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            THE BIG SLEEP ENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Harrow never figured he'd punch his ticket tripping over a cat. One minute he was tailing a skirt-chasing wise guy through a Chicago alley—rain slicking his fedora, the kind of night that smelled like wet concrete and forthcoming calamity—the next, a tabby darted underfoot like it had somewhere to be. He stumbled, cracked his skull on a dumpster with a clang that rattled his molars, and that was the ballgame. Forty-three years of dodging lead valentines and dancing with danger, all kiboshed by a feline with lousy timing and no respect for proper detective work.

      Darkness swallowed him like a cheap gin at an expensive joint, then spat him out somewhere that definitely wasn't Cook County. No alley, no rain—just light, warm and thick like honey from a bank robber's alibi, pouring over him with suspicious generosity. Jack blinked, squinted, and found his feet planted on a street that shimmered gold—real gold, not the phony stuff he'd watched perps fight over since Hoover was in knickers.

      "Well, ain't this the cat's pajamas," he muttered, casing his new surroundings.

      Buildings towered with the kind of gleam that made the Chicago Tribune Tower look like a flop house. His trusty trench coat had vanished, replaced by a suit sharper than a loan shark's accountant—still his style, dark and no-nonsense, with a fedora perched at the perfect angle for looking skeptical. The hat had a thin ring of light around its band that flickered like a nervous stool pigeon.

      Jack patted himself down, professional paranoia kicking in. No iron, no hip flask—just a glowing disc the size of a poker chip, a magnifying glass that hummed in his palm like it was happy to meet him.

      "Chicago's seedier districts sure don't include this neighborhood," he observed dryly.

      "Not even close, Jack," came a voice, warm and steady as a winning poker hand, with a chuckle that rolled like distant thunder at a fixed horse race. Jack turned, and there He was—tall, bearded, eyes that could read your past, present, and future while simultaneously knowing what cards you were holding. Jesus, no mistaking it. He looked like a guy you'd share a coffee and confidential information with, rather than the stiff from church windows.

      Jack straightened his tie, knowing when he was outclassed. "I'm guessing this ain't the paddy wagon to the big house."

      "Not quite," Jesus said, smiling like a man who knows all the angles. "You did good work down there, Jack. Messy sometimes, but you played it straight when it counted."

      "A cat," Jack said with a slight shake of his head, embarrassment tugging at his professional pride. "After dodging more heaters than a furnace repairman."

      "Life's got a sense of humor sharper than your best one-liners," Jesus replied with a wink. "So does eternity. You've got a place waiting that makes the Ritz look like a bus station bathroom. Follow the street, you can't miss it."

      Before Jack could respond with something suitably hardboiled, the light brightened like a flashbulb at a crime scene, and Jesus vanished. Jack stood alone on a golden street that stretched further than a corrupt politician's expense account, people drifting by—some looked human, others glowed brighter than a snitch with a get-out-of-jail-free card.

      He adjusted his fedora, the light band settling to a steady pulse. "Either I've gone completely screwy, or I've caught the last train to the great beyond."

      The street hummed under his wingtips, a gentle vibration like the perfect note from a songbird that knows all the dirt but ain't singing. Buildings sparkled in the distance—taller than any skyline he'd known, without the smoke and shadows that made hideouts possible. A dame in flowing robes flashed him a smile that would've melted Capone's heart. Jack nodded politely, keeping his eyes moving, casing the joint by habit.

      Then he spotted it—his new digs. A mansion that made millionaires' homes look like matchboxes, grand and bright as a spotlight on an escaping perp. Walls gleamed white with veins of gold, and the front door shimmered like a mirage in the desert of truth.

      "This joint makes my apartment look like it should be condemned," Jack whistled low. "Guess solving cases for chump change had some dividends after all."

      He approached cautiously (old habits being what they are), and the door slid open without so much as a dramatic creak—no knob, no lock to pick, just a whisper of air that smelled better than a dame's expensive perfume. Inside, the place was swankier than the Mayor's secret poker room. The foyer stretched wide enough to park three Packards side by side, floor a mosaic of stars that actually twinkled underfoot like they were in on a private joke. Walls hummed with quiet energy, as if they were alive and keeping tabs. A staircase spiraled up like a dizzy witness's recollection, gold railing gleaming with the kind of shine that'd make a jewel thief weep.

