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“Blood does not always make a family.”  

                                                 —- L.E.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        CHAPTER NINETEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Yitsy Menu 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Yitsy Menu 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Nyx Protocol
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Ellie's Letter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Bindweed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  CHAPTER ONE


5:00 a.m. — Present Day, Hell’s Kitchen, New York City
He appeared like any other businessman in a hurry. Six-foot-eight inches of controlled energy, eating up the sidewalk. At 5:00 a.m., New York City was at ‌a crossroads between night’s end and day’s dawn, where exhausted night revelers collided with early risers. As he approached, the crowd shuffled aside instinctively, their senses tingling, though they couldn’t name the threat. Even the hungover and half-asleep felt it, something primal warning them: predator. 
His lean, muscular build and imposing height might have suggested a basketball player at first glance; then he moved. His black cashmere coat flared open with each step, revealing a crisp brown tailored suit and tie. Dark shades hid his brown eyes, while the low brim of his hat cast a sharp shadow of anonymity across his face; its clean planes and harsh angles unreadable. A face trained never to reveal what it’s thinking.
He carried an umbrella with a curved rosewood handle that swung from his grip, an Old World touch whose purpose remained uncertain. His step outpaced the street’s rhythm; the crowd gave him a wide berth, sensing what they couldn’t see beneath the tailored façade—firepower rode his frame: weapons capable of taking down a bear, knives that would shame a samurai.
Dominic strode south toward Hell’s Kitchen without slowing. He didn’t need to announce himself; his mere motion was enough. The public wasn’t aware of who walked among them, but their instincts sensed danger. They parted, then huddled back into the safety of the pack as he passed, an invisible force at work. His mind, however, was elsewhere: on glass, The Code, and the approaching war, not the humans scattering before him. He was a vampire in plain sight, hidden by the city’s pulse.​
[image: ]
Dominic had been in the City for fifty-eight years, longer than he’d ever stayed anywhere. Forty-five had always been his limit. But New York required more. Most pressing: the glass project. His company had chased down every promising lead: academic labs, commercial startups, and independent research groups. He invested a fortune, but nothing broke through.
After years of chasing every lead, a murmur finally surfaced. The Walsh family from New York had funded a research lab at Cornell. A friend of Dominic’s, Professor Jackson, whom Dominic called Jack, had tipped him off. Jack sent him a paper outlining breakthroughs in glass filtration, but danced around the author’s identity, citing only initials. He was vague about the research itself and didn’t want to discuss it over the phone.
Dominic had traced a finger down the report’s margin. Most of it was noise: equations, spectral graphs, and refractive indices. He only half understood, but one line stopped him: Molecular realignment during cooling filters wavelengths between 280 and 400 nanometers without significant light loss. Scientific words for something impossible. He wasn’t a chemist, but he knew glass, and someone had figured out how to make a window that let daylight spill in—without burning vampires. The weight of this discovery and its potential impact on his company and his world was immense. If the rumors were true, many things could change.
The Walshes were major benefactors at Cornell. Dominic suspected their interests were strictly business, profit in particular. But for him, this was a matter of life or death. Clyde Walsh was a chemist with a reputation for making wise investments and funding cutting-edge innovations. Dominic meant to uncover what was happening in that lab.
As the sun climbed, shadows crawled down the west side of the street. Dominic picked up his pace and ducked into the underground garage at 614 West 46th in Hell’s Kitchen. Once a derelict tenement, the building now rose six stories with a dark granite façade, tinted windows, and discreet signage: Midnight Hour Group; a testament to MHG’s wealth. 
The porter was already there. That was always the case.
“Hi there, Elijah, all good?”
“Yes, sir. Papers are waiting in the elevator.”
“Thank you.”
“I’ll be going upstate this week, and I want you to take the week off. Alright?” said Dominic, handing him an envelope.
“Sir, you don’t need to, thank you. I’ll make sure Danny covers.”
“You’re part of the team, Elijah. Don’t forget it.”
Dominic stepped inside and rode the elevator up. Penny, his longtime assistant, met him at the office door with a fresh espresso. “Morning. How was your evening?”
“Busy. Let’s finalize my calls and see if Bain reached Cornell. I want us to wrap up by noon. Meet me in five.”
Penny returned with Bain. Dominic’s younger brother, ten years his junior, kept his ear close to the ground.
“Good call on that condo tower, Dom,” Bain said, looking out the window at the fifteen-story building next door. The building, constructed during the waterfront boom, cast long eastward shadows, which were perfect for the sun-sensitive.
“I like the rooftop garden,” Dominic said, “and the shade it provides. Thanks for getting it done. Did you reach the Cornell lab?”
Bain nodded. “Jack Deutsch. He says we can visit, but he’s acting cagey. He says things slowed after Walsh died. There’s talk that the lab might move.”
“Did you mention investing?”
“I did. The Professor claims he doesn’t deal with that side of things, which is strange. Jack’s usually straight.”
“Let’s go up there tonight. You’ve arranged the train, right, Penny?”
“Yes, sir, blackout car included.”
“Thanks, Penny.”
Bain raised a brow. “Day run, huh?”
“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Dominic said.
“We’ve done worse,” Bain muttered.
Dominic nodded once. “Yes, we have.”
“Sounds good, I’ll see you after my photo shoot with the twins.” Dominic let Bain know.
