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Chapter 1

Rough Times
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The house was too quiet.

Not the peaceful kind of quiet. Not the kind that came with rest or comfort. This was the kind of silence that sat in the corners of a room and watched.

The kind that waited.

Jason Rough stood near the window of his father’s study, staring out into the gray afternoon. The city skyline in the distance looked dull, almost indifferent to the news that had shattered his world only days earlier.

David Rough was dead.

Investment banker. Financial strategist. Market predator, some had called him.

Father.

Jason adjusted the cuff of his black jacket and said nothing.

Across the room, Kelley sat perfectly still in their father’s leather chair. The chair had always been off limits growing up. Their father had guarded it like a throne. Now she sat there with one leg crossed over the other as if she had been waiting her entire life for that seat.

Her posture was relaxed.

Too relaxed.

“You know,” Kelley said quietly, her fingers tracing the edge of the mahogany desk, “Dad would hate this.”

Jason didn’t turn around.

“Hate what?”

“This,” she said. “All these people pretending they cared about him.”

Downstairs the muffled voices of relatives, lawyers, and distant associates floated through the house. A wake that felt more like a business conference.

Jason finally looked back at her.

“People respected him.”

Kelley gave a small smile.

“No,” she said. “People feared him.”

Jason didn’t argue.

Because she wasn’t wrong.

David Rough had built his fortune the same way he made decisions — cold, precise, and without hesitation. He had raised his twins the same way.

No softness. No excuses.

But plenty of luxury.

The best schools. Private drivers. Tutors. Vacations that looked like magazine covers.

Pampered, people would say.

But pampered came with expectations.

Jason walked toward the desk.

The air between them carried something familiar — a tension that had existed since childhood.

Twin rivalry.

Except it had never been loud.

Never childish.

It was always quiet.

Calculated.

“You’ve been in here a while,” Jason said.

Kelley leaned back in the chair.

“Just thinking.”

“That’s dangerous.”

“For you, maybe.”

Jason ignored the jab.

The study still smelled faintly of their father’s cologne and expensive cigars. His desk was immaculate. Papers stacked in straight lines. Pens placed with surgical precision.

A man who controlled everything.

Except death.

Jason rested his hand on the desk.

“So,” he said slowly. “Have you seen the will?”

Kelley’s smile faded.

“That’s the problem.”

Jason’s brow tightened.

“What do you mean?”

“There isn’t one.”

The room grew even quieter.

Jason stared at her.

“That’s impossible.”

“I thought so too.”

Kelley slid a thin folder across the desk.

“Our dear father,” she continued calmly, “apparently believed in dying unexpectedly.”

Jason opened the folder.

Legal documents.

Bank summaries.

Asset lists.

The numbers alone were staggering.

Properties.

Investment portfolios.

Accounts that stretched across multiple countries.

David Rough hadn’t just left money.

He had left a small empire.

And no instructions.

Jason slowly closed the folder.

“No will?”

Kelley shook her head.

“None.”

Jason exhaled slowly.

Outside the window a black car pulled up as another group of guests arrived.

Neither twin looked away from the other.

Because they both understood the same thing at the exact same moment.

Without a will...

Everything was up for grabs.

The house.

The money.

The properties.

Every last dollar.

Kelley stood from the chair and walked toward him.

When she stopped, they were face to face.

Identical eyes.

Identical calm.

“You know what this means,” she said quietly.

Jason nodded.

“Oh, I know.”

Her voice dropped slightly.

“No screaming.”

“No fighting.”

Jason smiled faintly.

“Of course not.”

Because the Rough twins didn’t operate that way.

They never had.

Kelley picked up the folder and tapped it once against the desk.

“Our father raised us well,” she said.

Jason met her gaze.

“Yes he did.”

Downstairs the guests continued talking, unaware of the storm forming upstairs.

Kelley walked toward the door but paused before leaving.

“Jason?”

“Yes?”

She looked over her shoulder.

“Let the games begin.”

Jason watched her leave.

The silence returned to the room.

But now it wasn’t empty.

Now it was full of strategy.

Full of patience.

Full of revenge waiting to be written.

Because the Rough twins shared many things.

A birthday.

A fortune.

A father.

But there was one thing they would never share.

Control.

And in this house...

Only one of them would win.
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Chapter 2

The Estate
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The lawyer’s office smelled like polished wood and quiet money.

Everything about it was deliberate. The walls were lined with dark mahogany shelves filled with leather-bound legal volumes no one had probably opened in decades. A wide window behind the desk overlooked the city skyline, the same skyline David Rough had dominated financially for thirty years.

Jason and Kelley sat across from each other at the long conference table.

Neither spoke.

Between them sat a thick black folder.

The estate.

Mr. Caldwell adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat softly. He had handled David Rough’s finances for nearly two decades, but today even he looked uneasy.

“I want to begin by saying,” Caldwell said carefully, “your father was an extraordinary man.”

Neither twin reacted.

Caldwell continued anyway.

“David Rough’s holdings were... extensive.”

He opened the folder.

Paper slid across the table.

