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    To my family and friends— For being the roots when the winds grew loud, and the compass when the road grew strange. Your love has carried me further than I ever knew to dream.And to Shadow— Whose quiet purrs and moonlit eyes left paw prints in my world that still echo. You were never just a pet; you were my silent companion through the whispers.



    



  	
        
            
            "All truth is a shadow, except the last; but every truth is a substance in its own place, though it be but a shadow in another place; and the shadow is a true shadow, as the substance is a true substance."----Isaac Penington
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OVERTURE
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You Have Seen Too Much
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At seven years old, Abigail crept from her bed, bare feet silent against the cold hardwood floor, drawn towards the faint amber glow spilling from the kitchen. But as she passed the living room, the antique clock on the mantel caught her eye: precisely midnight. The brass pendulum swung with its familiar tick-tock, yet tonight the sound felt ominous. Though a mere coincidence, a shiver of unease traced her spine as the hushed, sinister tone of her grandparents' voices drifted through the doorway.

These weren't the usual bedtime stories, but whispers of the Salem Witch Museum that made the air itself feel heavy with secrets. Her grandmother's voice, normally warm as honey, now carried the chill of winter wind as she spoke of the women tried, convicted, and executed... their names long forgotten by the world. Little Abigail, with her unruly red hair catching the lamplight and freckled face pressed close to the door-frame, a mischievous sparkle in her bright, hazel-blue eyes, hung on every word. Fear and excitement churned in her chest like a living thing as she listened to the account of the mysterious Eternal Shadow that haunted the museum. Her grandmother's warnings, given during previous visits, felt more potent tonight: avoid the museum, for the Eternal Shadow would seek its next victim.

That sense of dread burrowed deep within her. As her heart pounded, a chilling realization dawned: she was no longer in the comfort of her grandparents' living room. The bright moonlight from the window vanished, replaced by a cold, oppressive darkness. The vast silhouette of the Eternal Shadow loomed, an ominous cloud casting its shadow over her. In the distance, its murky form drifted closer, searching like a predator seeking prey.

Paralyzed by terror, Abigail watched the nightmare deepen, pulling her into its depths. The shadow enveloped her, its dark presence, a suffocating blanket. She plummeted, eyes wide, breath trapped in her throat. No scream escaped as the shadow consumed her, its long form eclipsing her small frame. She squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for fear to take hold entirely.

She cried out for her grandparents and Drax, but her voice was swallowed by the impenetrable darkness.

Abigail Crane woke to her American Bully, Drax, whining and scratching at her bedroom door, his claws clicking rhythmically against the painted wood. As she rose from her bed, muscles stiff from restless sleep, she stretched and yawned, feeling the bone-deep fatigue that had become her constant companion. She looked younger than her 35 years, but the wisdom of hard-won experience was evident in her warm, hazel eyes and the gentle cadence of her voice. As Abigail slipped on her worn slippers and pulled a thick sweater over her shoulders, she breathed in the crisp, chilly air that seeped through the old window frames. It was quiet outside, but the air held the metallic promise of rain. A typical October day in Salem, she thought, watching the gray clouds gather like old ghosts.

As she stepped outside, the scent of damp earth and dying leaves filled her nostrils, that distinctive petrichor already beginning to perfume the morning. Abigail shivered, her senses prickling with an unease that had nothing to do with the cold. A chill breeze whispered past, raising the fine hairs on her arms and sending a few brittle leaves skittering across the pavement. Something felt different this morning, as if the very air held its breath in anticipation. She sensed Drax looking toward the Salem Witch Museum, his muscular frame tense with an alertness she recognized from their sixteen years together. The dog's ears were pricked forward, nostrils flaring as if catching a scent that made his hackles rise. Drax had been her constant companion since she was nineteen, through every challenge and hardship that had shaped her into the woman she'd become. Their bond, forged through shared experiences and mutual trust, ran deeper than words.

She recalled her grandmother's childhood warnings. Those ancient prophecies haunted her still, unsettling her even as an adult, but exhaustion weighed heavier than fear. Abigail took a deep breath, tasting the moisture-laden air, and continued her walk with Drax, gravel crunching softly beneath her feet.

She waited for Drax to finish his business when a figure, tall and gaunt, yet undeniably human in its stark outline, stepped out from behind the twisted branches of a fallen tree. The morning mist seemed to cling to its form like cobwebs. Its presence felt chilling, a prickle of raw fear that made her skin crawl, but it wasn't the formless dread of her childhood nightmares. This was real, solid, breathing. Abigail was momentarily paralyzed, a feeling of foreboding washing over her as the figure's presence seemed to drain the warmth from the air itself.