[image: ]
Next stop: the twins. Dominic’s younger cousins, Lake and Twain, ran MHG’s digital operations and curated Dominic’s Instagram presence. A sunny round of golf, an evening date, boarding a jet, hanging out at the beach, barbecuing with friends  — all normalized through the magic of tech. Their office was part tech lab, part green screen studio.
Dominic cycled through a rotation of suits, tuxedos, and golf wear. Lake snapped photos while Twain handled the lighting.
“There are too many outfits,” Dominic growled.
“Philotimo, you’re a billionaire CEO in your prime,” Lake replied.
“You gotta look the part. No one wants to follow a guy who dresses like a 90-year-old butler.” 
“My suits are custom and timeless.”
“Man, they make you look old. Your suits are ancient. You, however, look twenty-eight, twenty-nine tops. But you act like you’re a hundred.”
“This glass issue is aging me, “Dominic said with exhaustion in his voice.
“You need a hottie,” Lake said. “Not one I’ve photoshopped into your feed.”
“It’s time you find a real woman,” the older twin by five minutes, Twain, told Dominic. 
“Speaking of time,” Dominic broke off, “I need everything on that Walsh son-in-law before I get on the train. Since Clyde’s death, he seems to be the one in charge. Also, give me a company and family rundown.”
“Already on it. Uploading to the secure drive now,” Twain reported. “You good with the daily password scheme?”
“Got it. We’re done here.”
“Wait! Just one more shot. Pretend your arms are around someone, yep, perfect. Look left. Boom. Gorgeous date, by the way,” Lake laughed.
“I’m going to kick your ass one of these days, Lake.”
“You’ll have to beat me to it,” Twain said.
“A challenge,” Dom said, bowing out.
“You can check your feed on the train! And find a real woman!” Lake shouted at him.
Dominic kept walking. I don’t have time for a woman; he thought. Emotional entanglements were luxuries he couldn’t afford. The wars with The Order and building a wealth fund for his family had left him no room for distraction.
War had cost years, blood, and money. Running the family empire was a full-time job. He couldn’t ignore the signs that The Order was reforming. He refused to return to a life of constant war. Besides, The Code needed to be revived, restored, and made relevant once again. It had become a relic, no longer discussed or followed. Eight Clans. A tired leader, knowing The Order would return, Dominic was determined to revive the tradition of preparedness.
Fake girlfriend. Actual problems. That was enough.
He swung by his office and called out to Bain, “Let’s head to Grand Central Terminal.” A text buzzed.
Bain: 
I’m in the garage waiting on your ass.
​
​






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Present Day — Ithaca, New York
With her thoughts a tangle of memories, Iris moved through her house, her heart racing. Over the past two months, someone had broken into her home, twice. She was sure someone had tried to hack into her computer. She felt watched and sensed Truman was involved. 
When you first meet someone, you never imagine they’ll be the person who will shatter your life. She remembered a hot summer day, a heavily chlorinated hot tub, and meeting her future brother-in-law for the first time. He looked like a frat boy trying too hard to compensate for a smallish frame. He had a set of unfriendly, hungry eyes, and his smile never reached them.
Iris had pegged him as a gym-bro, the type that worked hard to sculpt the man he wasn’t born to be. He had too much upper-body muscle for his frame and too little on his legs. Tabitha, her older sister, clung to him in a way that felt fake. The kisses, the baby talk, more theatrical than affectionate. Iris thought he was forgettable. 
What she hadn’t known then was that Truman Johns would be the fault line of her entire life. Returning to her work at hand, she continued through her house, giving it the once-over while thinking: Can psychopaths fall in love?
Her father’s sudden death detonated the family. She was still in shock: a heart attack, in his shower. Truman and Tabitha had swooped in to “preserve” the estate, their grip tightening overnight. They’d already moved in “to help Dad,” and now they were in the main bedroom.
The ostentatious funeral was a wake-up call for Iris. Truman had orchestrated everything; the ceremony felt anything but intimate. Truman reduced Iris and her siblings to props. They had all agreed that Kyle would speak on behalf of the family. After a police escort to the graveside, there was a crush of people and reporters snapping photos. Iris wanted it to end.
The family stood at the foot of the coffin, a microphone in front of them. The crowd quieted. Just as Kyle drew his speech from his pocket and started to step forward, Truman moved. He grabbed the microphone and began to speak. Kyle retreated onto his heels, slipping his speech back into his pocket. Everyone watched Truman, while Tabitha managed a small smile.
Iris felt a knot in her throat. She deeply regretted her silence at that moment. It would weigh on her for years afterwards. After his speech, Truman turned to the family and announced a meeting at the house, insisting everyone attend.
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The “family meeting” wasn’t family at all: it was lawyers, accountants, paperwork, and an eerie deference to Truman. He announced that he had been named the sole trustee days before his father died. Diana, Kyle, and Iris were speechless. Diana, the executrix, sat silent and resigned for a moment. Composing herself, she requested a copy of the document, turned to the lawyer, and demanded to know why the estate attorney hadn’t told her about the change.
With a small smile, the lawyer replied, “Mr. Johns has been handling your father’s estate for several years now. With your father’s oversight, of course, and he was confident in Mr. Johns’ handling of his affairs. Mr. Walsh felt most comfortable having a family member run his affairs. 
My firm and the accounting firm your father has been using have been working closely with Mr. Johns, and, of course, we will support you in your duties as executrix. They, however, should be minimal as the estate is passing into the Trust, which Mr. Johns is managing at your father’s explicit request.”
Iris let that sink in for a moment. Truman, in fact, now controlled the entire Walsh fortune. The look on Diana’s face showed she understood that fact as well.
