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            THE CHOIR'S HUSH

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Harrow lounged in the study of his heavenly mansion, feet propped on an ottoman that somehow knew the perfect height for maximum comfort. The evening—if you could call it that in a place where time played by different rules—had settled into the kind of peaceful quiet that would've made him suspicious back in Chicago. But here in paradise, he was learning to appreciate it.

      His fedora rested on a side table, the light band pulsing with a contented rhythm that matched the gentle hum of the mansion's fully restored systems. In his breast pocket, the golden Wing Feather he'd earned on their last case gave off a subtle warmth against his heart, a constant reminder that he was making progress in this afterlife detective gig.

      "More bisque, monsieur? It is my newest masterpiece—lobster and saffron with a hint of celestial thyme!" Pierre's voice carried from the doorway, where the enthusiastic French chef balanced a tray with a bowl that steamed more invitingly than a hot bath on a cold night.

      "Why not?" Jack replied, swinging his feet to the floor. "A man could get used to this kind of service."

      Pierre beamed brighter than a searchlight, bustling forward to set the tray on the table beside Jack's fedora. "It is my pleasure to serve heaven's greatest detective! The hero who saved my kitchen from corruption!"

      "You're never gonna let that one go, are you?" Jack asked, though without his former edge. The chef's exuberance had grown on him, like moss on a comfortable rock.

      "Never, monsieur! A chef's memory is longer than his ladle!" Pierre declared, arranging the napkin just so. "Besides, Gideon tells me you are now official—how do you say—hanging your shingle? You are taking cases?"

      Jack nodded, reaching for the spoon. "Word travels faster than a greyhound around here." He'd set up a small office down the hall, nothing fancy, just a desk and a sign on the door that read "Jack Harrow, Heaven's Gumshoe—Celestial Investigations." Gideon had insisted on the subtitle.

      "And how is business, monsieur? Many mysteries in paradise requiring your unique talents?"

      "Quieter than a church mouse," Jack admitted, tasting the bisque—which, true to Pierre's boast, was divine enough to make a bishop kick in a stained glass window. "Not that I'm complaining. After that business with Miriam's shears and the portal vine, I could use a breather."

      As if the universe itself had a wicked sense of timing, a strange whooshing sound came from the direction of the portal room, followed by a thump and the unmistakable sound of Gideon yelping in surprise.

      Jack sighed, setting down the spoon with reluctance that bordered on physical pain. "Never fails. Mention peace and quiet, and chaos punches in its timecard."

      He slipped on his fedora and headed toward the commotion, Pierre trailing behind with the curiosity of a cat at a mouse convention. They found Gideon in the portal room, wings fluttering nervously as he bent over something on the floor—a small, folded piece of paper that seemed to shimmer with an odd, opalescent glow.

      "What's the ruckus, kid?" Jack asked, noting how the paper had apparently shot through the portal screen despite it being inactive. "Mail delivery get more aggressive up here?"

      "Sir! It just—the portal just—" Gideon stammered, pointing at the screen and then the paper like he was watching a tennis match. "It wasn't even on, and then whoosh! This came shooting through like it was fired from a cannon!"

      Jack crouched down, pulling out his magnifying glass from force of habit. The paper pulsed faintly with an energy that made the glass warm in his hand. "Interesting calling card. Someone's got a flair for the dramatic."

      "Should you open it, monsieur?" Pierre asked, maintaining what he clearly considered a safe distance.

      "That's generally what you do with notes," Jack replied dryly, carefully unfolding the paper.

      The message inside was brief, written in flowing script that seemed to shift slightly, as if the letters themselves were uncomfortable being pinned to the page:

      "The Choir's off-key again. Chapter 25."

      "Well, that's about as clear as mud on a foggy night," Jack muttered, turning the note over. Nothing on the back. "Gideon, any idea what 'Chapter 25' might refer to?"

      The angel had gone eerily still, his normally fidgety demeanor frozen like a statue. His face had drained of color, making him paler than a ghost at a flour convention.