Numbers.

Accounts.

Properties.

Investments.

Jason leaned forward slightly as Caldwell continued listing assets.

“The Manhattan penthouse.”

“The Hamptons property.”

“The Aspen chalet.”

“Private equity accounts totaling—”

Caldwell paused, glancing down again to confirm the figure.

“Just over ninety-two million dollars.”

Silence.

Kelley didn’t blink.

Jason slowly leaned back in his chair.

“And that’s liquid assets,” Caldwell added. “That does not include investment vehicles or offshore holdings.”

Kelley tapped her finger once against the table.

“Total?”

Caldwell inhaled slowly.

“Approximately one hundred forty-seven million dollars.”

Jason whistled softly.

Their father had always been wealthy.

But even they hadn’t known it was this much.

Caldwell slid several more documents forward.

“However... there is one complication.”

Jason already knew what was coming.

“No will,” he said.

Caldwell nodded.

“Yes.”

Kelley’s lips curled slightly.

“So the empire,” she said calmly, “has no king.”

Caldwell folded his hands.

“Under state law, the estate defaults to equal division between surviving heirs.”

Jason looked directly at his sister.

Equal.

Kelley met his stare.

Perfect symmetry.

Two heirs.

One fortune.

But Jason knew something Caldwell didn’t.

Equal didn’t mean peaceful.

Not with Kelley.

Kelley slowly leaned forward, her voice smooth.

“So everything gets split.”

“Yes,” Caldwell confirmed.

Jason folded his hands together.

“Properties.”

“Yes.”

“Accounts.”

“Yes.”

“Investments.”

“Yes.”

Jason nodded slowly.

Then he smiled.

A small one.

Dangerous.

Because the Rough twins had spent their entire lives competing.

Better grades.

Better schools.

Better attention from their father.

Even success had always been a contest.

Kelley noticed the smile immediately.

“Something funny?” she asked.

Jason shook his head.

“No.”

He looked at the massive estate folder again.

Just one thought sat in his mind.

Equal doesn’t last long when two predators are hunting the same prey.

Kelley closed the folder and stood.

“Well,” she said.

“This should be interesting.”

Jason watched her walk out of the office.

Caldwell sighed quietly once the door closed.

“You two seem very... composed,” he said.

Jason stood as well.

“We’re Roughs,” he replied calmly.

Then he adjusted his jacket.

“Quiet doesn’t mean harmless.”

Jason walked out.

And somewhere deep inside the machinery of the Rough fortune...

The first move had already been made.
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Chapter 3

Making Moves
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Grief had an expiration date in the Rough family.

Three days.

That was how long Jason allowed the mourning to last.

By the fourth night, he was already working.

The penthouse office overlooked the city like a command center. Floor-to-ceiling glass framed the skyline, every building glowing like a financial scoreboard. David Rough had loved this view. It reminded him that somewhere in those towers, someone was always losing money.

Jason sat in the leather chair that had belonged to his father.

Laptop open.

Multiple banking portals glowed on the screen.

Account numbers. Transfer windows. Investment ledgers.

One hundred forty-seven million dollars.

Equal division sounded fair on paper.

But Jason had grown up learning something very different from his father.

Fair was for people who didn’t know how to win.

He typed slowly.

Methodically.

Every move had to be invisible.

Corporate restructuring.

Investment reallocations.

Silent adjustments to offshore holdings their father had set up years ago.

Nothing illegal.

Nothing obvious.

Just... strategic positioning.

Jason leaned back slightly and watched the numbers move across the screen.

If he played this right, by the time the estate finalized...

Kelley’s half wouldn’t look nearly as impressive.

Across the city, Kelley Rough was doing the exact same thing.

Her apartment was dark except for the light of her tablet.

Unlike Jason, she didn’t rush.

She never had.

Her father used to say Jason played chess like a gambler.

Kelley played it like a surgeon.

Precise.

Cold.

Patient.

She opened another financial file.

Their father’s investment structures were complicated—layers of partnerships, trusts, and shell corporations that made the estate difficult to untangle.

But Kelley understood them.

Because while Jason had been studying markets...

Kelley had been studying people.

And people always made mistakes.

She found one.

A quiet smile crossed her face.

Jason had already started moving funds.

Not aggressively.

Not obviously.

But enough to signal exactly what she expected.

“He’s early,” she whispered.

Kelley stood and walked to the window.

Rain had started falling over the city.

Perfect weather for quiet decisions.

She picked up her phone and dialed a number.

The man who answered was their father’s former financial strategist.

“Mr. Ellison,” Kelley said calmly.

“Yes?”

“I believe my brother is attempting to reposition certain estate holdings.”

A pause.

“I suspected he might.”

Kelley smiled faintly.

“I’d like to reposition them first.”

Across the city, Jason’s laptop chimed softly.

A transfer failed.

He frowned.

Tried again.

Failed.

Jason sat forward slowly.

Something had changed.

Access permissions had shifted.

That was impossible.

Unless...

Jason leaned back in the chair.

And laughed quietly.

“Kelley.”