The figure slowly approached, its movement unnervingly fluid, feet making no sound on the wet pavement. Abigail was suddenly reminded of the legends her grandmother had whispered to her as a child: not just of the Eternal Shadow, but of the servants it could command, the puppets it could animate. As the figure's voice, like dry leaves rustling across cold stone, spoke softly, Abigail's heart began to race, her pulse thundering in her ears. She heard the words "You have seen too much, girl" before the temperature seemed to plummet, her breath misting in the suddenly frigid air. From the gloom behind the figure, the true darkness surged forth like a living tide. The Eternal Shadow, vast and ancient, separated from the figure and consumed her in a crushing wave that tasted of earth and endings. Drax's leash hit the ground with a sharp crack as the dog bolted away from the scene, his frantic barking echoing off the empty houses like gunshots in the dawn.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ACT 1
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Shadows Rise
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Detective Marcus Irons was a seasoned veteran of the Salem Police Department. Standing just under six feet tall with a muscular build that had softened slightly with age, he cut an imposing figure despite the weathered lines around his steely gray eyes. His closely cropped black hair showed traces of silver, and his fierce glare had intimidated countless suspects into confessing over the years. Despite his tough exterior, Irons' heart was in the right place, and he never hesitated to speak up for the voiceless.

Marcus squinted into the morning glare, cigarette already half gone between his fingers. His stubble had darkened overnight, and the familiar ache in his knees reminded him he wasn't a rookie anymore. As he put on his favorite rumpled suit and checked his watch, he had no idea the day held surprises that would challenge everything he thought he knew about his job.

His phone buzzed with a text message, the screen illuminating his tired features. The message read: "We have a lead on the cult case. Meet me outside the Salem Witch Museum in 15 minutes."

With a groan, he stubbed out his cigarette and headed to his car....a no-nonsense sedan that had seen better days. The paint job showed its age, and the interior bore the wear of countless long shifts, but it remained reliable. Irons valued function over form, and this car had served him well throughout his career.

Detective Irons arrived at the Salem Witch Museum just as the sun crested the horizon. As he stepped out of his car, he paused to take in his surroundings. Something felt off. A chill ran down his spine, and he had the distinct sensation of being watched. He quickly shook off the feeling and made his way to the entrance.

Detective Carter was already waiting inside, his close-cropped blonde hair and bright blue eyes immediately commanding attention despite his clearly tired and stressed state. Carter stood in stark contrast to Irons' reserved demeanor, but the two had worked together long enough to form an effective partnership.

As Irons approached, Carter's expression was grim. "Chief sent me the update. We've got a situation."

Irons' heart sank, his earlier unease growing stronger. "What are we dealing with?"

"Murder. And it's not pretty." Carter gestured toward the museum's interior. "We need to move."

They noticed a uniformed officer standing near the entrance, her face pale and hands trembling slightly. She looked as if she'd seen something horrible.

"Take a deep breath," Marcus said, approaching her with calm authority. "Tell us what you found."

The officer struggled to compose herself. "There's a man inside... lying on the floor. So much blood. I've never seen anything like it."

Carter stepped forward, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. "You did everything right by calling us. What exactly did you witness?"

The officer took several steadying breaths. "I was doing my rounds when I heard a noise inside. Thought it might be a break-in, so I investigated. Found him bleeding... blood everywhere. I called for backup and secured the perimeter."

Marcus and Carter exchanged concerned glances. "Let's see what we're dealing with," Marcus said.

Inside the museum, an eerie quiet settled around them. Their footsteps echoed unnaturally loud as they moved through the exhibits. The scene that greeted them was brutal....blood splattered across floors, walls, and furniture, the metallic scent heavy in the air.

The victim lay sprawled near the center of the main gallery, his face frozen in terror, eyes wide and mouth slightly open in a silent scream. Marcus knelt beside the body while Carter examined the surrounding area.

"Look at this," Carter said, shining his flashlight toward the wall. Written in blood were two words: Shadows Rise.

Marcus felt his blood chill. "I've seen similar markings before, but never anything this elaborate."

Carter searched for evidence; footprints, fingerprints, anything the killer might have left behind. But whoever had done this knew what they were doing. The scene was clean of identifying marks.

"Marcus, check this out." Carter had moved to examine the body more closely.

Irons joined his partner and followed his gaze. On the victim's right inner forearm, almost invisible unless examined closely, was a strange sigil. The mark appeared glass-like in its opacity, but unlike a fresh tattoo or brand, the surrounding flesh showed no redness or inflammation.

"We'll have the lab take a closer look," Carter said, making notes. "This definitely has ritualistic elements. Only in Salem, right?"

A low scratching sound interrupted their investigation. Scritch... scritch... scratch. The noise came from the direction of the gallows display.

Both detectives drew their weapons and approached cautiously, positioning themselves on opposite sides of the exhibit. Carter reached for the hatch leading to the underside of the display.

"On three," Marcus whispered.

Carter yanked open the door, and a black and white American Bully puppy bolted out, immediately cowering in the corner, whining and whimpering.

"Son of a..." Irons lowered his weapon, startled by the unexpected appearance.

