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HE DIDN’T COME TO DISRUPT her life, he came to destroy it...

Three empires. Two families. One disgusting feud. 

The Tarroes and the Vanhallens have been at one another's throats for decades. Hatred has permeated through their families. Warped their minds and skewed their view of the world. And as the Vanhallens work to fix their reputation, a plan unfolds to take down the Tarroes once and for all.

Nicholas Vanhallen, the forgotten younger child, has always lived in his older brother's shadow. Which means he'll do anything to get into his father's good graces. Anything to win his father's love. His devotion. His respect.

Until a plan to wiggle his way into the heart of Jacqueline Tarroe begins to backfire before the plan can get off the ground.
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The sun shone brightly on the outskirts of New York City, bringing the golf course to life. Metal swinging through the air could be heard for a multitude of yards, with little white dots slicing through a clear blue sky. Not a cloud disrupted the day, not a slice of shade was on the golf course for those to indulge in, but a warm summer breeze coming in from the north cooled the sweat on the napes of our necks.

Because apparently, only tasteless men played golf in shorts.

“Look at them. They’re plaid!” Damien exclaimed.

“Mind trying that a little louder? I don’t think the bird in the tree over there heard your opinion on the man’s clothing choices,” I said.

“I’m sorry, but no self-respecting man wears shorts on a golf course.”

“Dad did once,” I said.

“Yes, and he only did it once. Because he learned his lesson.”

“I learned my what now, boys?” Dad asked.

Damien and I had already teed off fifteen minutes ago, and after soaring through the first three holes, we weren’t sure if our father was going to show. It was customary to wait for the patriarch of the family anywhere we went, whether we were headed on vacation, to the symphony, or to the damn grocery store. But those who had a tee time behind us were giving us sour looks at hole one, glaring down at us behind the bridges of their noses as they pushed their glasses up their faces.

And wore shorts that were practically offensive to my older brother’s eyes.

“Thanks for waiting,” Dad said flatly.

“We tried waiting, but the tee time—”

“Was obscured by how their shorts looked, apparently,” I said, grinning.

I winked at my older brother, watching him become flustered. I loved it when I could get under his skin. The darling first-born. The eldest of the younger generations. The apple of my father’s eye.

The one who had it easy growing up.

“No matter. The first three holes never count anyway. A simple warm-up if you ask me,” Dad said.

“Oh, is that the drink cart in the distance?” Damien asked.

“Really? We’re venturing to hole four, and you want to stop for a drink?” I asked.

“I could use a drink,” Dad said.

“Shocker,” I murmured.

We pulled off to the side, allowing people to go in front of us. Less than four holes into the golf course and we were already stopping for a drink, like we’d played three rounds in the blazing sun and were parched. The cart pulled up with its minibar attached to the back, and the signature drinks were ordered: manhattan for me, dry martini for my brother, and my father’s bourbon with a splash of simple syrup. A disgusting drink, but one he’d apparently grown up on. According to him, it was the drink that put the hair on his chest at twelve years old.

Fuck, don’t tell that story again.

“Mind if I talk shop for a second?” Damien asked.

“I’m surprised we made it this far into Dad being here before you brought it up,” I said.

“Don’t listen to your brother. You know I’m always open for business,” Dad said.

“Pretty sure that’s what escorts say, too. We gonna open up a line of those?” I asked, grinning.

My father pinned me with a deadly look with his stone-cold gray eyes I’d inherited.

“How did the latest design pitch for the Cobalts go?” Damien asked.

“It came and it went. I thought pounding out a few holes on the golf course might get my head screwed back on straight after listening to them rip it apart for three hours,” Dad said.

“That good, huh? What didn’t they like about it?” I asked.

“You mean other than everything? Well, the name. For starters,” Dad said.

Damien paused. “The name?”

Dad nodded. “The Cobalts apparently believe that AI in the form they see on television is possible in real life. That they can simply walk into their house, talk to a semi-sentient bodiless voice, and ask it to do everything from cook them toast to turn on their favorite movie. That isn’t how AI works, however, and for some reason they don’t want to believe me on it.”

