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      The Family Genius mysteries were conceived in a politically fraught era (I’m not sure I remember when politics weren’t fraught) when I was looking for escapism. They’re told in the tradition of tall tales with tongue in cheek and a dash of wicked humor. Do not expect reality, or even CSI.

      I am not capable of writing fast enough to produce an entire series within the single year in which these stories take place. I have left current events and technology as if it were the year I wrote the first book. Anyone with a modicum of political knowledge will recognize that ten years after 9/11/01 does not correspond with a Senator Paul Rose—or anyone similar— running for office. All characters are fictional and entirely the product of my warped imagination and probably my bad upbringing.

      What is truly amazing—all these years later—is that nothing has really changed.
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        Rathbone Maximillian – Magda’s father, a meddling Hungarian-American billionaire, poisoned by the secretive cabal called Top Hat.

        Anastasia Devlin – age 30; self-employed as virtual assistant and self-appointed family caretaker; daughter of Magda’s first husband, Brody Devlin, an Irish revolutionary

        Nicholas Maximillian – age 25; Magda’s illegitimate son by Lord Terence Arbuthnot; educated in Britain and has a dual passport; works for British embassy in DC

        Patra Llewellyn – age 23; journalist; father Patrick Llewellyn, English journalist who embedded in one too many war zones.

        Tudor Bullfinch – age 16, educated in Britain, has 3 passports; father is traveling English and Australian merchant currently on third or fourth wife.

        Elizabeth Georgiana Maximillian (EG) – age 9; illegitimate daughter of cheating Senator Ewell (Tex) Hammond; half-sister of Eloise, Tex’s legitimate daughter.

      

        

      
        ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS:

      

        

      
        Amadeus Graham – alias Thomas Alexander, head of Alexander Security; Maximillian Rathbone’s protégé

        Sean O’Herlihy – political investigative reporter for DC newspaper with Patra Llewellyn
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      Friday, November 11, 2011

      

      “The world is full of evil, and tablet computers are the right hand of the devil,” I warned, tugging EG—Elizabeth Georgiana, although Evil Genius works too—away from her admiration of a businessman’s expensive new device. “That one is worse than cell phones. It tracks your every move. You might as well have a drone hovering over your head 24/7 and hand out tickets to your bank account.”

      I checked the airport’s overhead signs for international arrivals and picked up speed.

      “Why is it bad if some stupid computer company tracks my every move? They really want to know I’m in my bedroom? And I don’t have a bank account.” Fascinated by new tech, EG dragged her feet and strained to see what the guy was doing. “If we had a system like that, you could use it to find me.”

      I continued marching past Dulles baggage claim belts, forcing her to run to keep up. “You want me to hack MacroWare to find out where you are?” I asked, performing my best incredulous act. “You think I have nothing better to do?”

      With no apparent doubt that I could perform miracles, EG shrugged. “You’d have more fun doing that than sending Mallard to look for me. Intercoms are so last century.”

      “My baby sister, the techno-fashionista.” I knuckled EG’s shiny black hair and changed the subject. “Are you going to tell me what inspired Tudor’s visit? Last I heard, he was neck deep in some hacker competition and couldn’t even meet Magda for dinner when she was in London.”

      Magda being the so-called Hungarian princess who had birthed me and my roving half-siblings—incredibly long story. As an example, I’m Anastasia Devlin, my next sibling is Nicholas Maximillian. The first names continue in royal arrogance while the last names change with regularity. Our mother’s non-maternal instincts would be the reason Tudor was heading this direction and not toward her.

      I wanted to resent that Tudor had sent his itinerary to a nine-year-old and not to me, but unfortunately, I understood. I’d spent years raising my younger half-siblings, then years hiding from them.

      Sixteen-year-old boys were easily confused. My little brother hadn’t known if I’d tell him to jump off a cliff or go home where he belonged—not that he actually had a home other than his boarding school.

      Despite his apparent confusion over my frame of mind, Tudor had bought the tickets and sent EG the info, knowing she couldn’t do anything to stop him. This rated pretty high on my Here-Comes-Trouble meter.

      EG shrugged again. “It was the middle of the night when he emailed me, and I doubt he had your phone number.”

      Which made me even less comfortable—Tudor was our family communication central. If he wanted to find my number, he’d find it. After all, he’d been the one to locate my hiding place in Atlanta so EG could visit me earlier this year. Best scenario—he just didn’t want to talk to me.

      I feared otherwise. As a family, we had essentially been raised to flee in the middle of the night at a moment’s notice. I feared teenage rebellion was too easy an excuse for Tudor’s arrival, and buying last minute plane tickets was a dead give-away. Tudor was on the run.

      My phone pinged a text warning. Popping it from the case on my belt, I scanned Nick’s message and frowned. “Nick says watch CNN. Think Patra is on the news?”

      Our twenty-something half-sister had only recently moved to Atlanta to take a job with the news station. She was a pretty—emphasis on pretty—junior reporter. A live shot seemed unlikely, unless she was in trouble—far more probable given our history.