After several minutes of gentle coaxing, the frightened dog emerged from its hiding spot. Carter picked him up, checking for identification. The collar bore only a name: Drax.

"What do we do with him?" Carter asked, as the puppy licked his face. "We can't leave him here."

"Bring him back to the station," Irons decided. "We'll ask around the neighborhood, see if anyone recognizes him."

As they prepared to leave, Carter held the dog while Irons took the makeshift leash. Outside, the morning sun felt warm against their faces after the oppressive atmosphere of the museum.

"Where did that dog come from?" Officer Delaney asked, approaching them.

"Under the gallows display," Irons replied.

"That's impossible!" she protested. "The museum was locked when I found the body. How could a dog just appear? There are no other ways in or out."

The detectives exchanged puzzled looks. Carter shook his head. "So, you're telling us both the body and this dog just... appeared?"

"I'm not lying," Delaney said defensively. "I secured the scene properly."

Marcus shifted his attention to practical matters. "Do you have security footage we can review?"

"Yes, the cameras feed to the security room inside."

"Carter, stay with our four-legged friend. Officer Delaney and I will check the footage."

As Irons and Delaney re-entered the museum, the atmosphere felt even more oppressive than before. The door closing behind them seemed to drain all warmth and light from the building. Their footsteps echoed hollowly through the corridors.

Delaney paused in front of a wall where a sigil had been scratched into the surface, crossing herself instinctively.

"You okay, Officer?" Irons asked.

"This whole place gives me the creeps, especially with the witch trial history. But this," she gestured to the marking, "this wasn't here yesterday. I'm certain of it."

Detective Irons studied the sigil, feeling the same unease but pushing it aside. They reached the security room, and Delaney unlocked the door. As they entered, the door shut and locked behind them with an ominous click.
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Unseen Shadows and Hidden Threats
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Outside, Detective Carter waited by the car for his partner to return. He didn't mind being left to watch the dog. In fact, he was glad for the duty. Ever since childhood on a small farm in Wichita, Kansas, he'd been comfortable around animals, caring for livestock and pets alike.

Drax began to whine and pull against the makeshift leash, his behavior growing increasingly agitated.

"What's wrong, boy?" Carter asked, crouching to the dog's level and petting him reassuringly. "Easy there, Drax. You're a good boy."

The dog barked and wagged his tail but continued whining as he looked toward a large oak tree near the museum, then back at Carter with urgent eyes.

"Do you want to show me something?" Carter stood and sighed. "Alright, boy. Show me what has you so worked up."

Drax barked and gently tugged Carter toward the tree. Immediately, his eyes were drawn to the same sigil they'd found on the victim's wrist, carved deep into the bark. As his gaze traveled down the trunk, he noticed a metallic object catching the morning sunlight.

Inside the museum, Detective Marcus Irons was settling in to review the security footage with Officer Delaney. Known throughout the force for his no-nonsense attitude and skeptical worldview, Irons didn't believe in supernatural explanations for crimes. He understood that, as he put it, "shit happens," but there was always a logical explanation.

The footage began at 4:20 AM, showing a figure in black clothing approaching the museum. Though grainy, they could make out someone moving with steady, purposeful strides. The figure's hood concealed their face as they pulled what appeared to be a key from their pocket and quietly unlocked the museum entrance.

"Their movement is oddly graceful," Delaney observed, "but surprisingly efficient."

What became strange was watching the figure enter....the door remained open, but they never saw anyone leave. Around 5:45 AM, the figure reemerged and disappeared from the camera's view. Then, at 6:00 AM, Drax bolted into the museum as if fleeing from something terrible.

"Okay, so this explains why the dog was inside," Irons said, rubbing his tired eyes, "but where did he come from? And why does the footage suddenly skip to 7:00 AM?"

Delaney leaned closer to the screen. "You're right. We're missing an entire hour. Was something deleted?"

"If so, why? And by whom?" Irons felt his frustration mounting. "Let's check the interior cameras."

The interior footage proved even more baffling. They watched the figure enter the building, then seemingly vanish from the cameras entirely. Objects moved around the exhibits as if by invisible hands. At 5:50 AM, they saw Drax in the main gallery before he bolted toward the gallows display. The hatch opened to receive him, then closed on its own.

"What the hell?" Delaney breathed.

"What the hell, indeed," Irons said softly, searching desperately for a logical explanation.

#

[image: ]


OUTSIDE, DETECTIVE Carter crouched near the shiny object hidden by the tree's roots. He felt Drax pulling backward on the leash, as if trying to flee. A knot formed in Carter's stomach.... something wasn't right. He released the leash, and Drax immediately rushed back to hide under the patrol car.

Carter turned back to examine the mysterious object, only to find it had vanished completely.

"What in the world?" He stood quickly, scanning the area. A few citizens went about their morning routines across the street, but no one was near enough to have taken anything. Had he imagined it?