The lawyer turned to Truman, who said, “We were going to let you know, but then your father died unexpectedly. I wasn’t even thinking about business.”
Iris saw it: Truman had rewritten the script. He wasn’t just living in the house; he was the estate, directing every move. Diana thought she had power, signing papers; Iris knew Truman had already placed himself in charge long before. And the most shocking thing was that the advisors were treating Truman as if he were a Walsh.
Iris considered speaking up. But Jack had warned her: Don’t make noise. Not yet.
She’d always watched from the edges, the one who never quite belonged since childhood. For her, family events were exercises in silence. While she watched Truman that day, she knew: he hadn’t just taken over the house and finances; he was now taking over the remaining estate. 
Once long ago, when she was under ten years old, her parents were hosting another large summer party at what was their new estate. She had slipped beneath one of the tables draped in crisp white linen, hiding from her cousin, who wanted to pull her braid. Beneath the cloth, she found a small sanctuary. Above her, two women approached, their voices drifting down.
“Well, you know the story, her father was drowning in debt, wasn’t he?” one said, the clink of ice in a glass punctuating her words.
“Mmm, Clyde needed a respectable wife. A transaction of sorts. Didn’t she spend a lot of time going back and forth between Ithaca and the city?” The second lady mused.
“People always talk, but Ellie pretends not to hear,” the first replied.
“Well, that youngest child, you know, the eyes—“ the second began, then let the thought trail off.
Under the tablecloth, Iris felt tears sting her eyes. She didn’t understand everything, but she understood enough to know the women weren’t being kind. They were talking about her mother. About her.
Iris then heard the second woman continue, “Clyde saved that family from ruin. Ellie should be grateful. Without him, who knows where she’d have ended up.” The women moved away. Their voices drifted, carried away by the noise of the party.
Iris never told anyone what she’d heard, but the experience lingered, creating a sense of being an outsider deep inside her. She didn’t know it then, but later she would learn that kindness isn’t guaranteed. Listening to Truman speak now, she was reminded of her father. The decisions had long been made.
Her father’s mind games had been aimed mostly in her direction; he didn’t appreciate Iris’s curiosity unless it was about chemistry. Clyde seemed to want to divide and conquer his children, not lift them up. Her siblings insisted she was imagining things, but Iris knew she hadn’t. 
She hadn’t forgotten Christmastime. At one Christmas, her sisters received hutches, but hers “wasn’t ready yet.” Another, the bicycles: hers was “on the way.” The wrong-sized souvenir shirt from a business trip. There was always a gift or t-shirt not found, something lost or forgotten, always just hers. She earned the chemistry degree that her father valued, but he was on “a business trip” the day she graduated. Flowers arrived instead.
A child shouldn’t have to work so hard for love, she thought. Chemistry never let her down the way people did. Science was pure; numbers didn’t lie. It was the scars from her family that shaped her. Like cobwebs, she couldn’t brush off. There was always a delay or a smaller item than her siblings received to remind her—she wasn’t enough. In the Walsh family, the language of love was money: who controlled it, who had more of it, and who could take it away. Iris felt like a penny they couldn’t wait to lose.
Her hair was auburn with streaks of red and blond; her skin had a natural tan; her eyes were an unusual green that set her apart. Her siblings’ blond hair and Irish blue eyes confirmed them as Walshes. Even her mother fit the mold. Iris didn’t. Her lean, model-like frame looked out of place in family photos. Once, her father had a photographer tweak her eye color to match her siblings’. She’d stared at it for a very long time, feeling unmoored.
[image: ]
Months before her birth, another woman stood in an expansive marble bathroom, gazing at herself and her swelling belly. The bathroom glowed with layered light: Edison bulbs, fluorescent accents, high-end fixtures, and warmed towels. A tasteful crystal chandelier anchored the space. It ought to have felt warm and welcoming, yet Clyde’s presence was a shadow that chilled everything around him. In that cold space, Ellie realized she could never let him discover whose child she carried.
While in college, Iris had asked her mother why she looked so different. Her mother brushed her off, saying she had a grandfather with the same eyes. Iris let it go until her senior year, when a letter arrived. Handwritten. Her mother wrote, telling her to find Alexander Constandinos in New York City. He had answers. Iris wanted to understand: answers to what questions?
A curious PostScript followed: “Your father named you after the Goo Goo Dolls song: Iris.” They had gone to a concert together. The idea of her father at a rock concert felt absurd. She never got to ask. Her mother had died of colon cancer before Iris came home again. Iris packed the letter away and wouldn’t remember it until years later.
Iris forced herself to refocus on the meeting. No one spoke unless Truman spoke first. There were reams of spreadsheets: lists of historical distributions, updated allocations, and one line near the bottom noted: Amex cards canceled. Iris didn’t care. She’d never used hers, but her siblings panicked. Truman shut them down. He told them that the estate’s future stability, and any payout depended on patience. When Iris asked about her father’s gold coins, Truman disappeared and then returned with a small box, another spreadsheet, and a careful accounting of who would get what.
Then came the screaming. Tabitha and Diana were in a fight long in the making. Tabitha broke their mother’s favorite flower vase. And Truman? Calm and measured. He handed out the gold coins with the same air as someone passing out popcorn at a movie theater. Iris wondered how much he held back for himself while understanding that Truman’s plan had clicked into place.