      "If this is what going straight gets you in the afterlife, the crooks must be burning their fedoras off," Jack mused, slipping the magnifying glass into his pocket. It pulsed once, like it was chuckling at his observation.

      He crossed the foyer, shoes clicking on the starry floor with the crisp sound of a man who knows where he's going even when he doesn't. Off to the side, a room glowed with a soft teal light that wouldn't have looked out of place in an upscale gambling den.

      Jack poked his head in, detective curiosity getting the better of caution. A screen flickered on the wall—larger than the Silver Screen at the Biograph—and a voice spoke, clear and welcoming as a bartender who knows you're good for the tab: "Welcome, Jack Harrow. Portal Room One online."

      "Portal?" Jack frowned, stepping in like he was approaching a witness with a flimsy alibi. "As in doors? I've got plenty of those already."

      The screen blinked, and the far wall shimmered, melting into a view that stopped him cold—a reef, underwater, glowing with blues and greens that made the Lake Michigan shoreline look like dishwater, fish darting like living jewels stolen from Tiffany's. He moved closer, professional skepticism warring with wide-eyed wonder, and the air shifted—suddenly he was standing on a sandy floor, water rippling around him but remaining dry as a prohibition-era county.

      "Well, I'll be a monkey's uncle," he breathed as a fish with scales like sapphires swam past his shoulder. "This makes the magic shows at the Palace look like kid stuff."

      The light band on his hat pulsed, and Jack found himself grinning despite his hard-boiled instincts. "Beats stakeouts in the rain with nothing but cold coffee and colder leads." He stepped back, and the room returned to normal—screen, teal glow, no fish. "That's one parlor trick that'd be tough to explain to the boys at the precinct."

      His exploration continued, each room more jaw-dropping than the last—a lounge with a view of a triple-sun planet that would've had astronomers jumping off the Sears Tower in jealousy, a library with books that floated down from shelves without so much as a librarian's disapproving glance. One drifted to him like it knew his taste—The Maltese Falcon.

      "At least someone around here knows a good yarn when they see one," he acknowledged, appreciating the cosmic concierge service.

      Back in the foyer, he leaned against the wall, adjusting his fedora with the practiced touch of a man who's worn one through gunfights, fistfights, and awkward conversations with police commissioners. The light band flickered again like it was sending morse code.

      "So this is heaven," he mused. "No cheating husbands to tail, no missing dames to find, no trouble to⁠—"

      That's when the floor trembled—just slightly, but enough to make Jack stand straighter than a beat cop during inspection. The star mosaic dimmed, a few lights going dark like witnesses clamming up, and the hum in the walls faltered like a perp's heartbeat during questioning.

      "Now that's a fly in the celestial ointment," Jack observed, eyes narrowing to detective-mode slits.

      He returned to the portal room with the smooth pivot of a man used to having his relaxation interrupted by emergencies—the screen flickered with static like a cheap television, the reef view distorting like a truth viewed through a liar's lens.

      "First day in paradise, and already something's gone haywire," he muttered. The light band on his hat pulsed rapidly, as if agreeing with his assessment of the situation.

      Jack wasn't sure what the heavenly rulebook looked like—but one thing was crystal: he was still a detective down to his wing-tipped shoes. If something was fishy, he'd reel it in. "Even paradise needs someone to keep an eye on the small print," he said, straightening his tie with practiced precision.

      Just then, a knock at the door echoed through the mansion like a judge's gavel in a silent courtroom. Jack paused, then walked back to the foyer, curiosity and caution doing their usual tango in his mind. The door opened before he reached it, revealing a tall, lanky figure with an expression serious enough to sour milk and a tie straighter than an honest cop's testimony.

      "Mr. Harrow," the figure said, offering a formal bow that would've impressed a diplomat. "I am Gideon, assigned to assist you." He stood with the kind of perfect posture that would make a drill sergeant weep with joy, his eyes carrying a faint glow that marked him as definitely not from the South Side of Chicago.