Looking at the sigil carved into the tree, Carter knew he hadn't imagined the artifact. His gut told him something sinister was unfolding. Unlike his skeptical partner, Carter had always been superstitious. His hand reached into his pocket, finding the silver cross he'd carried since childhood. Clutching it tightly, he approached the museum entrance.

The building felt unnaturally still after the night's violence. As Carter stepped inside and closed the door behind him, a chill ran down his spine. Something about this entire case had him on high alert.

He knocked on the security room door and waited. Detective Irons emerged, looking exhausted and frustrated.

"Carter, what are you doing here? Where's the dog?"

"Something strange is happening," Carter explained. He described Drax leading him to the sigil and the disappearing metallic object.

Irons sighed and looked at him sternly. "That's not the only strange thing going on."

"What else?"

"You'll want to see for yourself." Irons shook his head and led Carter into the security room.

"Where's Officer Delaney?"

"She had to continue her rounds. Said to carry on without her."

Carter nodded, though something about her sudden departure felt off. Irons replayed the footage, first showing the gaps in the exterior timeline, then the interior cameras where the figure vanished without a trace while objects moved on their own. The final sequence showed Drax running to the gallows hatch, which closed by itself. Most disturbing of all, the grisly murder scene they'd witnessed with their own eyes was completely absent from the recording.

Both detectives groaned in frustration and confusion.

"Something isn't right here," Irons said. "It's as if someone....or something knew about the security cameras and had the ability to avoid them entirely. But that's practically impossible."

Carter scratched his chin thoughtfully. "This doesn't add up. The whole scene has an almost supernatural quality. The dog's appearance, the strange phenomena, the body itself... This can't be coincidence. These things are connected somehow."

Irons nodded reluctantly. "I have to agree. The missing time, Drax appearing out of nowhere, the sigils, objects moving on their own... it's all unexplainable. Nothing like anything I've seen in my entire career."

"Even our physical evidence doesn't match what the cameras show," Carter continued. "And this sigil.... I’ve never seen anything like it. It looks like a brand, but there's no redness or inflammation like you'd expect from fresh marking."

Silence enveloped the room, as if the shadows themselves had absorbed all sound. Both men stared at the frozen screen, each grappling with the possibility that their case had moved far beyond the realm of conventional police work.
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Unusual Things Show Themselves
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The duo sat in the dim hum of the museum's security room; eyes fixed on flickering monitors that revealed nothing. Static ebbed and flowed across grainy footage, as though the cameras were deliberately withholding the truth. The chill inside the room bit through their coats, sharper now than when they'd first entered. Carter's fingers drummed quietly against his thigh while Irons exhaled slowly, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

"Nothing but shadows and dead ends," Irons muttered, his voice gravel but soft. "We follow the trail until something makes sense."

He stood, stretching the stiffness from his shoulders. Carter nodded and rose as well. "Best option we've got. Let's take another look.... maybe we missed something the first time."

The museum greeted them like a sleeping beast. It was silent, stale, and watching. The polished wood of the corridor gleamed dully beneath their footsteps. It was too quiet, not the peaceful silence found after closing time, but something unnatural. Claustrophobic. Even the dust motes drifting through the morning light seemed to hesitate in the heavy air.

They passed the same grim scene they'd left hours earlier. Blood spatter beneath the gallows display, dark stains that refused to dull. The carved sigils loomed from wooden beams that shouldn't have been touched. And the body.... the twisted, lifeless figure remained frozen in its tableau of final agony. Eyes wide, mouth contorted, limbs stretched at brutal angles.

Irons stopped, his gaze lingering over the corpse. "Something's different."

Carter crouched beside the body, eyes scanning methodically. After a moment, he leaned closer. "Wait. What's this?"

Nestled against the victim's left hip, partly obscured by the folds of his jacket, lay a small mask. Carved from aged wood, no larger than Carter's palm, it had two narrow slits for eyes and a blackened circle burnt into its forehead. The mask's mouth was absent, nothing but smooth emptiness where expression should have lived.

Irons lowered himself for a better look, tension tightening between his shoulders. "That doesn't make sense."

Carter raised an eyebrow. "How so?"

"It's not from any museum exhibit. This thing..." Irons hesitated. "It's tribal. Looks South American, maybe African. Has nothing to do with Salem, witch trials, or anything local."

"Could've been planted," Carter suggested.

Irons nodded slowly, unease settled deeper. "Or it was meant to be found."

They bagged the mask carefully, sealing it in a clear evidence pouch. Carter held it for a moment longer before handing it over, feeling absurd at the thought that it might blink at him. That black circle seemed to pulse like an eye.

Irons keyed his radio. "We need forensic support back at the scene. Full sweep of the exhibits and confirmation that this mask wasn't part of the museum's inventory."

As they waited, the museum settled deeper into stillness. Carter leaned against a cold glass case, watching dust motes drift through shafts of pale sunlight. Somewhere in the building, a faint knocking....too rhythmic to be random, echoed through the corridors before fading.

