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Chapter 1: The Six-Cup Tea Routine
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The rain outside the window sounded like gravel throwing itself against the glass.

Inside the office of Womba & Cappy, Private Investigators, it smelled like old paper, wet fur, and chamomile.

Womba sat at his desk, which was really just an upside-down wooden crate covered in ink stains.

He wore a trench coat. It was much too big for him, so the hem dragged on the floorboards like a heavy blanket.

Right now, Womba was not looking at the rain. He was staring through a giant magnifying glass at a small, gray speck on his desk.

“Look at it, Cappy,” Womba whispered. His voice was low and serious, like a detective in a black-and-white movie.

“The evidence doesn’t lie.” Across the room, Cappy sat on a large, comfortable velvet cushion.

She did not look up from her ceramic teapot. She was a capybara, and capybaras do not rush things.

Carefully, she poured steaming water over a fresh batch of leaves.

“It’s a dust mote, Womba,” Cappy said, her voice smooth and steady.

“That is what they want us to think,” Womba said, narrowing his eyes until they were tiny slits.

“But consider the geometry. It fell at a perfect forty-five-degree angle. It is a warning. A clue to a crime that hasn’t even happened yet.”

“It fell off your sleeve because you sneezed,” Cappy said.

She pushed a steaming mug of chamomile tea across the floor toward him.

“Drink your tea. It’s cup number four.” Womba didn't touch the mug.

He was too busy writing DUST MOTE = SUSPICIOUS in his small leather notebook.

Before Cappy could start brewing cup number five, the frosted glass door of the office began to move.

It didn’t push open. It creaked forward by about half an inch. Then it stopped.

Ten seconds passed. The door moved another half an inch.

Womba sprang up from his crate, his trench coat instantly catching on a stray nail.

He ripped himself free with a dramatic snarl. “A suspect. Quick, Cappy, look casual.”

Cappy did not need to look casual; she was already the most relaxed creature in the city. She simply watched the door.

After three full minutes, a green snout finally appeared in the gap. It belonged to Slo the Sloth.

He wore a very neat, very wrinkled little necktie. Slo took a deep, heavy breath.

“Heeeeeeeeey,” Slo said. Womba took out his stopwatch. “Time of arrival: 2:14 PM. State your business, traveler.”

Slo blinked. His eyelids moved down, stayed shut for five seconds, and then slowly traveled back up.

“IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII,” Slo began. Womba waited, pen poised over his notebook.

“aaaaaaaammmmmmm,” Slo continued. Womba sighed, sat back down on his crate, and pulled out a massive stack of green folders from under his desk.

“Excellent. While you finish that word, I’m going to file the tax receipts from our case involving the missing turnip last November.”

“Take your time, Slo,” Cappy said, placing a tiny, thimble-sized teacup on the floor near the doorway for him.

“hhhhhhheeeeeeeerrrrrre,” Slo said.

“Fascinating,” Womba muttered, scribbling furiously in a completely different file.

“He is speaking in an encrypted temporal cipher. He is clearly trying to warn us about a disruption in the fabric of reality itself.”

“He’s trying to say ‘I am here,’” Cappy noted, sipping her tea.

“He started the sentence out on the sidewalk, two Tuesdays ago.”

“toooooo,” Slo said, his right foot hovering an inch above the floor rug, waiting for gravity to finish its job.

Womba slammed his notebook shut. “The tension is absolute. The city is a puzzle, Cappy, and we are the pieces.”

“The tea’s getting cold, Womba,” Cappy replied.
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Chapter 2: A Frantic Meerkat and Floating Fedoras
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Slo the Sloth’s right foot was still hovering an inch above the floor rug.

Womba was still staring at his notebook. Cappy was already boiling water for cup of tea number five.

The peace did not last. The office door didn’t just open this time; it practically exploded off its hinges, the doorknob denting the wall behind it.

In bounced Barnaby. He was a meerkat, and like most meerkats, he looked like he had just swallowed a clock that was ticking much too fast.

His whiskers twitched, his tail stood straight up like an antenna, and he was chewing frantically on the edge of a silk pocket square.

“It’s ruined! All ruined!” Barnaby shrieked, vibrating so hard that the ink bottle on Womba’s crate desk began to rattle.

“The threads of society are unraveling! Literally! In my shop!”

Womba stood up, ignoring the sound of his trench coat ripping a little more against the crate.

He adjusted his oversized lapels and looked grave. “Calm yourself, citizen. You are speaking to Womba, Chief of Deductive Logic. This is Cappy. She handles the fluids.”

He nodded toward the teapot. “State your grievance. Is it blackmail? A missing turnip? Or has the sky begun to leak sideways?”

“It’s ghosts!” Barnaby yelled, grabbing Womba by the sleeve of his giant coat.

“The Haunted Haberdashery! My shop! Right down on Main Street. This morning, I went to open up, and the fedoras... the fedoras were defying gravity!”

Womba’s eyes narrowed into those tiny slits he used for serious thinking. “Floating fedoras. Fascinating. Go on.”

“And the trench coats!” Barnaby squeaked, dropping to all fours and then leaping back up.

“They were walking. Empty coats, Womba! Just strolling right past the sock display like they owned the place!”

“A classic symptom,” Womba murmured, tapping his chin with his pen.

“We are not dealing with ghosts, Barnaby. This is far worse. It is a localized rupture in the space-time continuum. The fabric of reality has snagged on a cosmic nail, causing clothing to mimic human behavior without the burden of bones.”

Cappy took a slow sip of her chamomile tea. She looked at Barnaby, then at Womba.

“Barnaby,” Cappy said, her voice dropping like a heavy, comfortable blanket into the middle of the panic.

“These walking trench coats. How high off the ground were they?”

Barnaby blinked, his left eye twitching. “Inside the shop? Oh, about... three inches? Maybe four? They were dragging along the floorboards.”

“Exactly!” Womba shouted, slamming his hand on his notebook.

“The gravity fields are compressed! The multi-dimensional entities are short and squat! We must document this before the entire neighborhood turns into a giant hat.”

“Or,” Cappy said mildly, setting her mug down with a small clink, “the things inside the coats are just very, very close to the floor.”

Womba scoffed, waving his hand dismissively. “An amateur theory, Cappy. Simple logic dictates that a coat cannot walk without legs, and if the legs were real, we would see them. No, we must prepare for an existential investigation. We need gear. Advanced gear.”

He turned to the door, his trench coat swishing dramatically and knocking over a small stack of tax receipts from last November.

“To the Garage,” Womba declared. “We must consult... Housecat.”

In the corner, Slo the Sloth slowly lowered his foot by another millimeter. “....wwwwwiiiiiiiith.......“ Slo said.

“Keep that thought, Slo,” Womba said, stepping over the thimble-sized teacup on his way out the door.

“We will return for the rest of the syllable.”
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