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Chapter 1: The Tactical Disadvantage of a Well-Pressed Suit
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The humidity in Atlanta was, as always, an active participant in my personal grooming disasters. I stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in my office, adjusting my silk tie for the third time, aiming for "seasoned professional" but mostly achieving "man who spends too much time worrying about the structural integrity of his hair." The morning sun streamed in through the high-rise windows, illuminating the dust motes dancing around my head—a tiny, chaotic galaxy that felt suspiciously like a metaphor for my life. My reflection was crisp, sharp, and undoubtedly expensive, but there was a flicker of uncertainty in my own eyes that didn't match the cut of my Italian wool suit.

"Stay cool, Fitz," I muttered to my reflection, my voice low enough that even the air conditioner couldn't hear me. "You’re a legend. You’re the guy who dismantled a political machine, handled the city’s elite, and survived the wrath of the former Mayor. You are not, under any circumstances, the guy who just tripped over his own welcome mat."

I wasn't. But I was the guy who, ten minutes later, would walk into the main office with one pant leg tucked into my sock and a coffee stain on my lapel that looked remarkably like a Rorschach test for "impending disaster."

I stepped out of my private office, my loafers clicking rhythmically against the hardwood floors. My firm—Jupiter Investigations—felt different these days. It was quieter, more corporate, a far cry from the days when we were just winging it, fueled by cheap coffee and pure luck. Now, the phones were sleek, the waiting room had actual art on the walls, and the energy was one of measured, cold efficiency. It was progress, but progress felt suspiciously like a cage.

"Morning, Jess," I said, leaning against the edge of her mahogany desk. I felt the sharp, familiar ache of my wallet in my back pocket—a heavy, leather-bound reminder that while I might be a walking disaster, I was a very well-compensated one. "Any word from the client about the embezzlement case? The one with the offshore accounts that have more zeros than my high school GPA?"

Jess didn't look up immediately. She was typing with a rhythm that was clinical, precise, and, for the first time in three years, it felt like a code I didn't have the key to. She was wearing that sharp, dark navy suit she favored, her hair pulled back into a severe bun that told the world she wasn't here to play games. She was beautiful, yes—in that razor-edged way that used to keep me up at night back when I was a younger, stupider man—but there was a wall between us now. A wall I had built, stone by stone, the day I married Tabitha.

"The client is anxious, Fitz," she said, finally meeting my gaze. Her eyes were hard, lacking that familiar warmth I used to take for granted. "They’re asking why you didn't check in after the gala last night. They’re starting to wonder if the ‘Jupiter magic’ is still actually there, or if it’s just a bedtime story you tell to get a retainer. They pay for results, not for the way you handle a tie."

I let out a soft, dry laugh, crossing my arms. "Gala? Please. That party had more champagne than common sense. I was busy playing hide-and-seek with a private security team that clearly didn't appreciate my 'investigative presence.' Which is just code for ‘I got lost in the kitchen and ate all the artisanal shrimp while trying to find the restroom.’"

I kept the slick smile plastered on my face, but my internal radar was screaming. I looked out through the glass partition toward the main lobby. Outside, leaning against a charcoal-grey sedan, was Jackson Browne. He was wearing an Italian wool coat that was exactly the same shade of slate grey as mine. He had the same arrogant, effortless slouch. He carried himself with the same practiced ease that I’d perfected over the years.

It was like looking into a funhouse mirror that had been hit by a truck. He looked like an imitation, and yet, there was something about him that made my skin crawl. He was too smooth, too curated.

I watched him reach into his pocket and pull out his phone. I looked at the desk in front of me. Jess’s phone buzzed. She reached for it, her eyes flicking toward the window, then back to the screen.

Click. Jackson hung up. Jess hung up.

A cold, heavy sensation settled in my gut, sharper than any bullet. It wasn't just a coincidence. It was a rhythm. My own assistant—my day-one, the woman who had been by my side since before the money, before the reputation, and back when I was just another guy trying to survive the streets—was playing a game on the other side of my own glass.

I thought about Tabitha. My wife, the triage nurse who saw more tragedy in a twelve-hour shift than most people saw in a lifetime. She was the anchor in my life, the woman who could stitch a man back together after he’d been through the ringer. I could see her now, back at the hospital, moving through the chaotic, fluorescent-lit halls of the triage unit, her scrubs a crisp blue, her face a mask of focus as she prioritized the broken bodies coming through the bay. She was the reality to my fantasy. She was the reason I woke up every morning, and she was the reason I was willing to burn this whole city down if it meant keeping our home safe. If she knew the stress I was carrying—the way my own perimeter was being tested from the inside—she’d tell me to walk away. But I couldn't. Not when the danger was whispering at the door of my home, a home she didn't even know the address to, hidden away behind gates and shadows.

I pushed off the desk and walked back toward my office, my movements smooth, controlled. I needed to know how deep this went.

"You know, Jess," I called back over my shoulder, keeping my voice smooth as silk, "I’ve been thinking about Jackson. The guy’s a peacock. Dresses like me, walks like me. It’s like looking at a version of myself that spent too much time in the tanning bed and not enough time in the gym. It’s starting to get on my nerves. If he calls again, tell him to try a different tailor. I hate being copied."