      “We have time,” EG said eagerly, turning around to find a newsstand with a television.

      I’m not tall and willowy like Patra, but I’m well-muscled. I can move fast. I passed EG, and she had to run to catch up. To see what had set off usually blasé Nick, I pushed my way through the crowd that had formed around a TV monitor.

      “In breaking news, Stephen Stiles and four of MacroWare’s top executives have been hospitalized for possible food poisoning after Wednesday’s conference dinner at a DC hotel. MacroWare stock prices are plummeting over worries that their new product release will be delayed.”

      I frowned in puzzlement. Patra wasn’t making the announcement. Now that we had a nest egg to invest, I’d socked it away in mutual funds, not something as risky as MacroWare stock. I saw no relevance to our lives in a bunch of over-fed execs pigging out and getting sick. I’d had enough food poisoning experience in my childhood to know the routine. They’d spend the day on the Royal Flush and someone on the catering staff would be fired.

      I was about to turn away when I caught the file clip of VIP attendees at the conference. I froze and gawked. Sauntering into the hotel wearing a sleek Italian business suit, with his hand in one pocket and looking bored was our landlord, Amadeus Graham, hermit extraordinaire.

      What on earth? He couldn’t condescend to leave his lair to have dinner with us, but he could go to a public dinner with Stephen Stiles and a thousand computer geeks? This was not normal by any standard I’d learned these last months of living under Graham’s roof.

      Amadeus Graham had been an ascending political god until his life had gone up in flames with the Pentagon in 9/11. His wife had died in the tragedy, and he’d emerged from the fire badly scarred in more ways than one. He’d deliberately incinerated his political career with his crusade against powerful figures influencing the president—a crusade he carried on to this day. Only these days he did it in private. He’d painstakingly eradicated his existence, leaving the world to think him dead.

      Appearing in public was very much not Graham’s style.

      The clip was only a brief glimpse. I couldn’t be positive that was our reclusive spy in the attic striding into the hotel as if he owned it.

      Who was I kidding? We’d sucked each other’s faces not that long ago. He was the irritant under my skin, the hindrance to my every desire—except lust—and just watching him cross a TV screen escalated my pulse rate.

      Graham was so bloody reclusive that I was pretty certain Nick had never seen him. In his position at the Brit embassy, our budding diplomat brother must have heard more pertinent news than I was seeing. I texted him a YEAH, AND?

      What had been so important that Graham had come out of hiding to attend a geek business conference—one in which five extremely important, powerful men had turned up sick? Men who could affect stock markets!

      My gut roiled as if I’d been the one poisoned. No good came of surprises like this. Or maybe it was just worry over Tudor that had my paranoia alarm blaring.

      The news moved on to the latest yawn about a crooked mortgage lender and a banking oversight committee’s ruling. I tugged EG toward baggage claim.

      “We must have missed the story Nick wanted us to see,” EG said in disappointment. “If I had one of those new tablets, I could go online and look for it.”

      “Only if I had a hot spot on my phone or you pay for the public Wi-Fi here and risk having all your game coins sucked out.” Her school tablet didn’t have accessible Wi-Fi, thank all the heavens. But I lied about the hot spot. I didn’t go anywhere without access to the internet—which was why I knew how dangerous it would be in EG’s hands. “And I’m not footing the bill for either. I keep telling you, MacroHell wants to drain every penny from your pocket.”

      Which had me wondering if they really were run by demons, and the heavens had struck the demons down with diarrhea. Justice would be served.

      “We have money now,” EG protested, still on the tablet kick. “You shouldn’t be so tight-fisted.”

      Old argument, not one I intended to indulge as I hunted the dumping ground for international passengers exiting customs. The area was a colorful bazaar swarming with chatter, luggage, and exotic garb. Given my world-traveling youth, I felt right at home.

      “There he is,” EG shouted excitedly.

      She was running before I could see what she’d seen. I took time to scan faces. I almost missed Tudor’s.

      He’d probably been ten the last time I’d seen him. Once I quit the thankless job of being my mother’s doormat, I’d left my half-siblings in the care of their parents, where they should have been all along. Tudor’s Aussie father had deposited Tudor in an English boarding school for tech geniuses—a far better choice than my care.

      Judging by the grungy clothes on the tall, lanky kid EG was chattering to, geniuses didn’t do laundry. His wavy red hair hadn’t been cut in months, so I didn’t have high expectations for his personal hygiene either. But behind the teenage lankiness I could still see the red-headed tot who used to cling to my leg and beg for ice cream.

      We didn’t hug. Our family is high on drama, pretty stingy on affection. He’d be shocked if I hugged him, especially since he was now almost six inches taller than me, drat him—but I took the handle of his heavy wheeled bag. He almost managed a smile in return, revealing his crooked tooth. No braces for our boy, no sir. Even his thick black-rimmed glasses looked nerd-stylish.

      Our glamorous mother had left her mark on all of us, sometimes in very strange ways. In Tudor’s case, rebellion against perfection was the result.