When the forensic technicians arrived, suited and efficient, the detectives retreated into the pale morning light. The sun had barely pierced the clouded sky, but Drax greeted them with boundless energy. He bounded out from beneath the cruiser, tail thrashing, barking sharply with excitement.

Carter smiled despite himself, crouching to greet the pup. "You're braver than most cops I know, partner."

Drax nuzzled against his chest and let out a cheerful yip as Carter scratched behind his ears. When the car door opened, the dog leaped into the backseat, curling tight as if the cruiser were his sanctuary.

Irons climbed into the driver's seat, adjusting his position as Carter shut the passenger door. The engine coughed once, then turned over with a familiar groan.

The ride back to the station began in contemplative silence. Fog clung to the curbs and sidewalks, wrapping around wrought-iron fences and lamp posts like a second skin. Even the morning traffic felt distant, muted by something heavy hanging in the autumn air.

Carter broke the silence first. "This case feels wrong. Every part of it."

Irons nodded, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. "It's like peeling an onion made of shadows. Remove one layer, another folds over it."

Carter glanced at the evidence bag on the seat between them. "That mask wasn't dropped by accident. Someone wanted us to find it."

"Could be symbolic or maybe ritualistic," Irons said, tapping the steering wheel. "But it doesn't belong here. That's what bothers me most.... nothing about this connects to Salem."

"Maybe it's a message," Carter suggested. "Or a calling card."

From the backseat, Drax let out a low whine. Carter turned to meet the dog's eyes. The pup didn't look scared.... just intensely aware, alert to something the humans couldn't quite sense.

Irons glanced in the rearview mirror. "What do we do with him?"

Carter considered the question. "Bring him in. He's more than a stray. He was inside a locked museum during a murder. He's either a witness or..." He paused. "Well, with how strange today's been, I wouldn't rule anything out."

Irons nodded slowly. "In thirty years on the force, I've never had a case like this."

The cruiser turned onto a quiet side street, tires crunching on loose gravel. Ahead, the brick and steel bulk of the precinct came into view, but neither detective felt relieved. The weight that had settled over them at the museum had simply followed them here.

A distant bell tolled somewhere in town, its sound warped and stretched by the heavy air. Carter leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

"You ever have that feeling that something's watching you.... but not from outside?" he asked quietly.

Irons didn't answer immediately. When he did, his voice was barely audible. "Yeah. I've got it now."

They parked in the precinct lot. Drax stirred, raising his head between the seats with ears pricked forward. Carter scratched behind the dog's ear again, earning another small yip, that was eager or maybe comforting.

The detectives stepped from the car and stood for a long moment beneath the rising mist, the museum now behind them but its mystery clinging to them like smoke. In the mask, in the sigils, in the missing time, and most of all, in the oppressive silence that seemed to follow wherever they went.

No one spoke, but everything seemed to waited.
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Whole Lot of Questions
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The Salem Police Department stood as a silent sentinel over the community, its weathered brick facade bearing witness to decades of service. The men and women within its walls were ready to lay down their lives for their neighbors when duty called. As they approached the familiar building, both detectives felt that familiar surge of pride in their work, even as the weight of the morning's bizarre discoveries pressed heavily on their shoulders.

Irons parked the cruiser in his usual spot, and they extracted Drax from the backseat. The pup nuzzled both men's hands, tail wagging enthusiastically as he yawned and stretched after the ride.

"Come on, pal," Carter said, scratching behind the dog's ears. "Let's head inside and see if we can find your owner."

Drax barked twice and whined softly, as if understanding the gravity of their mission.

As they entered the building, the familiar bustle of the station provided a welcome contrast to the oppressive atmosphere of the museum. The desk sergeant, a veteran officer with kind eyes and graying temples, looked up from her paperwork and smiled at their approach. Her expression shifted to curiosity when she noticed their four-legged companion.

"Hey, Irons," Sergeant White called out. "What's the story with the dog?"

"Part of the case we're working," Carter replied, keeping his voice neutral. The fewer people who knew the bizarre details, the better.

"Really? That's unusual," she said, raising her eyebrows. "Oh, you might want to check in with the Chief when you get a chance. He's been asking about your museum case."

"Will do. Thanks, Sarge," Irons acknowledged as they continued through the corridor.

The station buzzed with its typical afternoon energy. Officers and detectives moved briskly through the halls, their footsteps echoing off the polished linoleum floors. They passed a conference room where a group of uniforms had gathered around a large whiteboard, discussing what appeared to be a drug bust operation. The familiar sounds of ringing phones, clicking keyboards, and muted conversations created a comforting backdrop of normalcy after the morning's unsettling events.

As they approached their shared office space, they spotted Detective Laura McRee already deep in concentration at her desk, studying crime scene photographs from what looked like a different case entirely. She glanced up as they entered, her sharp blue eyes immediately focusing on their unusual companion.