When Truman and Tabitha bought her father’s house, Iris asked Truman where her share of the proceeds was. The answer: the estate owed money, so the funds looped back into the estate. Locally, lawyers refused her case, citing conflicts of interest. Iris looked in New York City but couldn’t afford one there. It became clear: Truman had locked down the valley.
Now, after years of maneuvering, he’d set his sights on her work. He asked questions about how the lab operated. Truman toured the lab and pretended to understand. Jack had warned her. It wasn’t chemistry that interested him; it was the financial gain from the lab’s projects. Diana had hard copies of their father’s bank statements, and together they’d confirmed what they’d long suspected: Truman had been siphoning funds from the accounts, and he was getting away with it.
Now he wanted the lab, more specifically, Iris’s research. He thought it was Jackson’s project, something he could move off campus, privatize, and control. What he didn’t know was that it was Iris’s breakthrough. She had done all the work and built the models. She was on the verge of revolutionizing glass manufacturing. The research Truman was circling like a shark? Belonged to Iris.
Iris’s sister and brother, Diana and Kyle, had decided that going along with Truman was easier. They’d at least get something. They were mistaken. Jack knew. Jack had let Truman think the project was his, drawing Truman’s focus away from her. His quiet, relentless, and brilliant student had soared, yet she never bragged. He worried about her. And he’d do anything to protect her.
Professor Jackson “Jack” Deutsch had been her father’s mentor ‌when he was a professor at the “Public Ivy”—Binghamton. Now, he watched Truman like a parasite, trying to involve himself in everything Clyde and he had built. Clyde trusted him too easily. But Jack recognized the reality: Truman was the trouble. And Iris’s discovery was about to be stolen from her.
Jack told Iris he was in touch with old-money types in the city who focused on investing in glass research. “They’ve been reviewing a lot of our published work,” he told her. “Truman seems to know about it, and he’s already grabbed the estate. But the money from our project? That would make all that look like pennies.” Jack continued, “Iris, in all my years, you’re the best researcher I’ve worked with. You have an innate instinct for chemistry. But I’ve heard rumors. Real ones. You need to disappear for a while, reach out when things have cooled down.” Jack’s voice was almost frantic.
“I’ve put some cash aside. I brought it in, and I want you to take it.”
“I can’t take your money, Jack!”
“Look, Iris, I don’t think you realize how much danger you’re in. Your dad’s sudden death feels suspicious. Don’t use credit cards, debit cards, or anything tied to your life here. Do you understand?”
“I understand, Jack, but walking around with a bunch of money doesn’t seem safe either.”
“Load up on those prepaid credit cards, they’re harder to track.”
It had taken Iris a while to get on board. She knew that her brother-in-law and sister were taking advantage of her father’s death, but she never imagined that her life would be in danger. Jack had become so insistent that she started to worry. She’d tried to ask her father about his long-term plans before he died, but it had become impossible; whenever she visited, either Truman or Tabitha was there, watching, listening.
She’d overheard Truman and Tabitha discussing her father’s research and the lab. Truman was already making plans to move it. He spoke with a sense of entitlement, as if nothing were uncertain. In his mind, the research belonged to him. He was smarter than Clyde’s children anyhow, and none of them worked harder than he did, Iris especially. His success would prove it.
When multimillions are involved, family dynamics become a minefield, a game of psychological chess. Who controls the money, who gets what, and why? Truman had positioned himself on the right-hand side of the throne. He slowly began to manage the finances. Tabitha, as his wife, was enjoying her new status in the family hierarchy. Kyle should have been there, but his father had never respected him. He didn’t have the right temperament.
When Truman arrived, Clyde Walsh had the “heir” he wanted. Perhaps psychopaths can spot each other. Clyde didn’t raise confident men, but that didn’t stop him from demanding strength. He constantly belittled Kyle, convinced he was forging an heir. Kyle stayed away. He dropped in when he needed money, then disappeared again. Distance was survival.
The Walsh lifestyle, the stipends, the Platinum Amex, and the illusion of status without responsibility all shaped them. Iris saw it. If you accept money, you lose your independence. You become beholden, not just financially; there’s an emotional cost. Iris had stayed longer than she wanted. When Truman replied to an email she’d sent to her father, she knew the takeover was complete. Having Truman constantly at her father’s side brought about a change in him.
Once, when alone with her father for the first time in a long while, Iris expressed her concern about Truman. Her father praised him and assured Iris that Truman was working for the family. Iris left that visit feeling gutted. It was the last time she saw him alive. When Truman and Tabitha moved into the Walsh estate with her father, it was the beginning of a slow unraveling that no one could have predicted. Planned and executed by Truman Johns. 
Iris wondered if he had bought off attorneys and even accountants, and if he had nurtured relationships with them. Hinting to them that there would be more to come when he was in charge. And of course, Clyde wanted him to be in charge. With her father slowing with age, she wondered how closely he was tracking Truman, if at all. After the family meeting, Iris had concluded that Truman had slowly moved Walsh funds into accounts he alone controlled.


[image: ]
Iris stepped into Ithaca’s crisp spring morning and biked to the lab. Trees stirred, alive again, but normalcy was a lie. She had been moving pieces of her life to a storage unit in New York City for the last year and a half. Her research, some personal items, and a few treasured belongings. She knew once she left, there’d be no coming back. The frat boy wasn’t going to leave a loose end, and she knew that’s what she was: a loose end. Was she crazy? As paranoid as she sounded? As she felt? Maybe, but the facts had stacked up. She had to leave before she couldn’t.