      “Sleep any?” I asked as I steered him toward public transportation.

      “Not much,” he admitted wearily. “Look Ana, I’m sorry for popping in on you like this—”

      I cut him off as I aimed for the bus counter. “Let’s save it until we’re home. It’s good to see you. Next time, call, okay?” That was as close to affection as I dared offer.

      He seemed to melt with relief and actually nodded. “Okay.” That lasted until he saw my goal. “Bus, Ana? We have all this money now and you still take the bus?”

      “I’m not wasting what could be college funds on taxis. The bus will take us to the Metro,” I explained. “We live way downtown.”

      He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t move. The grinding in my stomach grew sharper. He examined the transportation signs, then wordlessly took back his suitcase, and made a beeline for the taxi stand.

      He opened the door of a cab at the end of the line.

      My fear kicked up another notch. Magda had taught us how to avoid long taxi lines if we were on the run. EG and I looked at each other, then dashed after him.

      While the taxi stand supervisor jogged over and tried to explain that we were breaking the rules, we performed Magda’s Dumb and Dumber act. Gabbling in French, Russian, and Tagalog, we played ignorant tourist and piled into the back seat. Ultimately, both driver and authority surrendered and let us go on our way.

      I gave the address for the train station. Tudor didn’t blink. Well trained in caution by our international journalist/spy mother, we didn’t speak until the cab let us out at the Metro.

      I marched them both down the platform on the line that would take us to our neighborhood and EG to her school.

      She gave me the evil eye. “I shouldn’t have to go to school today,” she informed me.

      “I’ll give you a note excusing you for being late. Tudor needs sleep. You’ll be home by the time he’s awake.”

      “How long will this take?” Tudor asked anxiously, scanning arrival screens as if he had a clue as to which line was which.

      “No longer than a taxi, given the traffic in the area at this hour, and anonymity is safer. I take back what I said earlier about waiting until we’re home. At what point do we get explanations?” I demanded as the train rolled in.

      “I just don’t want anyone to know where I am for a few days,” he said with a frightening air of exhaustion. “It’s been a bad week.”

      I knew he would be safe when I got him home. This was the reason I put up with Graham—he owned the fortress I needed to protect my perpetually troublesome family. That fortress had belonged to our grandfather and ought to be ours. I had calculated that, several lawsuits down the line, it would be ours—one of the many reasons I was hanging on to the few dollars we’d salvaged from the theft of the inheritance our grandfather had left us. But until we proved our ownership, we lived on Graham’s grace and my ability to act as his virtual assistant.

      “The house belongs to all of us,” I said reassuringly. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you need, or until your father drags you home.”

      “He won’t even know I’m gone,” Tudor admitted, as the train pulled out of the station.

      “Give her a week and Magda will,” I warned. Our mother might not be maternal, but she always knew where all her chicks were and hunted them down if they weren’t where they should be.

      Tudor closed his eyes and just leaned against the pole that was holding him up.

      Yeah, I kind of had that reaction to our exhausting parent too. I’m thirty, so I know Magda is pushing fifty, but she has the stamina of a toddler and the morals of a meth dealer. I’d rather not have her bearing down on us any time soon.
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      We got off at the station near EG’s private school and left her, still protesting, at the school office where she could be escorted back to her classroom.

      “The house is half an hour away by foot,” I told Tudor. “Walk or Metro?”

      He was wearing a heavy backpack and had reclaimed his rolling suitcase. He gazed at the busy traffic and the less-crowded sidewalk. “You’re going to interrogate me anyway. It might as well be where no one else can hear.”

      “That bad, is it?” I took back the rolling bag.

      “Worse,” he admitted. “I may have just sabotaged the entire internet.”

      Ouch. Tudor has a clockwork mind. He wasn’t given to self-aggrandizement or exaggeration, so the grinding in my gut escalated to a buzz saw. He was perfectly capable of having wiped the internet off the face of universe.

      “I’ll be out of a job,” I said selfishly, grappling with the impossible vision of a world without instant research.

      He snorted at my paltry assessment. “Chaos, anarchy, total economic destruction,” he predicted gloomily.

      Yeah, that pretty much nailed it, if he knew what he was talking about. “Any evidence to support this theory of your omnipotence?”

      “The cookie-blocker I’ve been working on?” He raised a questioning eyebrow to see if I was familiar with his project.

      I nodded. By “cookies” he meant the internet hooks that many websites planted in a computer. Some were nasty little devils that broadcast our searches to companies that used the information to bombard us with ads.

      Cookies didn’t bother me much because Graham’s master network used a non-commercial operating system and had an impenetrable firewall that crumbled the hooks like. . . cookies.

      But the huge commercial operating systems sold by corporations like MacroWare encouraged cookies in the interest of efficiency and—most importantly—selling more stuff. Most people liked the results and allowed cookies, not understanding how dangerous those little devils could be in the wrong hands.

      In the commercial world, cookies were a legitimate form of hacking. Leave it to my genius hacker brother to try to block himself.

