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The streets of Barkton were always busy, but to Max, they were a playground. The early morning sun hit the pavement in golden stripes, and the smell of toast drifted from a café window. But today, Max wasn’t focused on food.




He was following a scent.




A strange, unfamiliar one.




“Come on!” Max barked over his shoulder. His paws tapped quickly against the concrete as he led the way down Sniffle Street.




Behind him, TJ trotted along with an excited bounce in his step. “Are we going somewhere fun? Is there food? Oh please let there be food.”




Charlie snorted as he stopped to sniff a lamppost. “We always end up chasing shadows with you two,” he muttered. “Or squirrels. Or shadows of squirrels.”




Max ignored him. He’d caught the scent near the fish shop, where the alleyways twisted like a maze behind the buildings. Something was back there—something that didn’t belong.




TJ barked at a delivery truck as they passed. “That one had sausages in it. I can tell.”




Max just kept going. The scent grew stronger, tingling at his nose like electricity. Something about it made the fur on his neck stand up.




They turned a corner between a fish shop called The Golden Fin and a laundry van parked crookedly at the curb. The alley beyond was narrow and dark, blocked at the end by bins and a flickering lamplight.




That’s when they saw it.




A wooden crate, half-sunk into the shadows. It glowed softly, like the moonlight had settled inside it.




Charlie’s ears perked. “What is that?”




Max stepped closer, sniffing. “It smells like… peanut butter?”




TJ tilted his head. “Weird. Crates don’t usually glow, right?”




Charlie crept forward, his voice low. “Should we… open it?”




TJ took a step back. “What if it’s haunted?”




Max grinned. “Or what if it’s treasure?”




They all stared at the crate, then at each other.




Max took the lead. “On three. One… two… three!”




With a loud creak, the crate popped open.




A soft light spilled out, wrapping around them like fog. Inside, there was no treasure—no food, no bones, no toys.




Just an old collar. Worn, dusty, and glowing faintly with an odd warmth.




Charlie picked it up gently in his teeth.




Suddenly, the alley shimmered. The ground seemed to shift beneath their paws.




TJ yelped, “Guys! What just happened?!”




The city sounds were gone.




Everything looked… older. The posters on the walls were faded, the buildings looked aged, and the fish shop sign had changed to something written in fancy, swirling letters.




In the distance, a tall clock tower stood with a single ticking hand—slow, steady, loud.




Max blinked. “I don’t think we’re in our Barkton anymore…”
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