“Even though you’re the foremost professional in your field?” I asked.

Dad sipped his drink. “Apparently.”

“Have you sat down with them and explained to them that Hollywood isn’t real life?” Damien asked.

“You know the kind of reputation I’m trying to field along with this,” Dad said.

“I still don’t know why you don’t use that to your advantage,” Damien said.

“Because it isn’t who we are,” Dad glowered.

I peeked over at my brother, who let out a soft sigh.

“I’m just saying, it might—”

“One thing you’ll have to understand about the security-software-designing business, son, is that you can’t rule it with intimidation. Not when you’re working one-on-one with clients. In a corporate sector? A public one? Where businesses are traded and taken apart piece by piece? That reputation might work. But, with what they did to us? And the field I chose? It doesn’t work. That type of reputation works against you. And it’s one I’ve been trying to shake for decades,” Dad said.

“Speaking of, is anyone going to address the elephant in the room?” I asked.

“Really, Nicholas? You’re going to talk about that now?” Damien asked.

I shrugged. “It has to be talked about at some point in time. Might as well be now, when there are plenty of witnesses to Dad wringing that golf club around my neck with his bare hands,” I said, grinning.

Maybe it was my morbid sense of humor, but neither my brother nor my father cracked so much as a shadow of a grin at my joke.

“I mean, if it’s any consolation, the Tarroe Hotel building is a massive eyesore,” I said.

“Eh...” Damien said.

“It’s magnificent,” Dad said sourly. “And it has their name emblazoned upon it like a damn beacon. In reds and yellows, splashed against a dark brown facade. I can’t go near it without thinking about what that bastard did to me. Did to us. Did to our family!”

Dad threw back the rest of his drink before slamming the crystal glass down into the cup holder of the golf cart.

“Careful, Rambo. Might shatter another one,” I said.

“Can you get through one conversation without making a joke?” Damien asked.

“I think you’d miss them too much if I tried,” I said.

“Enough bickering between you two.” Dad glowered. “I swear, you’re going to give me and your mother heart attacks someday.”

Damien cleared his throat. “Dad, you know there’s always a chance John Tarroe will run his new venture straight into the ground.”

“Especially with the only brown building on a black of black ones. I mean, who in the world taught him brown pairs well with black? Mom would be furious,” I said, shaking my head.

“Nicholas!” Dad and Damien roared in unison.

But all I did was shrug.

Dad ground his teeth together. “You know that won’t happen. John Tarroe plays it safe. Always has when it comes to his businesses. If anything, he’ll break even just to save face. The man’s never been one to make the tough business decisions that lead to success. It’s why he smeared our name and campaigned against us when he couldn’t make the right call for his future. And now, my family’s paying for it. My wife. My sons.”

“I’d hardly say we’re paying for it. We’re one of the richest families in the city,” I said.

“Money isn’t the only measure of wealthy, my son. You’d do well to remember that,” Dad said.

“It’s also about social status and standing with those around us. Reputations are held in high regard around here, in case you haven’t noticed,” Damien said.

“He wouldn’t. He’s too busy partying and drinking his life away to notice,” Dad said.

Had I not given less than a shit about the conversation, his words might have hurt. But I’d gotten used to the snide remarks. The underhanded jabs. The ruthlessness that was my father at times. Sure, they didn’t like the way I lived my life. And I didn’t like the way they lived theirs.

Like father, like son.

“Are you going to the grand opening this weekend?” Damien asked.

Dad let out a barking laugh. “No. I wouldn’t step foot near that thing, much less in it. He can throw the blandest part of the year, and I’ll keep raking in millions while single-handedly decimating the reputation he set for me.”

“Or, we could go and drink all his alcohol. Critique the catering choices. Laugh at the colors on the walls and woo whatever children he might have had, if they’re women,” I said.

“The man doesn’t have the balls enough to have boys. So, he probably has a house full of estrogen,” Dad murmured.

Yikes.

“All right, I’m tired of the chitchat. Who’s ready to get their asses handed to them?” Dad asked.

Damien finished his martini. “Ready whenever you are.”