      “Cookie blocking is pretty standard,” he continued. “To win the competition, I had to do something different, like expand the program to worm my personal information out of selected websites and crunch it. If the website’s software is operating according to protocol, it’s not anything really radical and should only target specific files with my ISP signature. I tested it on a bunch of commercial sites and it worked perfectly. Then I accidentally left my program on when I accessed a government website.”

      Tudor stayed silent another half block while formulating his explanation—leaving me way too much time to imagine what would come next.

      “Instead of just crawling into the website’s internet files and grabbing my data the way it normally does,” he finally continued, “my worm kept going. It disappeared down some kind of cyberhole. It didn’t even need handshake protocol to fall directly into their server. When I noticed the signal I’d set to show the program was activated, I opened it up to turn it off, and all kinds of code scrawled by that shouldn’t have been there.”

      I’m tech savvy enough to know that a worm is a small program that works its way through software to spy on other servers and sometimes commit acts of sabotage. I wasn’t seeing how eating or blocking cookies was the end of the world, but a worm, that could be problematic. I waited without comment.

      Tudor gritted his teeth and continued. “My cookie monster started eating through all data files, not just my website information. There should have been an impenetrable firewall between that website program and their servers!”

      Eating files? Eating, as in destroying entire computer files? I couldn’t even understand how that was possible with a worm. Hacking for information, I understood. Destruction. . . ? Automatic destruction—as in a giant delete button? Had it eaten through the website program itself? That would certainly destroy the internet.

      “What website?” I asked, trying to ground my spinning thoughts.

      “I’ve been accepted to MIT and Stanford. I was checking to see what kind of visas I needed,” he said gloomily.

      Talk about being torn! I needed to smack him over the head—what visa website?—but I was refraining from screeching in joy and hugging him in the middle of the street. To me, a college education was the epitome of success.

      “MIT? Stanford?” I cried in such excitement that heads turned around us. Attending college had long been a wish of mine, one I wasn’t much likely to attain given my GED and lack of funds. But scoring the cream of the college crop? I was in awe. “You didn’t shout it to the world?”

      Tudor shrugged again. “I just received the letters. I was excited. That’s why I didn’t think to turn off the cookie monster program when I went to the visa website. I shut down as soon as I saw what was happening, but the site crashed while I watched. The whole site was still down yesterday. If my worm is no longer performing search and destroy on just my ISP signature and isn’t blocked by firewalls, it can conceivably creep through every network connected to their server.”

      If this had been our half-brother Nick, I’d call him an arrogant idiot for thinking he’d personally destroyed the internet with one website crash. But this was Tudor. He hadn’t told me the worst.

      “Okay, I’m back off cloud nine now,” I said in resignation. “What did you do, decide to experiment more with Scotland Yard’s operating system?”

      “No, I was simply accessing the U.S. Department of State,” he said with a sigh. “My monster went on a search-and-destroy mission for ISPs and wiped out entire government data files before I could break the connection. That’s when I bought the plane tickets.”
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      I shivered in the cold November wind as Tudor and I strolled toward the Victorian-era neighborhood that I called home. Towering painted ladies and enormous brick edifices lined narrow residential streets, now occupied mostly by embassies and foreign ambassadors instead of families.

      Our grandfather’s house was substantial, taking up almost the entire footprint of a large lot. An antique wrought iron fence lined the front walk. A foot of green grass separated fence and foundation. It would be warmer inside, out of the wind.

      We did not turn in that direction.

      With the buzz saw of fear whirring in my gut, I steered Tudor around the block and down a less fancy street of deteriorating old homes. Tudor glanced at me worriedly, especially when I trespassed on the broken concrete parking lot of an enormous abandoned building that looked part church, part warehouse.

      “We don’t live here, do we?” He studied the high block walls and eccentric mansard roofline.

      “I have it pegged as someone’s half-remodeled carriage house,” I said as I trotted across the parking lot to a gate hidden among the brambles along the property line. “Let’s not lead anyone tracking you straight to the front door.”

      I didn’t know if the State Department was capable of tracing incredible inedible worms back to Tudor, but I was betting infuriated roars had federal techies around the world scrambling to find the creator of destruction. And I didn’t like any of the possibilities of what they would do to Tudor when they found him.

      Tudor’s eyes widened in surprise as I opened the rusty gate to reveal a fantasy land of vined arbors, herb and rose gardens, complete with haunted house. Accustomed to the damp cold, he halted to gawk at the gables and towers of our newly acquired sort-of home.

      “What did you do after you ate the state department?” I prompted before we went any further.

      “I shut down my computer as soon as my alerts flashed, but it’s not my fault that there’s a hole in their security,” he said defensively. “We really live here?” he asked in awe, averting the painful subject. “Is there a dungeon?”

      “Yeah, and the dungeon’s mine.” I let him get away with the diversion while I explained the lay of the land. “Our landlord has spyholes all over the house, apparently left over from our grandfather’s regime. How much of your problem do you want known?”