"Hey, McRee," Carter said, gesturing toward the dog. "Meet Drax."

McRee studied the pup with the same analytical intensity she brought to every case, then looked back at them with a questioning expression. "Let me guess....he's connected to whatever has you two looking like you've seen a ghost."

"We believe he might be a key witness in the case we're working," Irons said, his tone clipped and professional.

"A witness? Interesting." McRee leaned back in her chair. "Any idea who his owner is?"

"Not a clue," Irons replied gruffly. "No leads whatsoever on that front."

The three detectives settled into their workspace as Irons and Carter began recounting the morning's events. They described the gruesome murder scene at the Salem Witch Museum, the strange sigil branded into the victim's arm, the mysterious gaps in the security footage, and Drax's inexplicable appearance inside a locked building. McRee listened intently, occasionally jotting down notes and rubbing her chin thoughtfully as she processed the information.

Detective Laura McRee had earned her reputation through fifteen years of solid police work. Tough but fair, she commanded respect from colleagues and struck fear into criminals who underestimated her based on her petite frame and soft-spoken demeanor. When she'd first joined the force, male officers had initially doubted her capabilities, but she'd quickly proven herself more than capable of handling the department's most challenging cases. She specialized in solving complex investigations and wasn't afraid to take calculated risks when conventional methods failed.

McRee had seen her share of bizarre cases over the years, from occult symbols carved into victims, ritual murders that defied explanation, and crimes that seemed to blur the line between criminal behavior and something darker. But this case felt different. The combination of supernatural elements, missing time on security footage, and now a potential canine witness created a puzzle unlike anything in her experience.

When the two detectives finished their account, she spoke thoughtfully. "This is definitely unlike anything we've dealt with before. The ritualistic elements, the security footage anomalies, the dog's presence....it all suggests we're dealing with something more organized than a random murder."

She paused, studying Drax, who had settled comfortably near Carter's feet. "Has anything similar happened in Salem before? Any cases with comparable ritualistic elements?"

Irons and Carter exchanged glances before Carter shook his head. "Nothing even close to this level of... strangeness."

McRee snapped out of her contemplative state and focused on the next practical steps. "All right, let's approach this systematically. Where exactly did you find the dog?"

"That's part of the mystery," Carter sighed. "The security footage shows Drax bolting through the museum's front door around six AM, but we can't see where he came from or how he got there."

Irons paused, a thought occurring to him. "Is it possible our four-legged friend here might be microchipped?"

Carter straightened up. "I didn't even think to check that."

"Most pet owners chip their animals these days," McRee added. "I could take him to one of the veterinary clinics on my way back from lunch and have them scan for a chip."

"Worth investigating," Irons agreed. "Better to follow every lead than overlook potential evidence."

McRee glanced at her watch and frowned. "I can't believe it's already past two PM. Time flies when you're dealing with impossible cases."

Carter's stomach chose that moment to remind him they'd skipped breakfast in their rush to respond to the crime scene. "How about we grab lunch at Village Tavern? They're dog-friendly, so we can bring Drax along."

"Why there specifically?" Irons asked, though his own stomach was starting to protest their missed meals.

Carter smiled. "Like I said, they welcome dogs. Plus, their fish and chips are decent, and we can discuss the case while keeping an eye on our witness, here."

McRee gathered her files and stood. "I'll have to pass, unfortunately. I'm helping Missing Persons with a case that's heating up. But good luck with your investigation and let me know what you find."

After exchanging farewells with McRee, Irons and Carter headed out with Drax, who seemed eager for another adventure.

The Village Tavern had been a Salem institution since 1898, weathering changes in ownership, renovations, and shifting neighborhood demographics while maintaining its reputation for solid food and friendly service. Both detectives had frequented the establishment over the years and appreciated its no-nonsense approach to hospitality.

As they entered the restaurant, they were immediately struck by the warm, inviting atmosphere. The lunch crowd filled most tables, creating a pleasant buzz of conversation and laughter that felt wonderfully normal after the morning's eerie silence at the museum. The interior featured rich wood paneling and framed photographs of local landmarks from Salem's storied past, creating a cozy environment that felt authentically connected to the city's history.

In one corner, the tavern maintained a small, enclosed area specifically designed for dining patrons with pets. Irons and Carter led Drax to this section, pleased to discover another dog already occupying the space.... a friendly golden retriever whose owner nodded politely as they settled in.

They found seats at a nearby table where they could keep an eye on Drax while enjoying their meal. Carter immediately ordered a plate of loaded potato skins to share, while Irons opted for their signature fish and chips. As they waited for their food, they continued discussing the case, particularly their plan to have Drax scanned for a microchip after lunch.

"The timing bothers me most," Irons mused, breaking apart a dinner roll. "Why kill someone in the museum specifically? Why leave the dog? Why those particular sigils?"