      "Gideon? You look like you've seen a demon playing hopscotch. What gives?"

      "The... the choir," Gideon whispered, his voice so quiet Jack had to lean in to hear him. "Sir, I... I used to be in the Heavenly Choir. Before I was assigned to help with Orion's stars. Before I was assigned to you."

      Jack's eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. "You never mentioned being a choir boy."

      Gideon's wings gave a nervous flutter. "It... it didn't end well, sir. I hummed too much."

      "You... hummed too much?" Jack repeated, trying to make sense of this apparent confession.

      "In the choir, sir! I got carried away and hummed when I should have been silent!" Gideon blurted, his words tumbling out faster than a waterfall. "It was an important performance, and I just... I couldn't help myself! The melody was so beautiful, and I started humming along during my rest measures, and then everyone got distracted, and the Harmony Supervisor gave me such a look, and then they reassigned me to star arrangement, which is how I ended up making Orion's belt crooked, which is how I ended up assigned to you, which is why I never mentioned the choir because it's all rather embarrassing and⁠—"

      "Whoa, slow down before you sprain something," Jack interrupted, holding up a hand. "You're telling me you got kicked out of the heavenly choir for humming?"

      "Not kicked out, exactly," Gideon clarified, wringing his hands. "Just... strongly encouraged to explore other talents."

      Pierre, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during this exchange, suddenly gasped. "The Heavenly Choir! But monsieur, they never stop singing! Their eternal harmony is one of heaven's constants!"

      "Apparently they've gone off-key," Jack observed, looking back at the note. "Whatever that means."

      Gideon had started humming nervously, a soft, melodic sound that seemed at odds with his anxious demeanor. When he noticed Jack and Pierre staring, he clapped a hand over his mouth. "Sorry, sir! It's a nervous habit. From my choir days. I hum when I'm anxious."

      "And this Chapter 25 business?" Jack pressed, tapping the note. "Ring any bells?"

      Gideon shook his head. "The choir doesn't have chapters, sir. Just sections—sopranos, altos, tenors, basses, cherubim, seraphim, and the occasional visiting dignitary."

      Jack tucked the note into his pocket alongside the Wing Feather. "Well, someone's trying to get our attention. And given that we've just hung out our detective shingle, I'd say this qualifies as our first client case."

      "But sir, we don't know who sent it or what they want or why they mentioned the choir or what Chapter 25 means or⁠—"

      "That's why they call it a mystery, kid," Jack cut in, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "And solving mysteries is our business." He turned to Pierre. "Looks like I'll have to take a rain check on the rest of that bisque. Duty calls."

      Pierre straightened, chest puffing with pride. "I shall keep it warm, monsieur! A detective needs his strength for the hunt!"

      Jack adjusted his fedora to its investigative angle, the light band pulsing with renewed purpose. "Come on, Gideon. Let's go see what's got the Heavenly Choir singing the blues."

      "But sir," Gideon protested weakly as they headed for the mansion's entrance, "what if it's a trap? Or a prank? Or a trap disguised as a prank? Or a prank disguised as a⁠—"

      "Then we'll improvise," Jack replied, stepping out onto the golden streets of heaven. "That's what good detectives do."

      The note nestled in his pocket like a tiny weight, heavier than its size suggested, and as they made their way toward the distant spires where the Heavenly Choir was said to perform its eternal concert, Jack couldn't shake the feeling that this case was going to be anything but routine. But then again, nothing in heaven ever was.

      Off-key choirs, mysterious notes, and Gideon's hidden past—Jack Harrow, Heaven's Gumshoe, was back on the beat, and this time, the mystery had a rhythm all its own.
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      Jack Harrow and Gideon strolled through heaven's golden streets toward the Celestial Composers' district, where the eternal harmonies were said to originate. The angel's nervous humming had grown more pronounced with every step, a melody that seemed to loop back on itself like a record with a scratch.