      “None, if possible.” He looked like a little lost boy.

      “Tell me how bad this hole is in the firewall,” I demanded, lingering by the gate. “Will a patch fix it?”

      He hesitated and looked longingly at the tower. But Tudor had known he’d have to pay the price of my curiosity if he showed up here.

      “The website’s program was stored in a MacroWare operating system. I tore apart the MacroWare code on my computer,” he said, “and I couldn’t find the source for a security breach. I thought maybe the flaw was in the firewall of the website. But that doesn’t explain how my worm was able to slip past the website program and continue destroying files in a government server.”

      I had only learned enough code for basic hacking. I lacked Tudor’s expertise and grappled for terms I could comprehend. “You’re saying there’s a spyhole—a backdoor—in the state department’s computer, possibly in their operating system—not their website program—that isn’t in a normal computer?”

      He nodded miserably. “That’s what it looks like without more experimentation. MacroWare operating systems are used by most government and commercial organizations because they work with the majority of computers. Most cookie blockers work with them, so I designed my software like a virus that went one step further. It’s supposed to eat through dangerous cookies and any data containing my ID. It works perfectly even on Chinese and Russian websites.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. “In other words, you created illegal malware that infects websites.”

      “It might be technically illegal, but it was never designed to act as a Trojan horse to open doors directly into computers—that’s way over the top dangerous and requires that someone on the other side let it in. I didn’t program limits into my software for going beyond its intended target, because I never expected it to go any farther. For all I know, it somehow got corrupted and started multiplying and hunting ISPs one digit different from mine, then two digits. . . But unless there was an open back door, my worm shouldn’t go further than the website address directory. It shouldn’t have been a problem.”

      “Evil minions,” I muttered, thinking aloud. “In your scenario, wouldn’t the hole have to have been built into the State Department’s MacroWare system? If MacroWare can plant spyholes in one government computer, how many others can they be spying on?”

      Tudor glared at me. “Stephen Stiles wouldn’t do anything like that. He’s a genius who doesn’t need to spy to get rich. He’s a hero who gives fortunes to the poor and to medical research. He wouldn’t deliberately plant holes in a system that practically runs the world.”

      “Don’t be naïve,” I said scornfully. “For all you know, that’s how he obtains government contracts, by knowing what his competitors bid.”

      Tudor looked me fearlessly in the eye. “He’s not that kind of creep. I sent him and his top staff a message warning of the problem before I left, and they acknowledged it immediately. You’ll see, they’ll fix it. I just need to wait it out.”

      “Which is why you ran like hell, got it,” I said, proceeding toward the house, trying not to reveal that the buzz saw in my stomach had been joined by a jackhammer at this latest news. Tudor had notified Stiles of the flaw? The Stephen Stiles who was just hospitalized for poisoning?

      I feared I would pass out at any moment as numbers added up in my head. Coincidence didn’t happen in my world. “When did you send the message?”

      “Tuesday evening, my time. Guess that’s Tuesday morning, your time. I’m wiped. Can we talk about this later?”

      I led him to the kitchen entrance, but I was already formulating the timeline—Stephen Stiles and company went to the dinner on Wednesday night, a day and a half after Tudor had sent his frantic e-mail warning. If whoever received that email—and Tudor was crafty enough to have private corporate email addresses—had gone directly to Stiles, there had been time before the dinner for a whole lot of techies to get their panties in a twist.

      Another scenario—I didn’t know how likely— was that someone at the State Department had been smart enough to blame disappearing data on an operating system malfunction and not an attack from North Korea. They would have come down hard on Stiles.

      Either way, I didn’t like the coincidence of MacroWare learning of a huge security breach a day and a half before five of its executives were poisoned—but food poisoning? That didn’t even begin to make sense. Stiles and company would be up and whupping ass in twenty-four hours.

      So someone wanted them out of the way for a day?

      My mind kept replaying the image of Graham entering the building where Stiles and company had been poisoned. That had been Wednesday. Today was Friday. I had no idea what he was doing at any given time, so I couldn’t say where he’d been that day.

      I wanted to trust a man who had helped rescue my sisters. But I knew our mysterious landlord was nose-deep in political guano that was well over my head. I was almost afraid to show Tudor to a room in the mansion. Maybe I should have hidden him in a hotel.

      But Tudor was clearly exhausted, and I didn’t know any cheap hotels. I dumped him in one of the spare second floor bedrooms, then headed to the backyard to call my brother Nick, out of range of Graham’s hearing. I needed to know what Nick had wanted me to see on the news.

      I hoped Graham hadn’t bugged the arbor. It was danged cold with the wind tossing the gnarled vines, but I didn’t trust my basement office to be unbugged. There had been a time when I’d mistakenly thought Graham was a cripple who couldn’t infiltrate my private space. I’d been wrong too often about that man to take any chances.

      Nick answered at once. “Was that him?” he asked without preamble.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. “Was what whom?” I asked, stalling. I knew what he was asking.

