarah wrote the odd
letter to her him, but she never visited him at the penitentiary, and she would not be
doing that now. But it sounded like something a normal person from a normal family
would say. Ellie knew enough to not ask about it. And Ellie also knew all about emotions
run riot. She had been granted a short leave of absence from work, because she couldn’t
consult with patients when she was crying before she ever entered the room. But the
clock was ticking on Westside’s compassionate leave. Ellie had until Monday to figure
out how to talk to patients and coworkers like her heart wasn’t a smoking ruin. “John,
he’s been talking to Devon, some? I dunno, checking in on us, I guess,” Ellie said quietly.
“He told Devon he saw a lot of messed up things in the gulf, but not many that that

confused or upset him as much as this.” Sarah had a couple of similar conversations



with her partner. “He said something like that to me, too...only with a lot more
swearing.” Ellie nodded and took a sip of her tea. “He’s so grumbly and standoffish.”
Ellie wiped a tear escaping down her cheek. “I never expected him to be kind.” It was
likely just Sarah’s frame of mind. Ellie was a nice woman, considerate, not usually
looking to land a jab, but Sarah heard a condemnation in it. Why would Ellie expect
anyone tied up in this mess from the government’s side of the equation to be anything
but heartless? Sarah spent a lot of time lately swamped by a long list of things she could
have done better or done at all. At the same time Casey was in her ear, trying to keep
her moving, keep her head in the game. It was exhausting, feeling so much and hating
herself for being a part of it. It was easier before when her assets were compromised
people up to their ears in wrongdoing, or at least those who consented to it by inaction
and omission. The ones who profited by association and turned a blind eye. And those
few who just got pulled in, the wrong place, wrong time people, the ones who bothered
her so much more; at least those she didn’t know beyond passing acquaintance. Never
one whose eyes saw through her and wanted to be close anyway, whose hands touched
like she was worthy of care. Not a man for whom decency was the default setting. Sarah
did a lot of looking down, around, anywhere but directly at Ellie. She took a deep breath
and lightly touched the back of Ellie’s hand, and the engagement ring. “I'm so glad for
that,” she said. “Chuck wants that for you.” It was almost the first thing Devon did after
Sarah and John left the apartment that morning. He knew the cameras would roll again
very soon, so he gave Ellie a hand up, held her close and pressed his lips to the crown of
her head. “This changes nothing for me,” he said, barely a whisper. “I loved you
yesterday, and I love you today, and I will love you fifty years from now. You're far too
precious to me for anything less than forever, Eleanor Faye Bartowski. If you will have
me, I want to marry you, and we’ll figure out how to do this together. Chuck already
gave me his blessing. There’s no way I'm letting either of you down. I know this is the
worst possible timing, but please say you’ll be my wife.” Devon had no ring to slip on
Ellie’s finger, so he kissed the fourth finger on her left hand and Ellie whispered her
choked assent into his ear. In a manner of minutes, Ellie would need to wake up to the
news that Chuck never came home. Devon kissed her once, the way he wanted to kiss

the woman he’d asked to be his wife, and they went back to the sofa to begin the rest of



their life together by pretending ignorance to the government that stole her brother.
Ellie bit her lips and nodded at Sarah. “I never imagined Chuck wouldn’t be here for my
wedding.” “I know,” Sarah whispered and swallowed around the burning in her throat.
“He’d love it, every minute of it. Nothing would make him happier.” Ellie nodded but the
smile that should have followed didn’t quite form up. She and Sarah visited quietly for a
while longer but eventually their words petered under the weight of it all and Sarah
looked down into her mug. No more tea. No more time. Sarah cast a pained look at the
front door. “I uh...I should...” Ellie closed her eyes for a moment and nodded. It was
time. “Right.” Ellie took their mugs to the kitchen and returned to find Sarah standing
by the door. “I'm really sorry I missed Devon.” “Me, too,” Ellie murmured. “He was
upset that they called him in.” Sarah couldn’t make her face or her voice do anything
she wanted them to do, so she turned the handle and stepped into the courtyard. Ellie
walked with Sarah to her car in the back lot, not away from the cameras, but at least
away from the microphones. She watched Sarah open the door and throw her purse and
phone in the passenger seat and close the door again. Ellie realized it was a means of
putting her phone away without appearing too obvious about it. Ellie’s phone was on the
coffee table inside for the same reason. The notion that they were surveilling Sarah, too,
struck Ellie hard. That there was so little trust, not just where Chuck’s family was
concerned, but from the people in charge toward their own staff. Ellie had the firm
impression that the higher ups didn’t trust anyone, Sarah included. Maybe even Sarah,
particularly. The thread of mutual misery over losing Chuck pulled a little tighter. Ellie
gathered Sarah into a hug. “My boss moved up my flight,” Sarah whispered. “I was
supposed to have time for Morgan. I didn’t want to leave you with that.” A muted sound,
somewhere between a sob and a growl sounded in Ellie’s throat. “I hate them,” Ellie
hissed. “That’s a new feeling for me. I'm not in the habit of doing that, just...hating
people.” Her voice broke but she kept going, because she was sure Sarah needed to
hear this. “I hate the people who hunted Chuck, and I hate the people who took him
away.” Chuck’s sister squeezed Sarah even harder. “But I don’t hate John, and I
definitely don’t hate you, Sarah,” Ellie whispered. “Tell me you understand that.” What
Sarah needed to hear and what she could allow herself to believe were at loggerheads.

That Ellie would have an ounce of will, in the middle of her own grief, to attempt to



make Sarah feel better, was more than the agent could handle. Sarah pushed back and
held Ellie at arm’s length, looking mostly at the ground. “I...I have to go, Ellie. I'm
sorry.” She said it again, in a strangled whisper, blinking back tears. “I'm so sorry.”
Sarah left Ellie crying in the parking lot. Graham had denied Sarah’s request to drive
back to D.C., so she left her Porsche in LAX long-term parking for a CIA minion to ship
back to Washington. An hour later, the gate agent scanned her ticket, and Sarah walked
down the jetway with nothing but destruction in her wake. It might not be her fault, but

it felt like her responsibility and Sarah’s heart wouldn’t believe otherwise.