      "Want to talk about it, kid?" Jack asked, eyeing his fidgety partner. "You're humming loud enough to wake the dead—though I suppose that's redundant up here."

      Gideon's wings twitched like they were trying to escape his back. "Sorry, sir! It's just... the choir. I haven't been back since the... incident." He lowered his voice to a whisper that wouldn't have disturbed a sleeping mouse. "What if they remember me? What if the Harmony Supervisor still holds a grudge?"

      Jack adjusted his fedora, the light band pulsing steadily. "How long ago was this, exactly?"

      "Oh, just a couple of centuries, sir. Give or take a decade." Gideon fluttered his wings anxiously. "Time works differently up here, but some things aren't so easily forgotten."

      "A couple of centuries," Jack repeated, deadpan as a poker player with four aces. "And you're still worried they'll hold a grudge over some humming?"

      "It was during the Creation Anniversary performance, sir! The Big Guy Himself was in attendance!" Gideon wrung his hands. "The Harmony Supervisor said my humming threw off the entire eastern seraphim section!"

      Jack suppressed a smile. Only in heaven could humming during a choir performance qualify as a scandalous past. "Well, if anyone gives you trouble, just remind them you're with heaven's official detective now. That golden feather in my pocket says we've got some pull around these parts."

      They rounded a corner, and the Celestial Composers' dwelling came into view. Jack remembered it from their first case—a magnificent structure that seemed to vibrate with music, waves of sound emanating from it like ripples in a pond. But something was off. The building stood silent as a tomb, its usual vibrations noticeably absent.

      "That's not right," Gideon whispered, his humming stopped cold. "The Composers never stop. Their music maintains the harmonic balance of heaven itself."

      Jack's detective instincts perked up like a bloodhound catching a scent. "Looks like our mysterious note wasn't just someone yanking our chain. Something's definitely wrong in the music department."

      The entrance to the Composers' dwelling slid open at their approach, revealing four very agitated angelic figures inside. Zephyriel, the lead Composer whom Jack had met during his first case, looked up with an expression of mingled relief and desperation.

      "Harrow! The detective! Thank the heavens you've come!" he exclaimed, rushing forward. "Though how you knew to arrive just now is beyond me. Divine timing, perhaps?"

      "Someone sent us a note," Jack replied, stepping inside. "Something about the choir being off-key. I take it you're having some musical difficulties?"

      "Difficulties?" another Composer cried, the shortest of the four. "It's a catastrophe! A cosmic calamity! Our harps have fallen silent!"

      Jack surveyed the room. Indeed, the glowing instruments that had hovered and pulsed with energy during his last visit now hung motionless in the air, as dull as ordinary metal. The shimmering musical score that usually floated in the center of their circle was nowhere to be seen.

      "How long's this been going on?" Jack asked, removing the magnifying glass from his pocket. The glass warmed slightly in his hand as he approached the nearest harp, but revealed nothing immediately suspicious.

      "Three eternal hours!" Zephyriel declared, wringing his hands in a manner remarkably similar to Gideon. "Our harmonies simply... stopped. Mid-note! The music that has played since the foundation of heaven itself—silenced like a candle snuffed out!"

      Jack ran the magnifying glass over the silent harp again. No black fragments this time, no corruption like in the previous case. This was something different.

      "And the choir?" he asked. "The note mentioned them being off-key."

      "The Heavenly Choir!" The tallest Composer threw his hands up in dramatic despair. "They're in worse shape than we are! Without our harmonic foundation, their voices have gone silent too! The entire musical structure of paradise is unraveling!"

      Gideon had been attempting to make himself as inconspicuous as possible, hiding partially behind Jack and keeping his wings folded tight. But at the mention of the choir, he let out an involuntary squeak that drew the Composers' attention.

      "You!" The shortest Composer pointed a finger accusingly. "You're that humming angel! The one who disrupted the Creation Anniversary performance!"