Carter nodded thoughtfully. "And why make it so obvious that something supernatural was involved? Most criminals try to cover their tracks, not leave mystical calling cards."

Their waitress, a cheerful woman in her thirties with kind eyes, arrived with their appetizer and promised their main courses would follow shortly. Irons couldn't help but notice how Drax perked up at the smell of food, reminding him that the poor dog probably hadn't eaten since the previous evening.

When their entrees arrived, Irons carefully cut off a small piece of fish and offered it to Drax, who accepted the treat gratefully and settled down to chew contentedly. The simple act of feeding the dog somehow made the bizarre events of the morning feel more manageable, grounding them in the ordinary rhythms of daily life.

As they ate and discussed their next steps, a middle-aged man at a nearby table kept glancing in their direction. Finally, he stood and approached their table with an apologetic expression.

"Excuse me, I hate to interrupt your meal," he said hesitantly, "but that dog you have there, looks exactly like my neighbor Abigail's pup."

Both detectives immediately focused their attention on the stranger, their investigative instincts kicking into high gear.

"That's exactly what we're trying to figure out," Irons replied carefully. "This dog was found at a crime scene and may be connected to our investigation."

"Do you happen to know your neighbor's dog's name?" Carter added, pulling out his notebook.

"Oh yes," the man replied with growing confidence. "His name is Drax. Very sweet, well-trained dog. Abigail's had him for years."

Irons and Carter exchanged meaningful glances. The coincidence was too perfect to ignore.

"And your neighbor's full name would be?" Irons prompted, pen poised over his notepad.

"Abigail Crane," the man replied without hesitation. "She's been my neighbor for about sixteen years now. Lovely woman, keeps to herself mostly." He reached for his phone and scrolled through his photos. "Here, I took this picture of them last Halloween."

The image showed a woman in her thirties with warm, hazel eyes and a gentle smile, standing beside an unmistakably familiar black and white American Bully. Drax looked slightly younger in the photo but was clearly the same dog now sitting contentedly at their feet.

Irons carefully noted down all the information, including Abigail's address, which the helpful neighbor readily provided.

"We might have just caught our first real break," Carter whispered to his partner.

Irons finished writing and looked up with renewed determination. "Let's not waste any more time. We need to get to Abigail Crane's house immediately. This might be the lead we've been looking for, but we should be prepared for anything."

As they prepared to leave the tavern, both detectives felt the weight of anticipation. After a morning filled with inexplicable events and dead ends, they finally had a concrete lead to follow. But given the supernatural elements surrounding the case, they couldn't shake the feeling that finding Drax's owner might raise more questions than it answered.
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The unmarked sedan rolled to a stop outside the modest two-story home, its engine ticking softly in the late afternoon silence. Detective Irons killed the ignition and glanced at the address scrawled on his notepad, double-checking against the brass numbers mounted beside the front door. The house sat quietly among its neighbors, ordinary in every way except for the growing sense of unease that settled over both detectives.

In the backseat, Drax suddenly came alive. The American Bully's ears perked forward, his muscular body tensing as he pressed his nose against the window. A low whine escaped his throat, quickly escalating into excited barks that filled the car with urgent energy. His tail wagged furiously, beating against the seat as he recognized home.

"Well, that settles it," Carter observed, watching the dog's animated response. "He definitely knows this place."

Irons nodded grimly as he opened his door. "Let's see what we can find out."

The moment Carter opened the rear door, Drax bolted from the vehicle like a shot. The dog raced across the small front yard, his paws skidding slightly on the concrete walkway as he reached the front door. He immediately began whining and scratching at the painted surface, his claws leaving thin marks as he pawed desperately at the barrier separating him from whatever lay beyond.

The detectives approached more cautiously, their trained eyes scanning the property for signs of disturbance. The house appeared peaceful. A typical suburban dwelling with well-maintained landscaping and drawn curtains that revealed nothing of the interior. But the complete stillness bothered them both.

"Abigail Crane?" Irons called out, his voice carrying across the quiet street. "Salem Police. We need to speak with you."

His words hung in the air, met only by Drax's continued whining and the distant hum of traffic. No footsteps approached from within; no lights flickered behind the curtained windows. The silence stretched uncomfortably.

Carter moved closer to his partner, lowering his voice. "I don't like this. It's too quiet. If she's home, why isn't she answering?"

Irons felt the familiar prickle of unease crawling up his spine. In twenty years on the force, he'd learned to trust his instincts, and right now they were screaming that something was wrong.

"Drax, stay," Irons commanded firmly, pointing at the ground near the front door. The dog looked up with pleading eyes but obeyed, settled into a reluctant sit while keeping his gaze fixed on the door.

"Let's check around back," Irons said, already moving toward the side of the house.