She refocused. Today wasn’t just her last day at the lab; it was her last day in Ithaca, too. Her whole life had been focused on research and chemistry, particularly in the development of glass. Precision. She lived an ordered life, and now she was leaving all of it behind for the unknown. She’d fought Jack at first, insisting he was overreacting. He hadn’t backed down; he hadn’t trusted Truman from the moment he met him. Jack also told Iris that Truman was taking advantage of her father. In the last few months, he had come to believe that Truman was dangerous. It had sounded crazy to Iris at first, but now, finally, Iris believed him. It was time to leave.
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Iris pedaled along the quiet campus path, cool air biting her cheeks. The lab, her research, and Jack’s warnings crowded her thoughts. A shout cut through her thoughts: “Wait up!”
She glanced back, spotting Jason, one of the grad students at the Walsh Glass Lab she managed, jogging towards her. She stopped her bike and waited for him.
“Jason.”
“Hey, are you heading to the lab?”
“Yeah. I’m meeting with Damon.”
“You were right to hire him.”
“I agree, but he’ll be leaving soon to focus on flying.”
“I wanted to tell you that when I was working late yesterday afternoon, someone came in.”
“To the lab?”
“Yeah.”
“Who was it?”
“He was rude. Said his name was Mr. Johns. Told me it was his lab. I asked if he was a Walsh, and the look he gave me was like I’d insulted him. He strolled through like he owned the place, went straight into your office, and shut the door.“ Truman Johns didn’t need to ask permission to visit the lab.
“My office?” Her voice tightened. “How long?”
“A good forty-five, I could hear him clicking on the keyboard, then he left without saying a word,” Iris nodded. Jackson had been right: something was off with Truman. I need to check my office. My computer. Iris thought.
“Thanks, Jason, I appreciate you telling me.” She hesitated. “There’s a lot going on. Maybe put some feelers out,” Iris said, feeling awful about having to tell a graduate student that he might need to find a new project. “I’m uncertain about what will happen next.”
Jason’s eyes widened. “But you’re a Walsh! You and Jackson run that lab. Your thesis is so huge, everyone is talking about it.”
“I know. But I’ve always focused on the science, not the presentation. Apparently, that doesn’t matter.” Iris forced a shrug, her heart pounding. She tried to soften the blow. “With my dad’s death, there’ll be changes. I’ll talk to Jackson. He’ll take care of things.” Liar, she thought, hating how easily the words came.
“Thanks, Iris. I know this is hard on you, damn, I’m sorry about your dad,” Jason said apologetically.
“Thanks, Jason.” Her throat tightened. “With Dad gone…” she trailed off. He was the one who let Truman into his lab, and now it was under siege. Had he known what Truman was capable of?
“Jason, if you ever see that man again, don’t engage with him.” Iris looked him straight in the eye and tried to look as serious as she could.
“Don’t worry, Iris, I’m not saying a word to that a…. sorry,” Jason said, with anger still lacing his voice. He continued, “So, I’ll see you next week?”
“Yeah, see you then,” Iris said. Liar! She forced a smile. “Remember, you will always have lots of opportunities,” she told Jason, trying to sound as casual as possible. Her stomach twisted as she smiled and lied again. Jason didn’t know she wouldn’t be seeing him or anyone else. She was already half gone. She’d planned every detail. The only thing left to do was ‌to disappear.
Her thoughts turned to Jack. He’d already swapped the doctored research in place of hers at the lab. She didn’t know the full scope of her brother-in-law’s plans, but Jack’s instincts were not wrong. Not once. Iris had planned her departure to the smallest detail, even the day she would leave. Online, her schedule, packed with her usual activities and appointments, which she shared with her family, including Truman.
Iris gripped her handlebars, knuckles whitening. Truman had slithered his way into her father’s trust, turning family relationships into a chess match. Now he was in her lab? Iris recalled overhearing him and Tabitha whispering after the funeral in his smug voice: “Your father would have lost everything if it wasn’t for me.” Tabitha replied, “I knnnnow, without you there’d be nothing.” They were entitled to the entire fortune, in their minds.
After Jason jogged off, Iris fell silent; she felt detached from the buzz of campus activity. Knowing that she was leaving it all, Iris felt alone in a place that once belonged entirely to her. No boyfriend. No intimacy—ever, just chemistry and glass. 
And now, she could not even go to the lab anymore. She knew every brick, every hallway, and the faint, familiar scent of chemicals. Having spent all her time there, she always felt safe. She’d told herself she didn’t have time for a relationship. Chemistry had become her world, making her part of something. Her evenings? Relaxing by making glass; crafting something fragile, magical, yet strong. From a soft molten blob to a cooled, hardened creation. Iris always lost herself in the process, often forming new ideas for her chemistry projects.
And now, Jack’s voice in her head, telling her to run away from her life in Ithaca, however lonely. By the time Baker Hall’s brick face rose ahead, her resolve had hardened; like cooling glass.
Iris eased her bike off the path and slipped the lock onto the bike rack outside Baker Hall. She headed downstairs to the lab, eager to check her office and computer first thing. She felt a knot of worry in her chest when she logged in and opened her email. When she scanned her sent folder, her heart sank; several messages were arranging meetings at an upcoming conference, each hinting at a new project from Walsh Glass. A breadcrumb of some new research at Walsh Glass was being quietly discussed. Truman would try to frame her for profiting from company secrets, establishing a trail of evidence that would incriminate her. She was relieved that Jack had already removed her research.