      Gideon shrank back like he'd been struck. "It was an accident! I just got carried away with the beauty of the harmony and⁠—"

      "Wait a minute," Jack interrupted, stepping between them. "You're saying you remember a minor humming incident from centuries ago?"

      "Of course we remember!" Zephyriel declared. "The Celestial Composers forget nothing! Every note, every rhythm, every harmony from the dawn of creation is stored in our perfect memory!"

      Jack fought the urge to roll his eyes. "Well, unless Gideon here has suddenly developed the power to silence every harp in heaven with his humming, I suggest we focus on the current problem."

      The light band on Jack's fedora suddenly pulsed more intensely, and he felt a strange vibration from the Wing Feather in his pocket. He removed his hat, examining the band more closely. It seemed to be reacting to something in the room—or the absence of something.

      "Your music," Jack said slowly, an idea forming. "You said it maintains the harmonic balance of heaven. What happens when that balance is disrupted?"

      Zephyriel exchanged worried glances with his fellow Composers. "In theory? Nothing good. Our music helps regulate the flow of time in the eternal realms. Without it, certain... temporal anomalies could begin to manifest."

      "Temporal anomalies," Jack repeated. "You're talking about time getting gummed up?"

      "A crude but not inaccurate description," the tallest Composer confirmed. "Time in heaven doesn't flow like it does on Earth, Detective Harrow. It's more... harmonic. Orchestrated. And we're part of that orchestra."

      Jack's holo-band continued to pulse erratically, seemingly trying to trace something that wasn't there. He pocketed the magnifying glass and retrieved the mysterious note instead.

      "What about 'Chapter 25'? Mean anything to you?"

      The Composers looked blankly at one another, shaking their heads in perfect unison. "Our compositions don't have chapters," Zephyriel said. "Only movements, crescendos, diminuendos, and the occasional dramatic pause."

      "Sir," Gideon whispered, having recovered some of his composure, "I think we should check on the choir directly. If their voices have gone silent too..."

      Jack nodded. "Good thinking, kid. Looks like you'll be facing your past sooner than expected." He turned back to the Composers. "Anyone else experiencing similar problems? Any other musical elements going haywire?"

      "The Clockmaker!" the shortest Composer suddenly exclaimed, snapping his fingers with a sound like tiny cymbals. "He works closely with our harmonies to maintain the temporal rhythms. If our music has stopped, his timepieces might be affected as well!"

      "The Clockmaker," Jack repeated, filing away the information. "And where might we find this individual?"

      "The Timekeeper's Tower, at the edge of the Eternal District," Zephyriel supplied. "But I must warn you—his domain can be... disorienting for those unaccustomed to fluid temporality."

      "Fluid temporality," Jack muttered. "Never a simple missing person case, is it?"

      As they prepared to leave, the shortest Composer approached Gideon, who tensed like a cat ready to bolt. But instead of an accusation, the Composer asked in a surprisingly gentle tone, "Your humming... can you still do it? The one from the Anniversary?"

      Gideon blinked in surprise. "I—yes, I suppose so. It's rather ingrained in my memory after all the trouble it caused."

      "Then perhaps," the Composer said thoughtfully, "what was once disruptive might now be... restorative. The universe has a sense of humor that way."

      Jack watched the exchange with interest, noting how the light band on his fedora seemed to pulse in agreement with the Composer's words. This case was getting curiouser by the minute.

      "Come on, kid," he said, placing his hat back on his head. "Let's go see what's happened to your old choir. And keep that hum handy—might be our ace in the hole."

      As they exited the building, the silence felt heavier than before, an absence where there should have been music. Jack had experienced many strange things since arriving in heaven, but this—the silence of eternal harmonies—felt fundamentally wrong, like gravity deciding to take a day off.

      "Sir," Gideon said as they walked, his humming resuming softly, almost unconsciously, "harps don't just stop. Not these harps. They've been playing since before Earth was formed."

      "I'm starting to get that," Jack replied, his mind working through the puzzle pieces. "And this Clockmaker—the one who deals with 'temporal rhythms'—might be connected?"