They made their way carefully along the narrow pathway, both men automatically falling into the cautious advance they'd perfected through years of partnership. The backyard was larger than expected, with a decent-sized lawn bordered by a wooden fence. In one corner stood a weathered storage shed, and near the back door was a small, enclosed pet run.... perfect for exercising a dog.

As they approached the pet area, Drax appeared behind them despite the order to stay, his entire body tense with anticipation.

"The gate's latched," Carter noted, examining the simple closure. "If she took him for a walk, why secure the run?"

A faint rustling sound emanated from the storage shed, barely audible but definitely present. Carter raised his hand, signaling for Irons to hold back while he investigated. Drawing his weapon, he approached the structure with measured steps.

The shed door hung slightly ajar, revealing only darkness within. Carter positioned himself to one side of the opening and slowly pulled the door wider.

What they found inside was unexpected.

A woman stood among the cluttered contents of the shed, her back to the door as she rummaged through boxes with obvious frustration. She was muttering to herself, her voice carrying clear exasperation.

"Where does she keep anything in this mess?" the woman exclaimed, throwing her hands up as she surveyed the chaos around her.

Carter holstered his weapon. "Ma'am, please step out slowly. We're police officers."

The woman turned toward them, revealing middle-aged features that suggested a family resemblance to the photo they'd seen. Rather than seeming alarmed by the presence of two officers, she appeared relieved.

"Thank goodness," she said, stepping out of the shed and brushing dust from her hands. "I was starting to worry that something terrible had happened."

At that moment, Drax came bounding into the backyard. The dog's entire demeanor changed when he saw her.... his tail wagged with genuine joy as he rushed toward her, his earlier anxiety replaced by pure happiness.

"Drax!" she exclaimed, dropping to her knees to embrace the excited dog. Her voice carried genuine affection, and it was clear this was a reunion between old friends.

After accepting Drax's enthusiastic greeting, she turned back to the detectives. "I'm Elizabeth Crane, Abigail's older sister. Have you seen her? I've been looking everywhere."

Irons felt his stomach tighten. "We're actually trying to find her ourselves. That's why we're here. When did you last see your sister?"

Elizabeth's face clouded with concern. "She texted me yesterday asking if I wanted to have lunch today. We were supposed to meet downtown at that little café on Federal Street, but she never showed up. I've been trying to reach her all afternoon."

"And you haven't heard from her since that text?" Carter asked, pulling out his notepad.

"Nothing. When she didn't show up for lunch, I thought maybe something had come up. But it's not like Abigail to just disappear without saying anything. That's when I noticed Drax wasn't here either, and I figured maybe she'd taken him for an extended walk."

Irons exchanged a meaningful look with Carter. The timeline was becoming clearer, and none of it was good news.

"Elizabeth, did your sister sound different in any way in her text? Anything unusual about her message?"

"No, just her usual self," Elizabeth replied after consideration. "Nothing strange at all. Just asking if I wanted to grab lunch and catch up."

She explained that she was four years older than Abigail and had always been protective of her younger sister. When she'd arrived at the house earlier and found it empty, the absence of Drax's usual barking had struck her as odd.

"I have a spare key," Elizabeth continued, "so I let myself in to wait. When they still weren't back by mid-afternoon, I started getting really worried. That's when I decided to look for the spare key to lock up properly, Abigail always hides it somewhere in that shed."

"Would you mind if we take a look inside the house?" Irons asked.

"Of course. I think you should."

Elizabeth produced a key from her pocket, and they made their way to the front door. The key turned smoothly, and the door swung open to reveal a house that was eerily quiet, frozen in a moment of ordinary life suddenly interrupted.

Everything appeared to be in its proper place....no signs of struggle, no overturned furniture, no indication that anything violent had occurred. But that very normalcy was somehow more unsettling than obvious signs of disturbance would have been.

The detectives moved methodically through the house, checking each room with practiced thoroughness. In the kitchen, they found their first anomaly: a coffee pot sat on the counter, its contents long since gone cold. The coffee had clearly been brewed hours ago.

"Someone who planned to leave for any length of time would turn off the coffee maker," Irons observed. "This looks like someone who expected to be right back."

They completed their search but found nothing else obviously out of place. Whatever had happened to Abigail, it had left few traces behind.

As they prepared to leave, Carter turned to Elizabeth. "Would you be willing to take care of Drax while we investigate? He'd be better off with family."

"Of course. I'll stay here until she's found. I work from home anyway, so it's not a problem."

As they walked back toward the yard, Elizabeth suddenly stopped, her face pale.

"What's wrong?" Carter asked immediately.

Elizabeth pointed toward the base of a large oak tree near the property line. "That wasn't there when I arrived."

Partially hidden among the fallen leaves was a small piece of carved wood. Irons picked it up and felt his blood run cold. Etched into the oak was the same sigil they'd found at the museum....carved with precise, deliberate strokes.

The two detectives looked at each other with expressions of alarm. What had started as a routine follow-up on a found dog was clearly connected to something much more sinister.
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