      "Assigned?" Jack raised an eyebrow, using the expression that had made counterfeit artists confess before he'd even asked a question. "I don't recall putting in a requisition for a sidekick."

      "It is not a request, sir, but a sentence," Gideon replied, his tone as formally pressed as his appearance. "My sentence, to be precise. I am to assist you as penance for my... astronomical indiscretion."

      "Penance?" Jack's interest piqued like a bloodhound catching a scent. "What kind of rap sheet does an angel rack up? Harp theft? Cloud racing after hours?"

      Gideon's cheeks colored slightly, the celestial equivalent of a full-body blush. "During creation week, I was tasked with arranging Orion's constellation. I, ah..." he cleared his throat with the discomfort of a choir boy in a burlesque house, "made the belt crooked. Three stars in a row should be simple enough, even a cosmic kindergartner could manage it, but I was—" his voice took on a dreamy quality, "—distracted by a particularly lovely nebula forming nearby. All those swirling purples and pinks, with just a hint of cosmic dust that sparkled like—" He caught himself, straightening even more if that was possible. "The Almighty has an exceptionally keen eye for detail and a very specific aesthetic vision."

      Jack couldn't help but smile, his hard-boiled exterior cracking like an egg in a seasoned cook's hands. "So you're a cosmic interior decorator who got caught moving the furniture against the boss's orders?"

      "I prefer 'celestial arranger,'" Gideon replied with the dignity of a man defending his profession from mockery, though a twinkle in his eye suggested he wasn't entirely humorless. "But yes, essentially. I create beauty in the heavens—or at least I did, until my momentary lapse in concentration. You try focusing on three simple stars when there's a nebula nearby displaying colors that don't even exist in your earthly spectrum!" He sighed dramatically. "Now I'm relegated to assistant duty until I prove myself worthy of creative responsibilities again."

      He glanced around at the mansion's dimming stars and faltering hum. "And it seems my first assignment with you involves some irregularities with your mansion that are, frankly, impossible under normal heavenly operations. Highly irregular. Completely unprecedented. Absolutely fascinating if I'm being honest."

      "You noticed the joint's got a case of the jitters," Jack observed dryly.

      "Indeed." Gideon adjusted his immaculate cuffs with the precision of a safecracker. "Shall we investigate, Mr. Harrow? I understand you were quite the detective in your earthly life. Solved the Kingsley kidnapping, cracked the Harbor Street murders, found Mrs. Abernathy's missing canary—fascinating case, that one, I read the file—and exposed the Mayor's brother-in-law's gambling operation. Impressive resume."

      Jack studied the angel with renewed interest. Either heaven kept very detailed records, or Gideon had done his homework. Either way, the feathered flatfoot might be more useful than he initially appeared.

      "Call me Jack. And yes, let's take a look." He reached for the magnifying glass in his pocket with the smooth motion of a gunslinger drawing iron. "Something tells me heaven's got room for one more gumshoe on the celestial payroll."

      The golden streets outside gleamed brighter than a guilty man's forehead under questioning, but Jack's instincts—honed sharper than a mob lawyer's fine print—told him something wasn't playing it straight. He adjusted his fedora, the light band now steady and bright as a spotlight on a prison break, and turned to his new celestial partner with the look that had launched a thousand confessions.

      "Alright, Gideon," he said. "Let's see what kind of case heaven has cooked up for us. I've got a hunch it's going to be a real head-scratcher."
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      Jack Harrow figured if heaven was gonna hand him a mansion swankier than a mobster's summer home, he ought to give it the once-over—same way he'd case a suspicious brownstone back in the Windy City. That odd tremor from earlier still niggled at his detective's brain like an unpaid informant, but the pad was too ritzy to brush off. He adjusted his fedora with a practiced flick, the light band giving a soft flicker like a speakeasy's secret signal, and began his investigation.

      "Let's see what kind of swanky digs the Big Guy's set me up with," he muttered, eyes already cataloging every detail like it might be evidence later.

      The foyer stretched before him like a ballroom for the celestially well-heeled, stars twinkling beneath his feet as if the cosmos itself was playing footsie. He tapped the floor with his wingtip—solid as a cop's alibi, yet the lights pulsed in response like nervous witnesses. Jack fished the glowing magnifying glass from his pocket, the device warming in his palm like it was happier than a snitch with immunity.