      "The Clockmaker maintains the time-loops," Gideon explained, his humming pausing briefly. "The replayed moments of history that souls can visit for reflection or learning. Noah's Ark, David's court, the parting of the Red Sea—they're all maintained in perfect temporal loops by the Clockmaker's mechanisms."

      Jack whistled low. "Time travel, huh? Heaven's got more features than advertised."

      "Not time travel exactly, sir," Gideon corrected. "More like... time visitation. Perfectly preserved moments that repeat endlessly, like⁠—"

      "Like a record playing the same track over and over," Jack finished for him. "And if the Composers' music helps regulate this system..."

      "Then the silence of their harps might mean⁠—"

      "That time itself is getting stuck," Jack concluded grimly. "And we're about to find out just how off-key things have really gotten."

      The light band on his fedora pulsed with a sense of urgency as they quickened their pace toward the Heavenly Choir's domain. Jack Harrow, Heaven's Gumshoe, was on the case—and this time, he was chasing something even he couldn't have imagined: the silence of eternity itself.
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      Jack Harrow and Gideon had barely made it halfway to the Heavenly Choir's domain when a small figure came barreling toward them, moving faster than a rumor in a small town. The tiny cherub—no bigger than a child but with wings that seemed too large for its frame—was leaving a trail of sparkling dust in its wake and wailing loud enough to wake the saints.

      "Help! Help! Detective! Help!" The cherub pulled up short in front of them, panting like a marathon runner at the finish line, its chubby cheeks flushed pink with exertion. "Are you the detective? The one who fixed the corruption? Heaven's Gumshoe?"

      Jack adjusted his fedora, the light band pulsing with recognition. "That's what it says on the door. What's got your halo in a twist, kid?"

      "He's gone!" The cherub wailed, performing an agitated loop-de-loop in the air. "The Clockmaker's gone! Just—poof!—vanished like morning mist! And everything's going wonky! The time-loops, the temporal gates, the eternal mechanisms—all faltering like a heart with arrhythmia!"

      Gideon's humming cut off abruptly. "The Clockmaker's missing?" His wings fluttered with renewed anxiety. "But that's impossible! He never leaves his tower!"

      "Looks like our case just got complicated," Jack observed, eyeing the distraught cherub. "When did you notice he was missing?"

      The cherub wrung its tiny hands. "Three eternal hours ago! I came for my scheduled maintenance—my temporal gears need regular tuning, you see—and found the tower empty! His workbench abandoned mid-project! His clockface registry unattended! His temporal calibrators still spinning!"

      Jack's detective instincts kicked into high gear. "The same time the Composers' harps went silent," he noted, glancing at Gideon. "That's no coincidence."

      "Nothing's a coincidence in heaven, sir," Gideon replied, his voice dropping to a nervous whisper. "It's all... you know... orchestrated."

      The cherub had started flying in small, agitated circles around them. "Will you help? Please say you'll help! I've been looking everywhere for someone who can fix this, and everyone says you're the one to call when heavenly things go sideways!"

      "Everyone says that, huh?" Jack raised an eyebrow. "Word travels fast when you solve one little case of cosmic corruption."

      "I may have mentioned our success a few times," Gideon admitted sheepishly. "To a few choir angels. And some cherubim. And possibly a seraphim or two at the celestial water cooler."

      "Great. Heaven's gossip mill working overtime." Jack turned back to the cherub, who had finally stopped circling and hovered anxiously before them. "Alright, we'll take the case. Officially. Our first client."

      The cherub beamed, literally—a small burst of light emanating from its smile. "Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! I'm Cherubiel, by the way. Third Rank Timekeeper's Assistant, junior division."

      "Jack Harrow," Jack replied, then jerked a thumb toward Gideon. "And this is⁠—"

      "The Humming Angel!" Cherubiel exclaimed, eyes widening in recognition. "From the Creation Anniversary calamity! Your unauthorized harmonics threw off the eastern seraphim section and caused a seven-second delay in the grand finale!"