      “Graham!” he said impatiently. “You’ve seen him. I haven’t. We’re monitoring the Stiles situation. The ambassador’s security staff swears that was Amadeus Graham entering the building on Wednesday, the day of the conference. Was it?”

      “What difference does it make?” Since I promise my clients privacy, I couldn’t tell Nick anything until Graham gave the go-ahead. “I’m pretty certain he didn’t cook their food! What’s this really about?” I started running my hands over the arbor posts, looking for anything that might be picking up my voice or my cell signal.

      “The ambassador thinks Graham’s been running a secret security operation for years, spying on the embassy and who knows who else. They want proof that he’s not only alive, despite reports otherwise, but that he’s not the broken cripple everyone else assumes.”

      I snorted. At least I wasn’t the only one he’d hoodwinked. Amadeus Graham had deceived the entire world, including top notch, high-tech security staff of powerful governments, into thinking he’d died or retired after he was injured during 9/11. No wonder I sometimes liked the alpha jerk, or at least respected his hermit tendencies.

      “Why ask me? I am not proof that Graham exists,” I retorted. “Are they trying to prove he’s incompetent at safeguarding his clients?” And since Tudor had only just told me about his faux pas, I assumed Nick and the Brit embassy knew nothing about MacroWare’s possible software problem. It was the food poisoning they were focused on—why? I really shouldn’t have the suspicions I did, so I added jokingly, “Was Graham supposed to be a taste tester?”

      Nick sighed in exasperation. “Do you want me to advance in my job or not? Inside info is my reason for existence.”

      I knew that. I adored Nick. He was the closest half-sibling to me in age, and we’d grown up together in the rough streets of a dozen foreign slums. He’d survived, gone on to Brit public schools with his dual citizenship, and wasted his education gambling for a living while chasing male tail. But now that we had a place to stay, of sorts, and EG to look after, he was settling down. He had a good job as an aide in the British embassy and had just leased a new apartment so he could take his boyfriends home.

      I owed Graham some loyalty. I owed Nick more. “You don’t really think the ambassador hired you because you were living in Graham’s house, do you?” I asked. Nick has a few self-esteem problems to sort out.

      “Yeah, I really think that’s part of the equation,” he agreed sullenly.

      “Then they’re full of crap and you deserve better. If I tell you it looked like Graham, and I have no idea where he was on Wednesday, what happens?” I’d have to look at my computer to remember where I’d been two days ago.

      “Nothing happens at this point, except speculation on what MacroWare will do now that its entire executive staff is dead or incapacitated. The market is likely to follow MacroWare down soon unless the company shows someone powerful—or someone with powerful connections—is in charge. According to the staff, Graham was once considered a world-class technical and security wonk with massive political clout. If it can be verified that he is actually alive and possibly taking over the company, the whole world would sit up and take notice. There isn’t any chance that he might be in line for an executive position, is there? He wouldn’t break secrecy for anything less, would he?”

      In panic, I pushed aside the hilarious scenario of reclusive Graham leading a public corporation and focused on what mattered most. “Dead?” I asked. “Of food poisoning? I thought all they needed was their stomachs pumped.”

      I clung to an arbor post and tried not to let my suspicious mind take over, but I’d seen too much in too few years. What would be the point of killing execs over a stupid software problem? CEOs couldn’t solve anything.

      The food poisoning had to be accidental. The faulty operating system and Tudor’s warning. . . totally coincidental. Unfortunately, my spy mother had taught me how the bad guys made things look coincidental.

      “Stiles and one of the other execs is dead,” Nick said. “Three are in comas, on life support after they quit breathing. The dead pair apparently ate more of the fugu chiri than the others. Theirs was the only table that requested the soup, probably the only table that was granted special requests. The chef is being interrogated, but puffer fish is inherently poisonous. If the chef wasn’t trained in preparing it—” He let the sentence trail off with a shrug I could almost hear.

      Remembering Tudor’s idolization of Stiles, I grimaced and rubbed my temple. A philanthropist and geek genius deserved better than puffer fish poisoning, although if his goal had been to get high on the toxins, maybe he deserved to be slowly paralyzed from the feet up for consuming one of the most lethal poisons in nature. But well-prepared puffer fish was a perfectly safe gourmet delicacy.

      With a sigh, I gave Nick as much as I honestly could. “As far as I’m aware, Graham has been in his office all week, but he comes and goes as he pleases without telling me. It looked like Graham in the video, but I was in a hurry and only caught a glimpse. We were at the airport picking up Tudor. We have more problems than Graham. We need a family confab somewhere safe.”

      Nick practically growled in irritation. He knew I wouldn’t call a meeting unless it was important. “Patra won’t have time to make it,” was all he said.

      “We’ll leave it to you to pass on the info to her. I just need to talk somewhere safe, which isn’t here. Tudor has major news, not all of it good, and some of it possibly related to Stiles.” That was an understatement, but I wasn’t trusting cell phone waves.

      “Okay, tonight, about seven.” He named a restaurant half way between our places.

