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      I know who you are.

      Don’t worry; I won’t tell.

      She stared at the computer monitor, her heart beating in her skull like a drum.  The words simply appeared one horrific letter at a time.  Panic shrieked in her ears.

      My name is Lazarus, and we’ve something in common, you and I.

      We’re the same.

      No.  No one was like her.  No one.

      Certainly not this anonymous…infiltrator.

      Won’t you talk to me?

      She leaned over slowly, carefully, as if the slightest twitch would detonate an explosion, and silenced him.

      
        
        *****

      

      

      My lovely, slippery lass.

      Always making me chase you.

      Good that I love to hunt.

      She glared at the screen.  Thousands of dollars.  Ill-gotten gains, but still.  Ditching this jerk was getting expensive.  And annoying.

      And almost impossible.  That scared her.

      Talk to me.

      No.  Never.

      You will.

      I’ll see to it.

      Something within her went so taut, it hurt.  Because this odd man, this Lazarus, whoever he was, he seemed…

      “No,” she growled and pulled the plug.

      
        
        *****

      

      

      I’ve been thinking about you.

      She froze; the bright white flicker burned into her eyes.  She followed the letters as they scrolled across her screen, unwelcome.  Uninvited.  Thousands of dollars, and now thousands of miles, too.

      And yet, here he was.

      I know what today is.

      Fear burst within her, cold, certain.  He couldn’t know.  He was just fishing, like always.  He couldn’t know.  No.  That was ridiculous.  That would mean⁠—

      I’m sorry, lass.

      I know it hurts.

      Oh, God.  Who the hell was he?

      She tossed back her wine; she’d almost downed the entire bottle.  She shouldn’t have, but she did.  Because he was right.  It did hurt.  And she was tempted, so tempted to respond…

      Share it, a rứnsearc.

      It will help.

      I promise.

      “You promise,” she whispered, her breath fogging the wine glass she held.

      You can tell me anything.

      She threw the glass; it shattered against the brick and rained down, tiny shards she would have to pick up.  Later, when she wouldn’t be tempted to cut herself with them.

      “I hate you,” she told him.  But he couldn’t hear her.  Because she never spoke.  Because silence was safe.  Because⁠—

      “Screw it,” she snarled and yanked the keyboard to her.

      “STALK MUCH?!”  She typed furiously, her fingers clumsy, her hands shaking.

      There you are.

      Finally.

      “PSYCHO,” she added.

      Nay.

      Just persistent.

      “UNINVITED.”

      But not unwanted.

      She blinked in disbelief at the screen.  “SAYS YOU!”

      Aye.

      “ASSHOLE.”

      Sometimes.

      Her teeth ground together; her chest grew tight.  Excitement and rage and fear and memory, twisting around her like the tightest rope.  Binding and suffocating and inescapable.

      “WHY ME?”  Because she wanted—needed—to know.

      You’re not ready for the answer to that question.

      Not yet.

      The wine she’d consumed churned in her belly like the ocean during a squall.  “WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

      Many, many things.

      Which both horrified and thrilled her.  Jesus, she was screwed.

      “NAME ONE.”

      To know you.

      She stared at the screen, her heart beating too hard, and, oh, it hurt.  Like a balloon swelling in her chest, but heavy and sharp, scraping her ribs and bruising her lungs.  So much fury and pain; no matter how much vengeance she wreaked, it always hurt.  Nothing was enough.

      She was afraid it never would be.

      “LIAR,” she wrote.

      No.

      I don’t lie.

      “EVERYONE LIES,” she added, the words appearing without intent.

      Do you?

      “YES.”

      Not to me.

      Never to me.

      She blinked.  “GO TO HELL!”

      Talk to me.

      I know you’re hurting.

      Tell me about that day.

      “I hate you,” she said again.  Because she desperately wanted to tell him.  Someone. Anyone.

      Give me the words, a rứnsearc.

      Please.

      Please, he said.  But he was no one.  An enemy.  Out to hunt her, out to hurt her.  Not someone she could trust.  Not someone who cared for her.  No matter what claims he made.