For the past five years, she and Jack had run the glass lab. She used to doubt Jack’s fear of Truman’s interest in the lab. Not anymore. At the time, she thought Jack was going overboard in hiding the real research, the results her father had funded, behind failed prototypes. What people saw were misses. What they both knew was that it was a breakthrough: glass that self-anneals at room temperature, filtering near-IR without loss of opacity. The breakthrough Jack buried under layers of failures: something Truman would kill for. Iris now appreciated Jack’s caution.
Jack urged Iris to get out of town, at least until the estate dust settled. He knew what Truman was capable of. His control had been on full display at the family meeting. The professionals had become accustomed to dealing with Truman while her father was alive, and by the time he died, Truman was in complete control. Everything Jack had predicted was happening. Within days of her father’s death, she moved up her plan and put things in motion.
“Damon, thanks for all your help,” Iris said as she entered the lab. “I still wish you’d think about a master’s or PhD: you have a real aptitude for science. Our progress wouldn’t be where it is without you.”
“Aw, Iris, people like me barely make it through college, much less an advanced degree. We have to earn a living. I enjoy chemistry, and I think about it, but not as a career path. Your glass project is amazing, but flight is like a drug for me since I was a kid. A pilot’s license is more likely to get me a well-paying job, and with my B.S. I can say I have a college degree.”
Iris nodded, studying him. She wished she could confide in him, but for his safety, she had to keep quiet. He didn’t appear to be someone who needed protection. She had to keep her secret. She was protecting both Jack and him. Things would get dire, she expected.
Damon was almost too handsome, with a face that led people to make incorrect assumptions about his intelligence. He was model-beautiful, but with an edge and intelligence that Iris knew would serve well in life.
She knew he could handle himself; still, she’d brought him into the lab and would not put him in the middle of her family problems. She’d followed her instincts when hiring him. He’d come for the paycheck, but stayed because he had the mind for it. Natural aptitude, sharp gut. Damon had become part of the team fast, and she and Jack both trusted him with anything. He still didn’t know how he’d gotten the job at the Glass Lab. He never asked. Jack and Iris had believed in him, and that was enough.
Damon watched Iris rush around the lab. She was a quiet, bookish person, with the loveliest laugh, the few times he heard it. She didn’t seem to care about what she wore, yet she always looked so cool. People always stared, but she didn’t notice. Clueless. Gorgeous and utterly unpretentious and unaware of her beauty. Her long, thick, crazy, multicolored hair, her honey-kissed skin, and those eyes that were an unusual shade of green. As if all the perfect parts found their way to Iris.
But it was her laughter and intelligence that Damon always appreciated, and they became good friends. From the start, they saw each other as friends. Iris was one of the kindest people he’d ever met and would always be one of his people.
When Iris began discussing chemistry, her intelligence and deep knowledge of the subject surprised some people. She was self-deprecating, so people weren’t sure what to make of her. Her looks confused the other scientists. Beauty plus brains was not an equation for many. When she described her projects; her brilliance visibly surprised them.
Some didn’t know what to make of her, but Damon did; he knew not to judge people on looks alone. She was one of his best friends. He would do anything for her. He never understood how she came from that fucked-up family. She was so lovely, quiet, and never bragged. She wasn’t a snob at all. Yet, here she was, a member of the ultra-rich Walsh family. Seriously, who mixed up the Walsh baby at the hospital?
Iris spoke to Damon in her quiet but steady voice. “I’m slammed for the next few days, I’ll see you next week. Keep an eye on Jack.”
“Are you ok? Can I help with something?”
“No, no, all good, just in a rush today, a million ideas on my mind. I’ll be heading home now, anyhow.” Liar.
“Okay, then I’ll see you next week.”
“Sure, I’ll see you next week.” Liar. Stepping back, she hugged Damon.
And she was gone.
Damon felt that something was up, but he couldn’t butt into Iris’ business. Watching out the side window in the lab, he saw her lug her backpack over her shoulders and get on her bike. He noticed she was not riding toward her house. She’d taken the path out of town, her long, thick braid moving in the wind, until she disappeared from view.
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Iris rode the bike along the Chippewa River path. She’d scoped out the path a few times and knew where she would leave her bike so it would disappear. Then she could get into the old beater she’d bought for cash and hadn’t even transferred the title, and was going to ditch the car when she got to NYC. She had decided that Grand Central Terminal was the best place to leave the car, and then she would take the subway over to Hell’s Kitchen.
Before she knew it, she was in a beat-up green 2000 Mazda Protégé heading south on I-81. When she got to Scranton, she pulled into a Dunkin’ Donuts, bought a coffee, and asked for the restroom key. She had entered the bathroom as an auburn-haired woman and emerged with dark brown hair, without any of the natural highlights people always commented on. She couldn’t bear to cut her waist-length hair, but decided not to wear her signature braid, so she rolled it up in a bun.
A couple of hours later, Iris was at Grand Central Terminal.
She grabbed her belongings, unlocked the door, and left the key in the ignition. Iris walked into the station to use the ladies’ room and then found a bench near the door. It was still rush hour. People were moving quickly with focus, brushing past each other without a second glance. Though sitting, Iris felt the flow of humanity around her and felt invisible as she debated her next move. Her eyes fell on the famous four-faced clock. Clocks trick us into thinking we are all experiencing life at the same time, but Iris knew that was just an illusion. Time was fluid and moved differently for each person.