      I didn’t want to drag EG into this, but it was Friday, she didn’t have school tomorrow, and she’d want to be part of any family gathering. I was rapidly learning the problems my mother faced when raising a herd of small children while spying on enemies. I didn’t have a mini-me to leave EG with, as my mother had, and even at nine EG was too smart to be fobbed off for long. She’d just investigate on her own if we didn’t tell her what was happening. I had been just like her at that age.

      I agreed on the restaurant and clicked off, then stared up at the towering fortress I wanted for my own more than I wanted anything else in the world. I hadn’t been entirely truthful about saving our funds for college. I was hoping we could buy our house back from Graham if the lawsuits didn’t work.

      I had never owned more than my computer. I despised our nomadic life while growing up. I longed for a solid foundation for EG to thrive on.

      I was terrified that my mother was right, and we needed to keep moving to be safe. The world is not kind to people who are different, and my family of weird prodigies couldn’t be any more different. We couldn’t cook or clean but we all excelled in trouble.
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      Chilled to the bone and shivering after talking with Nick, I crept down the stairs into the warm cellar where Mallard, Graham’s butler/spy, resided. Heavenly smells drifted from the kitchen. For all I knew, he was cooking puffer fish soup.

      That Graham had the ability to serve poison soup, I had no doubt. I wanted to believe he wouldn’t do it unless the victims were intent on violent world domination. MacroWare had already managed commercial domination, so that horse was done gone, as my pappy never said.

      Besides, it still wasn’t proven that the poisoning hadn’t been anything except tragically accidental.

      I hurried down the tiled corridor to my office on the front side of the basement. We’d moved here in the heat of summer. At the time, my office had stayed blessedly cool. I liked rooms insulated by earth.

      But I needed a space heater to warm up today. I turned it on and rubbed my hands together, trying to heat them enough to tackle my keyboard.

      “Upstairs, now,” the intercom on my desk gargled abruptly.

      Now that Nick had made me think about it, Graham had been sending me documents to work on these last few days—so he’d been in his office—but we hadn’t really talked.

      Was it my imagination, or did he sound. . . weary?

      Graham was grouchy 24/7.

      I sat up and punched the intercom button. EG was right. Intercoms were so yesterday. “Do I bring my sword or a king’s ransom?” I asked, just because I hated being bossed around.

      Graham never verbally invited me to his lair. Something was very wrong.

      “I’ll have Mallard hogtie you and haul you up,” he threatened, but it was half-hearted and not up to his usual standard of intimidation.

      Realizing this day wasn’t improving, I made my own amusement. I popped an antihistamine—Graham had a cat and I’m allergic. Then I scooted a chair beneath the trap door in my ceiling.

      A few weeks ago, I’d discovered Graham’s treachery in installing this secret passage. Now I used it to annoy him—and because it was faster than following the elaborate winding public staircases to the third floor.

      Using muscles I’d worked on for years, I pulled myself through my office ceiling into the closet of my grandfather’s master suite on the first floor. Inside the closet were the hidden stairs that led directly up to Graham’s office. An elevator would be more practical, but oh well—I needed the exercise. I trotted up.

      Graham’s office is a dark lair lined with computer monitors that at any given time could be covering a war in the Mideast or an ice cream truck in San Diego. Today, several screens showed the hospital where presumably the Macro execs were being treated, plus newscasters commenting on the economic effect of Stiles’ death. They were freaking out.

      “Personally, I’d snap off the talking heads,” I said as I studied the screens. “Are we wallowing in muck today?”

      “We live in muck. The death of Stephen Stiles has sent the markets plummeting. They’ll recover once the new product is released on schedule,” he said angrily, punching his keyboard to bring up the stock market reports. “They won’t recover so fast if they discover Stiles was murdered.”

      There it was, the hammer I’d been waiting to fall.
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      Tudor’s Take:

      

      Totally knackered but determined, Tudor dug through his backpack for the used tablet computer he’d purchased from one of the profs. He’d had to sell all his powerful equipment and empty his savings for the plane ticket when everything went pear-shaped. The tablet had taken his last shilling. He was stranded here at Ana’s mercy.

      He’d been nervous about his reception but pretty certain she would take him in. Beneath the tough exterior, his half-sister was a marshmallow—she’d do anything for family. Unfortunately, that worked both ways. If his cock-up threatened EG, Ana might take him down instead.

      There were bound to be nasty repercussions if he’d fragged the internet and Interpol showed up. His fingers shook so badly that he had to try twice to hit settings and disconnect all the tracking devices on the tablet.

      He had to know how much damage he’d caused. His cookie monster program was dodgy, but so was hacking. It wasn’t as if he’d intended to sell the program to anyone but MacroWare as a cautionary security plug. Or maybe to an anti-virus programmer if MacroWare wasn’t interested.

      If he was really, really lucky, more experienced people had patched the State Department’s operating system shambles before his worm crawled deeper. He held his breath as he tested for nearby Wi-Fi connections and located a strong one.