      But the ache welling within her was beginning to blot out reason.  Logic.  Common sense.  And even though she knew it was foolish—stupid, worse—her fingers found the keys and pressed.  “BLOOD AND BRAINS AND DEATH.”

      What else?

      Who was he, and why the hell did he want to know?  But she couldn’t stop.  She couldn’t.

      “SCREAMS AND SIRENS AND SHOTS.”  Her hands cramped, and her fingers froze, but she forced them to move.  “I CAN STILL HEAR THEM.  POP, POP, POP.”

      Silencers.

      They knew what they were doing.

      Yes, they had.  The rage that slept so fitfully within her stirred.

      “HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT?” she demanded, panic and fear knifing through her.  “WHO ARE YOU AND WHAT DO YOU WANT?”

      What else happened?

      The screen blurred; inside her skin, her bones trembled.  But her hands moved over the keyboard of their own volition.  “THEY TOOK HER.”

      I know.

      I’m sorry.

      “I’M GOING TO FIND HER.”  She pushed back, away from the desk, and stared in horror at her words.

      I can help.

      But she didn’t want his help.  She didn’t want anything.

      “Liar,” she whispered, but she wasn’t sure if it was him she was talking to, or herself.

      You’re not alone anymore, a rứnsearc.

      His words made her throat swell, and the fury bubbled to the surface.

      “DON’T NEED HELP,” she typed, growls working in her chest.  “PSYCHO STALKER!!”

      Nay, lass.

      Just a fan.

      “YOU KNOW NOTHING ABOUT ME.”

      But I do.

      I told you.

      We’re the same.

      Which only made her angrier.  “NOT A GODDAMN THING!!!”

      I know everything.

      I know what you do.

      I know why.

      I know your hunger.

      Your rage.

      Your despair.

      I know you as I know myself.

      Devastating words; surely just the alcohol.  The emotion that swelled within her—need and want and such wrenching yearning that she felt rent in two—it couldn’t be real.  No.  No matter that she was crying, hot, salty tears that dripped from her chin.  That her throat ached.  That she wanted to throw her keyboard at his head.

      And if some secret, insane part of her was tempted by him…that had to be the wine.

      Yes, just the wine.

      A rứnsearc…

      She turned him off and stumbled away.

      
        
        *****

      

      

      How are you?

      “Suck it,” she told the monitor.  But part of her tingled.

      Idiot.

      When are we going to meet?

      Her heart leaped, but she scowled.  Even knowing it was a bad idea, she typed, “AS IF.”

      Don’t be like that, a rứnsearc.

      You know you want to.

      Damn him.  She didn’t have time for this.  There were files to download.

      People to manipulate.  Men to kill.

      The Eiffel Tower at midnight?

      The Parthenon at daybreak?

      Victoria Falls at noon?

      Stupid, fanciful man.

      “GO AWAY,” she typed, her fingers pounding the keys.

      Never.

      She didn’t argue.  She just tuned him out and kept working.

      
        
        *****

      

      

      You took care of him.

      Good.

      I knew you would.

      “You don’t know anything,” she said.

      But he did.  Inexplicably, he did.

      And she hated him for it.

      That’s my murderous girl.

      “NOT YOUR GIRL,” she responded, hitting the keys a little too hard.  Because, really, she couldn’t argue with “murderous.”  And unfortunately, not responding was becoming impossible.

      He was driving her insane.

      Mine.

      And the day is coming when you’ll not be able to deny it.

      Soon.

      She froze, and something wild and electric shot through her veins.  Fear.  Excitement.  Dread.

      Crazy.  Goddamn crazy.

      What was she doing?  Encouraging him.  Pulling the tiger’s tail.

      It was stupid and irresponsible and dangerous.

      And she couldn’t seem to stop.

      Your time is running out, a rứnsearc.

      Get ready.

      She slammed her laptop shut, her heart beating hard in her throat.

      “Fool,” she told herself.