Iris felt the pressure to move faster, faster than the ticking clock. Her mind was spinning like a clock, but she couldn’t move. Now that she’d arrived in New York City, confusion and loneliness set in. For the first time in years, she didn’t need to be anywhere: no experiment to check on, no deadline to meet. Iris drew a deep breath, willing her thoughts to settle. She was safe. Truman was unaware that she had vanished. Time was still on her side.
Instead of letting her mind race, she stopped and took in the terminal. The vast concourse provided a place to breathe, admire the architecture, and watch the commuters rush past. Gradually, she found the rhythm of the Terminal, and with it, her own. New York was amazing, and the sheer number of people made it even more interesting. What better place to melt into the background? After using the ladies’ room, she sat down on a bench close to the door and looked around the station, watching people walk by. I can do this. With so many people here, it’ll be easy to blend in. There was so much activity that no one would bother to look at her. Iris looked around the station. A hum filled the cavernous terminal, the clicking of shoes hitting the pink marble flooring, the murmur of voices, and the sounds of trains and people moving in different directions.
Two very tall men strode through the station. They seemed larger than life. For a moment, she panicked, thinking they were looking for her, but they were looking straight ahead, not at her, not at anyone. At the rate they were eating up the tile while crossing the lobby, they appeared to be in a hurry and definitely not looking for a chemist in Gotham.
Who were they, she wondered, famous athletes, but then she didn’t know any famous athletes, or even what they looked like. No one else here looked like them. Not the tired commuters, not the couple quietly arguing near the information desk, not the people trying to rush to their train. Not her.
Perhaps they were important businesspeople, or maybe actors. She was out of touch with all the latest celebrity and sports news. Is that why they were wearing sunglasses indoors? Not very incognito. They were almost twins, but upon closer observation, she saw they weren’t. Their strides and builds were very similar. One had brown, wavy hair; the other, almost auburn. The auburn-haired one was striking, but the other, gripping an old-fashioned umbrella, stole her focus. The way he moved. She couldn’t look away.
As she looked at him, something coiled in her. What was it about him? As he took off his hat without breaking stride with his friend, Iris saw his wavy, shoulder-length brown hair, which he slightly shook, as if removing the hat gave him a bit of freedom. God, he was just a gigantic man and perfectly proportioned. He must have all his clothes tailor-made. The other man, without a hat, was just as well proportioned, but the one with the wavy brown hair was, she didn’t know what. She was unable to look away. As she drank him in, Iris realized she was having a physical reaction to him at just a glance. It scared her. Iris was used to thinking and solving problems with her mind, but now her body was speaking to her, and that confused her. A man walking by had made time slow down. A sensation Iris had never experienced. While time slowed down, her thoughts were flying.
Was someone following her? Had Truman guessed what she’d do? Why couldn’t she look away from this man? She wasn’t in control of her thoughts; her body was. Her mind and body mirrored the terminal’s chaos. Once again, she slowed her thoughts, drew a steady breath, and looked around.
A passerby pointed upward. Iris followed his gaze to a glittering zodiac mural overhead.
Dominic’s stride hesitated, so slightly, but Bain noticed. He tracked his brother’s gaze. A human. Her neck was exposed as she looked up at the ceiling.
Glass would’ve been lovelier, Iris thought. It would shift with the light, subtle, alive, changing. She remembered reading that a glass ceiling had once been planned, but time and budget favored paint instead. Iris didn’t want her life to become a second-choice solution. Not anymore. She looked down again and saw the two men moving rapidly.
As she stared, he turned toward her without breaking stride. Iris felt a shiver down to her toes, and her stomach tightened as he looked her way. Iris gazed back, even though she couldn’t see his eyes. She knew they were looking at each other and noticed his nose flare out as if inhaling the surrounding air, as if he were breathing her in. Unable to take her eyes off him, she continued to watch him move through the lobby of the station, while still looking in her direction.
She had never had such an electric feeling twist through her entire body. She wrapped her arms around herself while trying to cope with what her body and mind were feeling. Iris decided she was making a fool of herself by staring at him. Was her mouth hanging open? She felt powerless and couldn’t look away from him. When the other man spoke to him, he turned, and the connection broke.
She exhaled, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. A flush of confusion hit her. She suddenly felt vulnerable and a little scared of the unfamiliar feelings she was experiencing. Desire? Panic? She didn’t know. She’d never felt anything like it.
Best to move. She stood and bolted for the side door.
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“Dom, why are you moving so fast? “Maybe I’d like to enjoy the architecture of Grand Central Terminal for once,” Bain said, playing off as if he were annoyed.
“You aren’t interested in architecture, and I’m not interested in mixing with the masses,” Dominic replied.
“I think you definitely want to explore at least one member of the masses!” Bain guffawed.
“Walk,” was Dominic’s clipped reply, knowing he did not want to look away.
As he and Bain kept pace across the lobby, people stared at them. They were quite a sight: two well-dressed, athletically built men, taller than anyone around, keeping stride at a pace that moved the masses aside without a word. Women looked, and men wished.
At the corner, Dominic glanced back. She was gone.
Damn it, he thought.
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While the city swallowed Iris whole, Truman was devouring the Walsh estate.
The Walsh estate sits a few miles outside of Ithaca, just over nine hundred acres. Clyde Walsh left Corning behind to build it; part sanctuary, part power play, with his wife helping design every detail. Clyde moved to be near his company’s research division. His design contribution was the entrance to the property. He made the driveway precisely a mile long; so visitors had time to reflect on how wealthy and untouchable he was. 