“I’m just glad to be slicing the green again with you guys. I always enjoy our golf outings,” I said, grinning.

Dad paused. “Is that a joke?”

“I think it was a joke,” Damien said.

“I can never tell when you’re joking. Stop that,” Dad said.

“Whatever you say,” I said with a wink.

“Stop it, Nicholas,” he growled.

I chuckled at his tone of voice as I set my empty glass down. Flustering my family was about the only thing I was good at around here. So, I did it often. They were too serious anyway. And all this talk of the “family feud” was making me much too angry for a sunny Monday afternoon. We needed to be enjoying ourselves and the summer weather while New York City was in its finest time of the year. I teed my ball up and set my stance, winding my club back to send the ball soaring through the air.

When that piece of metal connected with the ball, the sound it made sent shivers down my spine.

“And there she goes,” I said, smiling.

“Hell of a hit,” Dad said.

“You’ve been practicing, I see,” Damien said.

I swung my club over my shoulder. “Can’t let my older brother beat me at everything, can I?”

“Don’t start,” Dad warned.

“What? I’m not starting anything. Just letting Damien know he isn’t the best this world has to offer, is all,” I said.

“We’ll see about that.” My brother winked.

I walked over and slid my club back into its carrying case. It didn’t shock me that both my father and Damien had caddies for their clubs. I swear, sometimes I thought the two of them were afraid of a little hard work. Then again, I knew my father wasn’t. I understood the struggles he’d gone through with the family business while we were growing up. What John Tarroe did to him was unforgivable. It not only showed how selfish the Tarroe family was, but it showed how ruthless they could be to get on top with their businesses. Part of me wanted to settle the score once and for all. Take over the books of our family business and stage some sort of hostile takeover of theirs. Because while we operated in the private sector, we didn’t.

At least, our bread and butter didn’t.

However, the other part of me wanted to burn their hotel to the ground. Watch it go down in a smoldering red and yellow pile, the color of the flames that would be devouring it. There were still a few areas of New York City where our family—the Vanhallen Family—were still perceived as ruthless. Careless. Violent. Selfish. And while my father had worked tirelessly at trying to alleviate that pressure enough to cement the main family business in the area, I saw the toll it had taken on him over the years.

His hunched back whenever he sat in a rested state. The hair on his head and face that turned steel gray like his eyes the second it could. Obsessive working out to keep his lean figure through the stress eating his life caused. The lack of sleep he’d gotten over the years. The constant fighting between him and Mom. The clients the security software company had lost due to pressures behind our reputation my father was single-handedly trying to dismount.

And all because John Tarroe was a spoiled little brat.

“Nice hit,” Dad said.

His voice ripped me from my trance long enough to see Damien’s perfect stance. I found his ball soaring through the air in the perfect arc against a perfect sky, and then Dad went up and patted him between his perfect fucking shoulder blades.

Then, Damien turned around and grinned.

Cheeky little dick.

Even with all the practicing I’d done over the past few months preparing for our biannual father-son golfing game, it still didn’t matter. Dad and Damien ruled the golf course, with me quickly falling into the part of the third wheel—like I did with any dynamic in my family. I climbed into the golf cart Damien and I were sharing, but my eyes were trained toward the trees. Sometimes, I wondered if the two of them would have a better time on the course if I wasn’t there.

Especially once they got to talking shop.

Damien was poised to take over the family business. Not a shocker, considering he was the eldest son. But the silver spoon Mom still stuck into his mouth at times made me sick. Damien was handed everything, while I constantly had to work twice as hard to garner even a third of the amount of favor I’d gotten from Dad over the years. Not that Dad paid much attention to us until we were teenagers. Hell, he’d practically ignored us until we were old enough to see the hair growing on our balls.

Mom attributed it to him being busy with work. But I knew better than that.

My father was as old-school as they came. And I’d never be held in high regard because I wasn’t the first. Just a lag-over. A mistake. Something to put up with before shoving me into the shadows to be forgotten about.

Maybe I’ll fake sick for the next game.

Or maybe, I’d simply not show up.

Because it wasn’t as if they’d call to see if I was coming anyway.
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