      Because nothing good would come of this.

      Nothing good at all.
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      Cian Lazarus Ahearn.

      Born to Ekaterina Skryabin (Russian immigrant) and Lochlain Ahearn (Irish citizen/might have been IRA?).  Raised in Dublin.  Police records indicate arrests for larceny, brawling, and general thuggery.  Lochlain disappeared when Lazarus was twelve (again, IRA?), and Ekaterina moved them to St. Petersburg, Russia, where they lived until she died of ovarian cancer when Lazarus was 16.  Records disappear after that until the rise of Lazarus Resolutions over a decade later, an international corporation that first appeared in the Baltic States and spread operations to the Middle East, Africa, and South America.

      According to the website, Lazarus Resolutions offers “private security and problem resolution,” and includes guarding both bodies and various objects of value.  Clients include celebrities, politicians, museums, galleries, gemstone dealers, private citizens, and several small countries.  No bio is included on the site.  Wikipedia info on Lazarus is speculative and unverifiable.  No photos on the web, public interviews have never been given, and his private information is all but impossible to lay hands on.

      “Wanker,” Honor Genovese muttered, staring down at her notes.

      Rumors insist Lazarus is self-created, a mercenary who made good dealing in rare objects and providing protection until his reputation—and pocketbook—enabled him to go legit.  Known for being cutthroat, ruthless, and unforgiving of those who betray him, Lazarus is, paradoxically, also known for his honesty and strength of character.  The word “honorable” is used ad nauseam. Those he employs do not speak out of turn, and they are ridiculously loyal.  Some say it is because those he surrounds himself with are people he’s helped, although this is hearsay, and not something easily demonstrable.  Only one consensus appears to exist concerning Cian Lazarus Ahearn: he is someone with whom one does not fuck.

      “Hoser,” she added.

      Because it had to be him.  Had to.

      Didn’t it?

      The one who’d appeared out of nowhere, like a ghost solidifying from mist.  The one who’d simply arrived one day, his words a shocking trespass as they’d scrolled across one of her flat screens.

      I know who you are.

      She hadn’t responded.  Not at first.  No, she’d destroyed her equipment and re-routed her connections.  She’d told herself it was inevitable, that she’d known someone would find her eventually, and she’d rebuilt her security.

      And then it had happened again.  And again.  So often she came to know he would be there, no matter what she did.  No matter how deeply she hid.  No matter how far she fled.  Which was infuriating.

      And terrifying.

      Because he stalked her with devastating skill, relentless and unwavering.  He infiltrated her security again and again, finding her even when she was nothing more than a faint curl of smoke, the tiniest of digital signatures.  He signed himself Lazarus, and he came and went like the ghost he resembled, and he drove her batshit crazy with his unwavering and—damn him—incredibly expert persistence.

      He talked to her, and his words were familiar.  As though they were friends.  As though he knew her.

      When no one knew her.

      His communications were presumptive and intimate, as though he had every right to reach out and just…touch.

      At first, it had scared her.  Then she’d grown angry.  And when she couldn’t shake him…

      A mixture of rage and terror and confusion.  Something she rarely experienced.  And she wasn’t grateful.

      Not one bit.

      But…this man on paper before her, this Cian, this Lazarus, he was a fighter.  A man who had no trouble shedding blood—his own or anyone else’s.  He was a physical man, not a cerebral one.  That he would be able to sit down before a machine and find her, again and again, was not typical of a man who thrived on the gritty nature of a corporeal hunt, the blood-pounding chase and heady rush of adrenaline.  Another paradox, one which gave her doubt.

      And Honor hated being uncertain.

      She hadn’t been uncertain of anything in the last seven years.  Watching her brother and father die in a hail of bullets—and barely surviving the bloodbath—had turned her world starkly monochromatic.  She’d been fifteen on that bloody day, and it had shaped every cell of her being into who she’d become: hard, cold, a warrior who fought with every weapon at her disposal.

      Namely, her brain.