      Gideon looked like he wanted to crawl under the golden pavement. "Does everyone in heaven remember that?" he groaned.

      "Oh yes," Cherubiel nodded vigorously. "It's quite famous! The only disruption in the Heavenly Choir's perfect record since the Rebellion!"

      Jack decided to intervene before Gideon's wings fell off from embarrassment. "Let's focus on the missing Clockmaker. Any idea where he might have gone? Any clues left behind?"

      The cherub's face scrunched up in concentration. "Well... there was something odd. One of his timepieces—the one linked to Noah's Ark loop—was skipping. Ticking but not moving forward. Like time was... stuck."

      The light band on Jack's fedora pulsed, and the Wing Feather in his pocket warmed slightly. "Noah's Ark, huh? That's one of the time-loops Gideon mentioned."

      "Yes, yes!" Cherubiel nodded so hard it looked like his head might come loose. "It's one of the most popular ones! Forty days and forty nights, replaying for eternity! Except now it's... well... it's raining but the raindrops aren't falling. They're frozen in mid-air! And the animals are all stuck mid-motion! It's most distressing!"

      Jack exchanged a glance with Gideon. "Sounds like our first stop should be this time-loop. If the Clockmaker was working on it when he vanished..."

      "Oh, would you?" Cherubiel clasped his tiny hands together. "The Clockmaker keeps time flowing! Without him, all the historical loops will gradually freeze! Souls visiting for reflection will get stuck! The educational tours will be ruined! The temporal archives will become inaccessible!"

      "And I'm guessing that's bad," Jack drawled.

      "Catastrophic!" Cherubiel confirmed. "Time is the framework upon which eternity is built! If it unravels..." The cherub made an explosive gesture with his hands, complete with sound effects. "Poof!"

      "No pressure or anything," Jack muttered. He turned to Gideon. "I'm thinking our visit to the choir might need to wait. Sounds like this timeline trouble is the bigger fish to fry."

      Gideon nodded, looking relieved at the postponement of his choir reunion. "The Clockmaker's tower would be the logical place to start our investigation, sir. We might find clues to his whereabouts."

      "The Tower's locked tight!" Cherubiel interjected. "Temporal seals activated automatically when he vanished. No one gets in or out until he returns—standard security protocol."

      Jack sighed. Nothing was ever simple in this place. "So we can't check his last known location. That leaves us with the affected time-loops. If Noah's Ark is having issues..."

      "I can take you there!" Cherubiel offered eagerly, wings fluttering with excitement. "I have access permissions to all the standard historical loops—part of my assistant duties!"

      "Lead the way then," Jack said, adjusting his fedora to its investigative angle. "Let's see what a frozen rainfall looks like."

      As they followed the enthusiastic cherub toward what appeared to be a smaller version of Jack's portal room tucked discreetly between two larger buildings, Jack reflected on how quickly their case had evolved. What had started as a mysterious note about an off-key choir had morphed into a missing person case with potential cosmic consequences.

      "Sir," Gideon whispered as they walked, his humming unconsciously starting up again, "I should mention that time-loops can be... disorienting for first-timers. Especially when they're malfunctioning."

      "How disorienting are we talking?" Jack asked, eyeing the cherub's confident bouncing ahead of them.

      "Well, your mortal brain might struggle with the concept of experiencing the same moments repeatedly," Gideon explained. "And if time is actually frozen as Cherubiel suggests... it could be rather unsettling."

      "More unsettling than finding out heaven has a detective agency after you die?" Jack replied with a wry smile. "I think I can handle a little temporal displacement."

      They arrived at what Cherubiel called a "Temporal Access Point"—essentially a miniature version of Jack's portal room, but with a control panel covered in strange symbols and tiny clock faces.