That legacy now housed Truman Johns and his wife, Tabitha, Clyde’s middle daughter. They had previously moved in to help Clyde. They were now there temporarily. The family gathered there for the latest round of estate business. Iris’s brother Kyle and sister Diana had shown up, but Iris, the youngest, had not yet arrived. Everyone was uncomfortably waiting for her. 
Truman paced the ground-floor office he’d taken over, on the edge of anger. 
“As usual, the airhead is late. She doesn’t care about anything but chemistry.” Everyone remained silent.
“Can someone call her?” he barked.
“I already did,” said Diana, holding up her phone. “It’s going straight to voicemail.” 
“Of course, she didn’t charge her phone,” Truman said disdainfully. 
“We’re moving forward now I’ll email her,” Truman announced.
He turned to the room. “We won’t be making any estate distributions until the sale of the company is final. So tighten your belts.” 
“Well, we…” Tabitha started.
“Do not interrupt me when I’m speaking,” Truman interjected. His voice never rose. It didn’t need to.
Tabitha flushed, then went quiet. So did everyone else. Tabitha knew not to interrupt him when he was in such a mood or speaking. His yelling at her in front of the company embarrassed her, but Tabitha learned quickly, and it never happened again. She incorrectly assumed it was different when they were with family.
No one asked why Truman was making the announcement. No one asked why Diana was no longer the executrix. No one questioned how Truman had become the Trustee or why he was the only one making decisions.  
As they were leaving, Truman offhandedly said, “Alright, if anyone hears from Iris, let me know. There’s paperwork that needs her signature. We need everyone’s signatures on numerous documents.” 
They all filed out of the room without questioning the new status quo. Watching them comply warmed something in Truman’s otherwise cold chest. He didn’t care about them. He just needed their signatures, for now. Once the legal handover was complete, they’d be irrelevant. He still had meetings ahead with lawyers, accountants, money managers, and a private investigator. All lining up to rubber-stamp his control. He might keep Tabitha, depending on how well she adjusted to her new reality.  
After everyone left, Tabitha and Truman were alone in the ground-floor office at the Walsh Estate. Tabitha was sitting quietly, watching him. The Kerman rug was about to be eaten up by his relentless pacing. Truman was a man who enjoyed exerting control over people. He hungered for recognition, and people turning to him for advice fed his appetite, and every thank you brought him a new source of leverage. 
At the moment, however, he was not in control, and the pacing was not helping him to calm down. Iris slipped out somehow, he realized. Her not coming to the meeting made him suspicious about the work in the lab. He would not let Iris steal any research. He had already forged her signature on documents that gave the company control and ownership of all research conducted in the lab. Manipulating Clyde had been easy; Iris would be a cakewalk.
Appearances were important to Tabitha. She didn’t know if she even loved Truman, but he kept her in the style she intended to remain accustomed to, and he had been smart enough to take over her father’s business. And it felt good to have a status that put her above her siblings, especially Iris. She enjoyed the attention her new status brought.
Truman looked over at Tabitha. He didn’t love her, but she suited the impression he wanted to give people: a wife, two kids, and a dog. Most importantly, she was willing to do precisely what Truman wanted, as long as she could shop with a Black Amex, buy designer clothes, and smile while at exclusive events. She played her part well. She was beautiful and knew better than to ask questions, at least most of the time. 
Iris was the problem, unpredictable. Although she was aware of the lab’s secrets and considered herself clever, she was not. She was a daughter pretending to be a scientist. Jack indulged her and let her hang around the lab. 
 Iris not showing up was off plan, and he intended to make sure she paid for it. He needed to get rid of Iris altogether. She knew too much, and her connection to the Walsh Glass Lab was a liability. Investors might look to Clyde’s daughter before him; that he couldn’t allow. 
Iris thought she was smart. Truman wasn’t worried, just a spoiled, dumb rich kid trying to play in her daddy’s lab.
He hadn’t spent years winning over the old man just to let someone else take it from him. Truman looked at his wife. “Take off your clothes. I need to fuck.” Tabitha walked over to her father’s old desk. Truman watched her, his face unreadable. 
“When I’m done with you, I’m going to hunt down that sister of yours,” he said, pulling down his zipper. 







  
  CHAPTER THREE


Walsh Glass Lab — Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
After a busy weekend, Damon showed up at the lab at his usual time. Oddly, Iris was absent. When he asked Jack what was up, Jack seemed nonchalant. He said she probably had family stuff. Damon didn’t know why, but he wasn’t buying that excuse. Yet he didn’t press Jack. In all his time there, he had never arrived before her. Poor Iris. Her family didn’t deserve her. 
She’d left him enough work for the week, so he got started, his thoughts on upcoming finals and his plans for after graduation. After completing his work at the lab, Damon got ready to head out, and Jack did something he’d never done: he asked Damon up to his faculty office. Jack was more talkative than usual, and he was speaking unusually loudly. Damon stayed patient, assuming that Jack was leading up to something.  
“I’ve got that book you asked for.”
Damon hadn’t asked for a book, but he nodded. “Great.” Something unusual was happening in the lab. Iris was acting differently, and now the professor was acting oddly.
They climbed the stairs toward Jack’s third-floor office.
“Quiet tonight,” Jack said.
“Yeah. Very quiet,” Damon replied.
As they passed the faculty lounge, Jack abruptly turned and tugged Damon into a side conference room. 
“What’s up, Jack?” 
Jack palmed a flash drive from his pocket. “Take this. Hide it off campus. Don’t open it. Don’t show it to anyone unless Iris
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