Across the city, Kelley ended the call and closed her tablet.

The game had officially begun.

Two twins.

One fortune.

One hundred forty-seven million dollars.

And neither of them had any intention of splitting it.

Because the Rough twins had learned their most important lesson from their father.

Winning wasn’t loud.

Winning was quiet.

And the quiet ones were always the most dangerous.
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Chapter 4

Searching 
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The study still smelled like their father.

Cedar wood, expensive cigars, and something colder beneath it all — discipline.

Kelley moved slowly through the room, fingertips gliding across the bookshelves that lined the walls from floor to ceiling. David Rough had loved this room. It was where he made decisions that moved millions of dollars before breakfast.

Now it belonged to no one.

And that bothered Kelley.

The estate lawyers were still sorting through accounts and holdings, but Kelley wasn’t interested in paperwork. Her father had never trusted paper alone.

David Rough trusted secrets.

Her eyes scanned the room again.

Every book was arranged perfectly.

Every object aligned.

Too perfect.

She stopped in front of a framed painting hanging beside the desk — an abstract piece her father had bought in Paris.

Kelley tilted her head.

The frame had dust everywhere.

Except one corner.

She smiled faintly.

“Dad...” she whispered.

Kelley lifted the painting.

Behind it sat a steel door embedded in the wall.

A safe.

She ran her fingers across the keypad.

Locked.

Of course.

Across town, Jason Rough was having a different problem.

He sat at the penthouse desk reviewing the last few items taken from their father’s personal briefcase.

Receipts.

Private bank notes.

A sealed envelope.

Jason opened it carefully.

Inside was a small folded piece of paper.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

Just six numbers written in their father’s unmistakable handwriting.

27 – 13 – 36 – 08 – 01 – 19

Jason stared at it.

“A code?” he murmured.

For what?

A bank account?

An offshore vault?

Another investment structure?

Their father loved puzzles, but he had never left clues without purpose.

Jason leaned back in the chair.

Somewhere in the city...

That combination opened something.

He just didn’t know what.

Back in the mansion study, Kelley stepped away from the safe.

Locked secrets never bothered her.

Secrets only meant one thing.

Patience.

And Kelley Rough had always been better at waiting than her brother.

She placed the painting back over the safe and turned toward the door.

“Whatever you're hiding, Dad,” she said softly, “I'll find it.”

Across the city Jason folded the paper and slipped it into his pocket.

Two twins.

Two clues.

Neither of them realizing they were already connected.

Because behind that steel door in the study...

David Rough had left something far more dangerous than money.

A will.

And two names neither twin had ever heard before.

But that secret would stay buried...

For now.
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Chapter 5

The Other Roughs
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The knock came just after noon.

Kelley was the one who answered the door.

She had returned to the mansion that morning under the pretense of organizing their father’s belongings, but Jason knew better. Neither of them had come for sentimental reasons.

They came for control.

The mansion foyer echoed slightly as Kelley walked across the marble floor and opened the front doors.

Three people stood outside.

A woman.

And two young adults.

Jason stepped out from the study hallway just as the door opened fully.

The air changed instantly.

The woman standing outside was calm. Too calm for someone arriving unannounced at the estate of a man worth nearly one hundred and fifty million dollars.

She looked at Kelley first.

Then Jason.

“Good afternoon,” she said politely.

“My name is Angela Morris.” However 

“A lot of people call me Carmen”

Neither twin spoke.

The young man beside her stepped forward slightly. Early twenties. Same jawline Jason saw in the mirror every morning.

Same eyes.

Jason’s stomach tightened.

Angela continued.

“These are my children.”

She placed a hand gently on each of their shoulders.

“Marcus Rough.”

“Danielle Rough.”

The last name echoed in the foyer like a dropped glass.

Jason and Kelley didn’t move.

The younger woman, Danielle, folded her arms. She looked annoyed rather than nervous.

Marcus looked curious.

Angela spoke again.

“We’re here to discuss David Rough.”

Jason slowly walked forward.

“You knew our father?”

Angela smiled faintly.

“Oh yes.”

She reached into her purse and removed a thin envelope.

“Very well.”

Kelley took it.

Inside were birth certificates.

Two of them.

Father: David Rough.

Jason watched Kelley read them.

He expected anger.

Shock.

Something.

Instead she just handed the papers to him.

Jason scanned them.

Then looked up.

Marcus shifted his weight.

“So... I guess that makes us family.”

Silence filled the room.

Kelley finally spoke.

Her voice calm.

“So,” she said slowly, “Dad had a second life.”

Angela stepped inside the mansion without asking permission.

“Yes,” she said simply.

“And judging by the size of this house...”

Her eyes scanned the chandeliers, the sweeping staircase, the polished floors.

“...a very successful one.”

Jason folded the documents.

“You came for money.”

Danielle laughed softly.

“Well... we didn't come for tea.”

Marcus looked at the twins carefully.

“You didn’t know about us?”

Jason and Kelley exchanged a look.

A quiet one.

The kind only twins understood.

Then Jason smiled.

“Actually,” he said.
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