      "Here we are!" Cherubiel announced, flitting to the control panel. "Noah's Ark, Day 17 of 40, Mid-Morning Feeding Circuit!" The cherub's tiny fingers danced across the panel, adjusting dials and pressing buttons with practiced ease. "I'll set it to observation mode, so we won't disrupt the loop even if it's frozen. Standard protocol for irregularity investigation!"

      The portal frame began to glow with a golden light, different from the teal color of Jack's personal portal. Images formed on the screen—a massive wooden structure, rain pouring down, animals moving about—except nothing was actually moving. The rain hung suspended in mid-air, the animals frozen in various poses, even Noah himself stood motionless with a bucket of feed in his hands.

      "Well, I'll be," Jack murmured, stepping closer to the screen. "Time really is taking a coffee break."

      "It's not supposed to be like this," Gideon said, his humming taking on a nervous quality. "The loops maintain perfect continuity."

      "Ready to step through?" Cherubiel asked, hovering by a large button that pulsed in sync with the portal frame. "I can give you three eternal hours before automatic extraction. That should be plenty of time to investigate—well, assuming time is working properly on the other side, which it clearly isn't, but the extraction parameters are calculated in external time, not loop time, so you should be fine unless there's a catastrophic temporal collapse, which hasn't happened since⁠—"

      "We get the picture," Jack interrupted the cherub's rambling. "Three hours. Look for clues about the Clockmaker. Don't get stuck in frozen time."

      Cherubiel beamed. "Exactly! And I'll wait right here in case you need emergency extraction. Just call my name three times if things get dicey!"

      Jack adjusted his fedora one last time, feeling the Wing Feather warm in his pocket as if preparing for the journey. "Ready for your first time travel experience, kid?" he asked Gideon.

      The angel had gone slightly pale, his humming increasing in tempo. "As ready as I'll ever be, sir. Though technically it's time visitation, not time travel. We're observing a perfect replica of the historical moment, not actually going back in⁠—"

      "Semantics," Jack cut him off with a smile. "Let's go find out what happened to the Clockmaker and get heaven's music back on track."

      Cherubiel hit the pulsing button, and the portal expanded to fill the entire frame. "Good luck, Detective Harrow! And remember—in the loops, not everything is as it appears!"

      With those cryptic words ringing in his ears, Jack stepped through the portal with Gideon at his side, into a biblical scene frozen in time—his first case as Heaven's official gumshoe was turning out to be exactly the kind of puzzle he was born (and died) to solve.
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      Stepping through a portal into biblical history wasn't like anything Jack Harrow had experienced before—and for a guy who'd died, become heaven's detective, and solved a case of cosmic corruption, that was saying something. The sensation was like diving into a pool where the water had the consistency of honey—everything slowed down, stretched out, and then snapped back into place with a jolt that nearly knocked his fedora off.

      "Easy there, sir!" Gideon steadied him with a hand on his elbow. "First-time temporal transition can be disorienting. Like jumping onto a merry-go-round that's already spinning."

      "You could've mentioned that part," Jack muttered, adjusting his fedora, which had miraculously stayed put despite the journey. The light band pulsed with an odd, stuttering rhythm, as if struggling to sync with their new surroundings.

      Once his equilibrium returned, Jack took in the scene. They'd materialized on the upper deck of the Ark—a massive wooden structure far more sophisticated than the children's book illustrations he remembered from Sunday school. The craftsmanship was impressive, the beams and planks fitted together with precision that would make a modern carpenter weep with envy.

      And everywhere around them, time stood perfectly still.

      Raindrops hung suspended in mid-air, capturing what little light filtered through the clouds in perfect crystalline spheres. Birds were frozen mid-flight, their wings extended in impossible positions. A family of monkeys had been caught in the middle of what appeared to be an acrobatic performance, their bodies suspended between beams, expressions of simian joy frozen on their faces.

      "Well, this is the darndest thing I've ever seen," Jack remarked, reaching out to touch a suspended raindrop. His finger passed right through it, causing no disturbance. "Huh. Guess we're just observers here."