      The beastly tablet operated on a Peanut system, not MacroWare. He wasn’t as familiar with Peanut’s programming, but the basics weren’t too different. The strong signal was password protected, of course. That would be here in the house. He bit his lip and anxiously tried a few basic passwords.

      He didn’t have a hacker program that worked with the tablet. He couldn’t crack the code. If Ana had set it, his software probably couldn’t hack it either. She didn’t know programming, but she was devious. She had the smarts to take the basic hacking knowledge he’d given her and run with it.

      He ran down the list of available networks until he found someone’s laptop that was unprotected. Pathetic wankers.

      The signal was weak. He sat on the window and moved the tablet around until the signal strengthened. Would Ana give him access to her network later? He couldn’t do much at this speed, but he had to know how big a shambles he’d made.

      Fingers trembling, he tuned in to the tablet’s search engine. It came up as always—the internet hadn’t totally collapsed then. Maybe that gave him a little time.

      He checked MacroWare’s site to see if they’d announced an emergency security update.

      Instead, he read the headline about the death of Stephen Stiles.

      Gahhhh, nooooo!!!!!!

      Paralyzed in shock, he simply stared for a full stomach-churning minute. The geek king was dead? How was that possible? Stiles should be invincible, like Superman.

      But fish poisoning? That was so cocked up!

      Selfishly, his next thought was to wonder if there’d been time for anyone to consult with Stiles about Tudor’s message. Had he set his programmers to fix the hole in the O/S? Oh blimey bloomin’ hell. . . what if he hadn’t?

      Desperately, Tudor searched for news of crashing websites, a dangerous worm eating government data, or a security update.

      He found nothing.

      Rocking back and forth and moaning, realizing he was not only up a creek without an oar, but sitting on the bleeding Titanic, he wondered what in the name of Ramses he did now.
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      Ana lingers in Graham’s lair

      

      I shoved my hands into the pockets of the old corduroys I’d worn to the airport and stared at the back of Graham’s head. “Murdered?” I inquired innocently, as if I hadn’t been sitting on fear all morning.

      His black cat leapt from his lap, circled my ankles in disdain, and escaped through the door I’d left open. I sneezed, which added to my irritation.

      Having my paranoid conspiracy fantasies confirmed wasn’t supposed to happen. “Food poisoning hardly qualifies as murder.”

      “Puffer fish numbs the mouth. Anything else in the food wouldn’t be detected.” He brought up a health department warning of symptoms on one screen, then what appeared to be a hospital medical record on another. “Knowing puffer fish had been served, doctors had no reason to look further than the toxicology reports showing toxic levels of tetrodotoxin in the blood stream. The symptoms and evidence are correlated to the fish.”

      If I hadn’t known about Tudor’s little problem, I would have shrugged and said food poisoning, got it, just like everyone else. But food poisoning of execs sitting on a potentially major operational failure that could cause stockholders gazillions. . . that had my suspicious mind on edge.

      Graham had said murder. Why?

      “And?” was the only reply I could summon.

      “The symptoms disguised massive botulism poisoning.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at a new screen he’d keyed up.

      Even sitting, Graham was a big man, with wide shoulders, broad chest, and powerful arms. It was warm up here in the windowless attic, so instead of the heavy sweaters the rest of us wore, he was wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt that clung lovingly to pectorals and biceps. I wanted to swat him upside his thick head of ebony hair just for existing, which admittedly made me surly.

      “Not making sense yet,” I warned. “Botulism is still food poisoning, not murder.”

      “Botulism is overkill. I doubt the doctors looked for it. I had to confiscate a blood sample and have it tested.” He grunted and wielded his keyboard to open a few more screens of talking heads.

      Graham said outrageous things all the time without apology or explanation. Nick’s employers had a right to be suspicious about him.

      “Why?” I demanded, knowing I had to drag every grain of information out of the tight-lipped rat. “Why would you test a sample when the doctors are satisfied with puffer fish?”

      “Stiles kept a pretty close monitor on his food, hiring special chefs. He wouldn’t hire an incompetent fugu chef,” he said, fine tuning a camera showing a hospital entrance. “I am paid to know things like that. I am not idly living off Max’s millions.”

      Wow, a personal admission, two, actually. A new first.

      “I never thought you stole our inheritance. I thought our grandfather’s lawyer smoked all the money,” I said angrily. “Did you think I’d live in the house of a callous crook who would rob little children?”

      I was stunned that he thought I’d considered him a thief. A lying, conniving, creepy spider in the attic who had misappropriated our house by legal means, yes, but a common thief, never. He was a brilliant man who’d been on a high-speed destiny path and had worked with the president of the United States, for pity’s sake. He probably still worked for the CIA or worse—that had always been my vision of him.

      So, he wasn’t a philanthropist but a paid security something or other. Big freakin’ deal.

      This was probably the longest and most revealing conversation we’d ever had. Usually, we flung a few insults, played competitive head games, and returned to work. I had to wonder where this was going—and worry.

      “Max was
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