      And there were no shades of gray in her world.  Black and white, right and wrong.  There was no waffling.   Because they’d taken everything: her laughing, gregarious father, her protective, fierce brother.  Hannah.  The sister they’d stolen, the one she’d been searching for ever since.

      The one she had finally found.

      “Don’t think about that right now,” she told herself, annoyed.  Because she wanted it too much, and that would make her impulsive and foolish, of which she was neither.

      First, this.  This damned man.  Lazarus.

      She needed answers.

      Because—rock and a hard place.  Because she’d come to realize that she just might also need him.

      If Cian Ahearn was, indeed, her Lazarus.

      Her Lazarus.

      “Puke,” she said.

      Because she didn’t trust him.  She didn’t trust anyone.  Well, maybe not anyone.  There was one, but they were nothing alike.

      She wanted evidence, something to convince herself that the risk was worth taking.  But the paltry list of facts before her were mostly smoke and mirrors—she knew, because she was a master of illusion—and all she truly had to go on was the handful of interactions they’d had.

      The few in which she’d taken part.

      Some of it was pride—burn—because he’d found her over and over, forcing her to constantly scrub her tech and rework her entire network.  No matter where she was—Seattle, Paris, Sydney.  It didn’t matter; he’d infiltrated all of her bolt-holes, following her as easily as if she’d left him a map stamped by a giant, glowing “X.”

      It didn’t seem to matter that she was Aequitas—hacker extraordinaire, the faceless, genderless force feared by those whose commodity was flesh, number eight on the FBI’s Most Wanted List.  He stalked her like prey; he teased and probed and called her a rứnsearc, an Irish endearment which meant, literally, “secret love.”

      Which—seriously—freaked the shit out of her.

      He knew who she was—when no one knew who she was.  He found her, no matter how invisible she made herself.  And he spoke to her as though he liked her.

      As though he respected her.

      “He’s a copper,” she told herself.  “FBI.  NSA.  CIA.  Interpol.  MI-6.  Badge-carrying arsehole.”

      At least, that’s what she continued to believe.  Because it was safer that way, and safe was everything.  She couldn’t afford to let herself be drawn into whatever web he was spinning.  And if she’d given in once—thanks for nothing Merlot ‘95—and allowed herself to share too much, the details of which were still a little fuzzy, well, she wouldn’t be doing so again.

      Because he was only getting bolder.  Persistent and mystifying and inexplicable and—goddamn him—tempting.

      When Honor was never tempted.  Not by anything.  Ever.

      Which was why contacting him—for any reason—was a Bad Idea.

      But…

      Hannah.

      The alarm had sounded at 4:43 a.m.  A facial recognition hit, the sharp peal she’d given up hope of ever hearing.  Like lightning, a jolt that froze her limbs and sent a painful wave of stinging heat across her skin. Part of her hadn’t wanted to look.  But she wasn’t superstitious or fanciful; facts were her bread and butter.  So she’d forced herself to turn on the screen and open the file.

      She wouldn’t have thought, after all that she’d seen, that anything could shock her.  She’d been wrong.

      Hannah.

      For years she’d fantasized of finding her sister; imagined again and again that moment of discovery: the joy, the pain, the hope.

      But the gaunt, hollow-eyed young woman she’d discovered produced only despair.

      I’m too late.

      Which was an asinine thought.  No matter that the delicate, ginger-haired, giggling girl her sister had once been was now a shadow of her former self, a woman whose bones pressed hard against her pale skin, her cheekbones like blades, her mouth a narrow, unhappy line.

      Her hair was flat black, unnatural, startling.  A short cap that gleamed dully in the afternoon light.  Her eyes were lined in kohl, heavily lashed, but still that bright, shimmering green, as lush as the first leaves of spring.

      A shared trait.

      Freckles dusted her skin, a pattern not unlike those that dotted Honor’s own cheeks.  But it was the scar that was unarguable.  That deep, ragged line that halved Hannah’s upper lip, faint now, nothing but a slender silver stroke, the result of a battle over Malibu Barbie a year before
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