      He held it over one of the stars, peering through with the focus of a man who'd spent decades spotting lies in dimly lit interrogation rooms. Magnified, the star revealed itself as a miniature spinning galaxy, more detailed than a forger's best work.

      "Well, butter my biscuit," he whistled low, tucking the glass away. "Heaven don't skimp on the fancy footwork."

      The walls hummed with a vibration gentler than a cardsharper's touch—a pleasant sensation, like a jazz tune played just quiet enough that you feel it more than hear it. He placed his palm against the surface, and gold veins beneath pulsed in response like a suspect's telling heartbeat. The hum faltered momentarily—a stutter in the rhythm that stuck out like a choir boy in a pool hall—and Jack's detective instincts went from simmering to full boil faster than a pot of coffee at an all-night stakeout.

      "That's fishier than the docks on delivery day," he noted, filing it away like a good lead. The mystery would keep—first, he needed the lay of the land.

      He moseyed back to the portal room with its teal glow that would've made the neon signs on Michigan Avenue look like cheap trinkets. The screen lit up as he entered—"Portal Room One, Jack Harrow, welcome back"—its tone smoother than a defense attorney with an innocent client.

      The far wall dissolved into that underwater reef, colors popping with the kind of vibrancy that would make a rainbow look like it was printed in yesterday's paper. Jack stepped through, cool as a cucumber in a snowstorm. Sand crunched beneath his shoes, dry as a temperance lecture despite the water surrounding him like he was the main attraction at an aquarium.

      Fish with scales shinier than a new detective's badge darted around him, some sporting wing-like fins that would've had Chicago's Natural History Museum revising their exhibits faster than a politician changes positions.

      "This joint makes Capone's vacation spots look like flophouses," he said appreciatively, the wonder breaking through his hard-boiled exterior.

      The light band on his hat pulsed once, like it was nodding in agreement. He knelt to examine a coral formation tall as a courthouse pillar, glowing with an inner light brighter than a guilty man's conscience at midnight. The air tasted fresher than a just-baked alibi, with none of the saltwater tang you'd expect from being underwater.

      When he stepped back, the portal closed and the room returned to normal faster than a speakeasy during a raid. He patted the wall with newfound respect, like congratulating a rookie after his first successful collar.

      "Makes the picture houses on State Street look like shadow puppets," he declared.

      Following his nose like he was tracking a lead, Jack drifted toward aromas enticing enough to make a hungry detective forget about a stakeout. The kitchen that opened before him was slicker than a conman's pitch, counters gleaming brighter than a freshly polished badge, with cookware that bubbled away without so much as a hint of heat beneath them.

      A tall drink of water with a mustache waxed more precisely than courthouse testimony worked the pots with the grace of a safecracker's fingers. He looked up at Jack's entrance, beaming like he'd just been acquitted.

      "Monsieur Harrow!" he exclaimed with an accent thicker than plot twists in a dime novel. "I am Pierre, your chef. Welcome to your culinary domain! Please, sit and savor my creations!"

      Jack leaned against the counter, sizing up the Frenchman like a potential witness. "Pierre, huh? You been assigned to sling hash in my kitchen?"

      "But of course!" Pierre replied, twirling a wooden spoon like a showgirl with a parasol. "Redeemed in Paris, 1789—lost my head to Madame Guillotine, I'm afraid. A political misunderstanding involving Marie Antoinette, seven cakes, and a very unfortunate case of mistaken identity." He shrugged expressively. "But the Lord recognized talent when He saw it, and now I create masterpieces for you!"

      "Guillotine?" Jack raised an eyebrow higher than bail for a flight risk. "That's a rougher goodbye than a mob hit."

      "Oui, but c'est la vie—or rather, c'est la mort!" Pierre laughed at his own joke, sliding a plate across the counter with the flourish of a three-card monte dealer. "A perfectly seared steak with my special sauce. Taste, I insist!"

      Jack took a cautious bite, his skepticism dissolving faster than an alibi under cross-examination. The meat was more tender than a lovestruck dame's heart, the flavor more perfect than a confession with fingerprints to match.