      "Correct, sir," Gideon confirmed, his wings twitching nervously as he followed Jack across the deck. "We can interact with certain elements—like the deck we're walking on—but not the active components of the scene. Standard temporal visitation protocols."

      At the far end of the deck stood a tall, bearded figure—Noah himself, frozen in the act of hefting a large bucket of feed. His expression was one of patient determination, the face of a man committed to a divine mission despite its many challenges.

      "So this is the famous Ark-builder," Jack said, studying the frozen patriarch. "Doesn't look much like Charlton Heston."

      Gideon gave him a puzzled look. "I don't believe Charlton Heston ever portrayed Noah, sir. That was 'The Ten Commandments.' He played Moses."

      "It was a joke, kid," Jack replied with a sigh. "Let's focus on finding something related to the Clockmaker or these time disruptions."

      They made their way below deck, navigating through corridors lined with pens containing every imaginable animal—all frozen in various states of eating, sleeping, or whatever else animals did during a forty-day cruise. The smell was surprisingly mild for a boat packed with wildlife, which Jack chalked up to divine intervention or excellent heavenly ventilation.

      "What exactly are we looking for, sir?" Gideon asked, his humming starting up again unconsciously as they explored.

      "Anything out of place," Jack replied, removing his magnifying glass. "Something that doesn't belong in Noah's time—like evidence of the Clockmaker's presence."

      The glass warmed in his hand as they descended to the lower deck, and Jack followed the sensation like a bloodhound on a scent. The light band on his fedora pulsed more intensely as they approached a small, dark corner near the Ark's bow.

      "Something's here," Jack murmured, holding the magnifying glass toward the shadows. The glass glowed brightly, illuminating what appeared to be fine, glittering particles suspended in the air—similar to the frozen raindrops above, but with an unnatural sheen that caught the light like crushed diamonds.

      "Sir," Gideon whispered, his humming faltering, "that's temporal grit."

      "Temporal what now?"

      "Grit, sir. Residue from damaged time sequences." Gideon leaned closer, his wings folding tightly against his back. "It only appears when a time-loop has been forcibly disrupted. It's like... like cosmic sawdust from time being cut against the grain."

      Jack carefully examined the particles through his magnifying glass. Unlike the corruption they'd dealt with in his mansion, this didn't seem malevolent—just wrong, like a puzzle piece forced into the wrong spot.

      "Can you tell what caused it?" Jack asked, watching how the glass's light refracted through the suspended particles.

      Gideon shook his head. "Only the Clockmaker would know for certain. But it's not natural, sir. Time-loops don't just develop grit on their own."

      As Jack swept the magnifying glass along the floor beneath the suspended particles, something caught his eye—a small metallic object partially hidden beneath a bale of hay. He reached down and carefully retrieved it.

      It was a gear—a perfect, gleaming cog no bigger than a quarter, made of a material that seemed to shift between gold and silver depending on how the light hit it. Tiny inscriptions ran along its teeth in a language Jack didn't recognize, and the center hole was shaped like a star rather than a circle.

      "Well, hello there," Jack murmured, holding it up to the magnifying glass. "I don't think this was standard equipment on Noah's boat."

      Gideon gasped, his wings flaring in excitement. "That's one of the Clockmaker's temporal regulators! It's part of the mechanism that keeps the time-loop stable!" His voice dropped to a hushed whisper. "Sir, these are never supposed to be removed from their housing. Never."

      Jack pocketed the gear carefully, feeling it warm against his fingers like a living thing. "Looks like our missing Clockmaker was definitely here. Question is, was he making repairs, or did something force him to leave this behind?"

      Their investigation was interrupted by a deep, creaking groan that seemed to emanate from the Ark itself. The frozen raindrops nearest them shuddered almost imperceptibly, and a ripple of movement—barely visible but definitely there—passed through the suspended scene.

      "Sir," Gideon said, his voice tight with alarm, "we need to move. The loop is trying
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