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For the quiet courage it takes to trust someone with the truth.
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Chapter One
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Claire Bennett had worked late at the Kessington Group exactly four times in the three years she'd been a junior compliance analyst there, and on the fourth time, she watched her boss's boss take an envelope of cash from a man she recognized from the news, and watched that same man put two bullets into her boss's boss twenty minutes later in the parking garage, because apparently loose ends came in more than one variety that night.

She had not screamed. She had not run, not immediately — some cold, animal part of her brain had simply gone very quiet and very precise, memorizing the shooter's face, the make of his car, the particular unhurried way he'd checked his watch before walking away from a body like a man who had somewhere else to be. Only once he was gone did she allow herself to shake, crouched behind a concrete pillar three cars down, phone clutched so hard in her hand that she left half-moon marks in her own palm.

The FBI agent who took her statement that night told her, gently, that the man she'd watched fire those two shots worked for Senator Whitfield Marsh's largest single campaign donor, and that the dead man in the parking garage had been three weeks from testifying about a laundering scheme that ran considerably higher up the chain than anyone in the DA's office had previously been able to prove.

"You're the only witness who can place him at the scene," the agent told her, not unkindly, but with the particular gravity of a man who understood exactly what that sentence was about to cost her. "We're going to need to talk about protective custody, Ms. Bennett. Tonight, if possible. I don't think you fully understand yet how much danger you're actually in."

Claire looked at her own hands, still faintly shaking, and thought of her apartment, her cat, her ordinary unremarkable life as a compliance analyst who had never once imagined her job could get her killed, and understood, with a kind of dawning, nauseated clarity, that all of it was already gone.
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Chapter Two
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U.S. Marshal Sawyer Cole had a rule, unwritten but absolute, that he'd followed through eleven witness protection assignments over nine years: don't learn more about them than the file requires, don't eat a meal with them you don't have to, and above all, never once let yourself start thinking of the person under your protection as anything other than a job that ends the day the trial does.

The rule had kept eleven people alive and kept Sawyer himself considerably more functional than the two colleagues he'd watched burn out entirely after losing a witness on their watch. It was, he'd long since decided, the only sane way to do this particular job without it eventually costing him everything.

His supervisor, Deputy Chief Marshal Rosa Delgado, briefed him on the Bennett case with the particular weight she reserved for assignments she considered genuinely dangerous. "Senator Marsh's people have money and reach we haven't fully mapped yet," she told him. "This isn't a low-level dealer's witness we're talking about. Whoever ordered that hit in the parking garage has resources to find her that most of our usual threats don't have. I need my best on this, Sawyer, and I need you assuming from day one that this case might not be clean."

"Define not clean."

"I mean I don't know yet whether everyone in this building can be trusted with her location," Delgado said, flat. "I mean assume compartmentalization matters more on this case than any assignment you've run before. I mean protect this woman like the leak might already be sitting three desks down from either of us, because until we prove otherwise, I have to operate like it's possible."
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Chapter Three
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Claire met Sawyer Cole for the first time in a windowless federal building conference room, forty-one hours after watching a man die in a parking garage, running on no sleep and considerably too much vending-machine coffee, and found herself, absurdly, noticing that her new protector was better looking than any federal employee had any right to be — tall, controlled, a stillness to him that reminded her, unhelpfully, of the shooter's own unhurried calm, though she understood almost immediately that the resemblance began and ended entirely at the surface.

"Ms. Bennett. Marshal Sawyer Cole. I'll be your primary protective detail through the duration of the trial." He didn't offer his hand, she noticed — a small, deliberate professional distance she'd later learn was entirely intentional. "I want to be direct with you from the start, because I think you deserve that more than false comfort. Your situation is serious. The man you witnessed is connected to people with considerable resources and considerable motivation to make sure you never testify. My job is making certain that motivation never has an opportunity."

"How long," Claire asked, voice steadier than she felt, "before I get my life back?"

"I won't lie to you and say soon. Trial prep, motions, the actual proceedings — realistically you're looking at months, not weeks, possibly longer if the defense delays strategically, which given who's funding it, I'd expect them to." Sawyer met her eyes steadily, no false reassurance in it, only a hard, careful honesty she found she trusted more than any gentler lie could have earned. "I know that's not what you wanted to hear. I'd rather you go into this with clear eyes than false hope. It's the only way I know to actually keep someone safe through something this long."

Claire studied him for a long moment — this careful, controlled stranger who was about to become the only person standing between her and whatever the Marsh donor's money could buy — and found, despite everything, that his flat honesty steadied her considerably more than any softer promise would have.
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Chapter Four
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The first safe house was a nondescript rental two states over, chosen, Sawyer explained, specifically for its lack of any connection to Claire's actual life — no family nearby, no old friends, nothing a determined search might trace back to her. It had two bedrooms, a kitchen stocked with groceries neither of them had chosen, and the particular hollow quiet of a place built for exactly one purpose: waiting.

"You'll have a partner rotation eventually," Sawyer told her, the first night, setting his gear down with the same careful, economical precision he brought to everything. "For now, given the leak concern, Delgado wants this assignment kept as tight as possible. That means primarily me, with backup only when absolutely necessary, until we understand where the compromise actually sits."

"So it's just you."

"For now. I know that's not standard, and I know it's not entirely comfortable, two strangers in close quarters for an indefinite stretch." Sawyer's voice carried the careful neutrality of a man reciting a briefing rather than making conversation. "I'd ask you to trust that I take the professional boundaries of this job seriously. You are a protective assignment, Ms. Bennett. I intend to conduct myself accordingly, for exactly as long as that remains possible."

Claire, exhausted and frightened and entirely unused to the particular intimacy of sharing a small kitchen with an armed stranger, found herself, despite everything, believing him completely — and found, three days later, that his careful professional distance had already begun, in small and unremarkable ways, to feel considerably less like distance than either of them had planned.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five
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The particular texture of fear, Claire was learning, changed considerably once the initial adrenaline burned off — not the sharp, animal panic of the parking garage, but a low, grinding dread that colored every ordinary moment of an indefinite, hidden life. She woke at every unfamiliar sound. She flinched at cars that idled too long outside. She found herself cataloguing exits in every room out of a hypervigilance she'd never once needed before that night.

Sawyer noticed, of course — noticing was, in essence, his entire job — and adjusted his own conduct around her fear with a careful, unhurried patience that surprised her considerably more than his competence did. He walked the perimeter every night before she went to bed, not because protocol strictly required it at that hour, but because he'd noticed, the second night, that she slept easier once she'd watched him do it.

"Does it get better?" she asked him, the fifth night, over a dinner neither of them had much appetite for. "The fear. Or does it just become the new normal until the trial ends."

"Some of both, honestly." Sawyer considered the question seriously, the way he considered everything. "The hypervigilance usually settles into something more manageable within a few weeks, once your nervous system accepts that the danger is real but not constant. The underlying fear doesn't fully go away until the threat itself does. I won't pretend otherwise. But I will tell you that every witness I've protected who made it to trial told me
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