      "If this was served in Chicago, there'd be a line around the block longer than at a free soup kitchen during the Depression," he admitted, his hard-boiled façade cracking slightly.

      "No calories, no sin, no indigestion—just pure enjoyment. Heaven's way," Pierre said with a wink worthy of a chorus girl. "The perks of paradise, non?"

      Jack took a warm roll that hugged his soul tighter than a mother greeting her son home from the war. "I could get used to this kind of treatment. Been eating at greasy spoons so long I forgot food could taste like more than newspaper ink."

      With a stomach more satisfied than a DA with an open-and-shut case, Jack continued his investigation, discovering a lounge that would've made the Palmer House lobby look like a bus station waiting room. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a view of an alien planet orbiting three suns—a light show that made the most spectacular Chicago sunset look like a busted street lamp.

      "That's a vista that'd make a postcard photographer throw in the towel," he observed, settling onto a sofa that adjusted to his form better than his favorite shoulder holster.

      Next came the library, a room that laughed in the face of physics like it was a prohibition law nobody enforced. Shelves stretched upward higher than a defense attorney's hopes during closing arguments, disappearing into a soft mist that hovered like cigarette smoke in a downtown bar.

      Books floated through the air gentler than snowflakes, as if swimming through invisible currents. Jack let out a chuckle that surprised even himself.

      "Books and I never did see eye to eye—too busy reading people to bother with paper," he admitted. As if taking personal offense, a volume drifted down to hover before him—Raymond Chandler's "The Big Sleep," looking fresher than a just-printed racing form. He took it with a surprised laugh that would've shocked his Chicago colleagues. "Well, twist my arm—maybe some books know what they're talking about."

      He cracked it open, and the pages glowed softer than a secretary's reassuring smile. The text shifted before his eyes smoother than a well-rehearsed lie, incorporating his name into the narrative: "Jack Harrow stepped onto the golden streets, his shoes clicking like a timepiece counting down to trouble..."

      "That's a parlor trick that'd put fortune tellers out of business," he said, closing the book with a newfound respect. It hovered a moment longer before returning to its shelf like a suspect dismissed for lack of evidence.

      Back in the foyer, Jack paced slowly, taking everything in like a jury eyeing exhibit A. The starry floor flickered again—dimming faster than a witness's memory on the stand—and the wall's hum faltered once more, skipping like a record at a dance hall after hours.

      "That's happening more often than coincidences in a frame job," he murmured, his voice low and thoughtful. The magnifying glass in his pocket buzzed faintly like a fly caught in a web, and the light band on his hat pulsed more intensely than a nervous ticker's heartbeat. "Something in this swanky setup has more angles than a crooked pool game."

      A door he hadn't clocked before slid open as he approached, smoother than a practiced con, revealing an indoor garden that would've had Chicago's Garfield Park Conservatory packing up shop in shame. Vines with flowers big as dinner plates climbed the walls, glowing pinker than a dame's blush after a forward compliment. A gentle breeze drifted from nowhere in particular, carrying scents sweeter than a floozy's promises.

      As Jack stepped in, cool as a cucumber despite the surprises, a blossom seemed to bow toward him like a maitre d' at a ritzy joint, its petals brushing his sleeve with the familiarity of an old informant.

      He stepped back, more surprised than he'd been since that case with the mayor's sister and the missing diamonds. "Friendly foliage, eh? In Chicago, the only plants that moved were the ones working for the coppers."

      The light band on his fedora flickered, almost like it was chuckling at his joke.

      Returning to the foyer, Jack leaned against the wall with the practiced nonchalance of a man who'd spent hours on stakeouts. His new heavenly home was more magnificent than a successfully pulled heist—portals to other worlds better than any escape route, food that made the Palmer House chef look like a short-order cook, views that'd make a millionaire weep into his champagne.

      "Guess solving two-bit crimes for three-bit pay had some dividends after all," he said quietly, professional cynicism warring with genuine appreciation.

      But that persistent hum interrupted again, longer than a witness's hesitation before a lie, and the starry floor dimmed more noticeably than a theater before the picture show. Jack straightened faster than a rookie spotting the police commissioner, detective instincts kicking into high gear like a getaway car after
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