Jess froze, just for a millisecond, her fingers hovering over the keys. "He’s just a consultant, Fitz. You know that. We need the extra hands on these larger cases."

"A consultant," I repeated, tasting the word like a bad wine. "Right. We'll see."

I turned and walked into my office, closing the door behind me. I didn't lock it—locking it felt like admitting I was scared, and I’d never been scared in my own office. I sat in my leather chair and let the silence sit with me. I wasn't just an investigator anymore. I was a father. I was Tabitha’s husband. And if someone was using my firm to poke holes in the perimeter, I wasn't going to let them off with a slap on the wrist.

I stared out the window, watching Jackson Browne light a cigarette. He looked up, and for a split second, our eyes locked through the glass. He didn't look away. He just gave me a faint, smug nod.

I leaned back, a dark, dangerous smile creeping across my face. I needed to see what they were planning. I needed to know why Jess, who had never recovered from me marrying Tabitha, was finally making her move. I didn't have to be the smartest man in the room to win this; I just had to be the guy who was willing to let them think they were winning, right up until the moment I kicked the rug out from under them.

I stood up, smoothed my jacket, and pulled out my phone. It was time to call the only people I trusted—the brotherhood. Tim, Gary, Mack, and Adrian. We had a history, a shorthand, and enough collective loyalty to burn the city down if it meant protecting one of our own. I could see them now, at our usual spot, the smell of bourbon and cigars hanging in the air, the sound of their laughter a melody of brotherhood that had lasted longer than any contract or case. They were the ones who knew about the late-night stakeouts, the ones who had pulled me out of gutters when I was too young and too reckless, and the ones who had cheered the loudest when I finally found a home worth protecting.

I walked back out, tripped slightly over the edge of the rug—because some things never changed—and caught myself against the doorframe, my shoulder taking the brunt of the impact. Jess didn't even look up this time. She was too busy typing.

"Hey, Jess," I said, my voice dripping with casual charm, hiding the fact that I was currently plotting her professional demise. "I’m heading out for a bit. Need to check on a personal matter. Keep the lights on, would you?"

I walked out of the office, the slickest man in Atlanta, already plotting the downfall of the smartest team to ever underestimate me. I had a house to protect, a daughter who was the light of my life, and a wife who deserved a husband who didn't let people like Jackson Browne mess with our peace. The hunt was on, and this time, the prey was the one running the show. I was Fitz Jupiter, and the game was officially back on. I took a deep breath, stepped into the elevator, and started preparing for the most dangerous—and most ridiculous—case of my life.
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Chapter 2: The Peacock’s Shadow
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I didn't head straight to the brotherhood’s hideout. Instead, I took the long way, circling through the downtown grid, checking my rearview mirror every few blocks just to be sure. Atlanta looked different when you weren't looking for a paycheck, but rather looking for a ghost. The city was a sprawling, concrete labyrinth that breathed with the collective secrets of a million people, and today, I felt like the only one who realized the walls were closing in.

My Escalade felt like a tank, a rolling fortress of privacy that I’d grown to appreciate more than I ever admitted out loud. I adjusted the air conditioning, letting the cool air hit my face, and tried to wash away the sour taste that Jess’s betrayal had left behind. Jess. I’d known her since the days when my biggest worry was keeping the lights on in a basement office that smelled of damp carpet and desperation. We had history. We had shared cheap takeout on desks and laughed until our ribs ached during the slow seasons. But apparently, history didn't mean a damn thing when someone’s ego was bruised by a ring on someone else’s finger.

I parked three blocks from the tavern where Tim, Gary, Mack, and Adrian were likely nursing their midday drinks. I made sure to lock the car—twice—and checked my surroundings. A guy in an expensive suit, stumbling slightly as he stepped out of a luxury SUV, was exactly the kind of mark that made the city’s bottom-feeders salivate. I wasn't just a mark, though. I was the guy who owned the hunters.

As I walked toward the tavern, my phone buzzed. It was an unknown number. I didn't answer it; instead, I let it go to voicemail, watching the notification icon flicker. A message popped up a second later: 'The view from the office is better than you think, Fitz. Don't trip.'

My jaw tightened. Jackson Browne.

I ducked into the tavern, the transition from the bright, oppressive Atlanta sun to the dim, wood-paneled interior hitting me like a physical weight. The air was heavy with the scent of hops, grilled grease, and the distinct, musk-like perfume of men who had spent their entire adult lives surviving the grind.

"Look who it is," Mack called out from the corner booth. He was a mountain of a man with a beard that could host a colony of birds, and he was currently nursing a whiskey that looked like it had been distilled in a radiator. "The man, the myth, the guy who can’t walk across a room without losing a shoe."

I slid into the booth, the leather creaking under my weight. "Save the comedy for the open mic, Mack. I’ve had a day."

"A day?" Gary asked, leaning in. He was the sharpest one of the group, the guy who could read a man’s balance sheet just by looking at the way he walked
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