
  
    [image: The Man And The Dog]
  


  
    
      THE MAN AND THE DOG

    

    
      
        TALOA DOUGLAS ROSS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Vestige &amp; Veil - Taloa House Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Taloa Douglas Ross

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      Vestige & Veil — Taloa House Publishing

    

  


  
    
      For those who continue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Road Holds

      

      
        2. Water Found

      

      
        3. Structure Entered

      

      
        4. The Dog Refuses

      

      
        5. Another Presence

      

      
        6. Weather Shifts

      

      
        7. Distance Accumulates

      

      
        8. The Dog Knows First

      

      
        9. They Stop

      

    

    
      
        Untitled

      

      
        Continue the Threshold Trilogy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE ROAD HOLDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The dog moves along the right shoulder.

      The man follows.

      The distance between them is not fixed. It shortens where the road narrows and widens where it opens. The dog does not signal the change. The man adjusts without deciding to.

      The road is two lanes. Cracked. The long work of freeze and thaw has opened it in places where water once held and then left. At the edges the asphalt breaks into gravel. The gravel gives way to a verge of pale grass that has not been cut. Beyond that, a field that does not declare itself.

      On the right side, where they walk, the embankment falls into a shallow ditch. The ditch is dry. Its floor is clay, packed and striated by water that moved through it before and then stopped. The clay has pulled away from the walls in thin flakes.

      The dog’s feet strike without sound.

      The man hears his own. The scuff. The set. He no longer attends to it except when it is absent, which it is not.

      The sky is overcast. Light without shadow. The road ahead bends and rises and falls beyond what can be seen. The dog walks toward it without adjustment.

      The man carries a pack. The weight is not discomfort. It is presence.

      They pass a mile marker. The number is legible. The man reads it and does not retain it. The dog does not look.

      The road holds.

      They continue.

      —

      Mid-morning or something like it.

      The dog leaves the shoulder and moves into the ditch. It follows the clay line for a short distance, nose lowered, then climbs out and resumes its position. The man does not break pace.

      Utility poles run along the left. The wires sag between them in long arcs. Some insulators are broken. The line remains.

      The dog stops.

      The man stops three seconds later.

      The dog stands. Weight even. Head slightly raised. It attends forward into the bend.

      The man looks. Sees the road. Sees nothing in it.

      They stand.

      The dog resumes.

      The man resumes.

      —

      The grade begins before it is seen. The man feels it in his calves. The dog does not alter pace.

      They crest.

      Ahead, the road drops in a long straight decline. At the bottom, distant, a low structure. Indistinct.

      The dog descends.

      The man follows.
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      The dog leaves the road without signal.

      It turns where the embankment has softened and crosses into the field. The man follows.

      The ground gives underfoot. Grass brushes the dog’s belly. The man’s boots compress it and it does not fully return.

      They move toward a line of willows that mark the presence of water before it is seen.

      At the willows, the dog pushes through. The man turns sideways to follow, the branches catching at the pack.

      The watercourse is narrow. Dark. Moving slowly enough that the movement must be read in small disturbances at the surface.

      The dog stands at the edge.

      It does not drink.

      The man stands beside it.

      They look at the water.

      The dog’s stillness is not hesitation. It is assessment.

      The dog drinks.

      The man kneels. Fills a cup. Drinks. Again. Again.

      The water is cold. Metallic. Leafed.

      The dog stops. Lifts its head. Attends upstream.

      The man looks. Sees nothing beyond the turn of the stream.

      The dog releases the attention and climbs the bank.

      The man fills his bottle. Packs it. Climbs.

      The dog is waiting in the willows.

      —

      They return to the road.

      Hands cold, the man presses them into his jacket until warmth returns.

      A farmstead appears ahead. Low house. Outbuilding. No movement. No vehicle.

      They pass the drive without slowing.

      —

      On a bridge, the man stops.

      The dog crosses.

      The man looks at the water below. Watches the current where it is confined. Looks upstream. Downstream.

      He walks on.

      The dog is waiting at the far side.

      As the man passes, the dog turns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            STRUCTURE ENTERED

          

        

      

    

    
      The station sits close to the road.

      Pump islands remain. The pumps are gone. Oil has entered the concrete in a way that will not leave.

      The canopy holds in parts. Panels are missing. Sky shows through.

      The bay is open.

      The dog enters.

      The man follows.

      Inside, the light is reduced but unchanged. The floor is cracked. One long fracture runs across it, filled with dirt and roots.

      A bench along the wall. One wrench left on it.

      The dog moves the perimeter. Nose along the base of the wall. Methodical. No urgency.

      The man looks at the wrench. Does not touch it.

      Looks at the crack. The stain. The ceiling. The empty nest.

      The door to the office is open partway.

      He does not enter.

      —

      The dog lies near the entrance. Chin on paws. Eyes open.

      The man sits. Eats. Does not look at the food after the first moment.

      He slides a container to the dog.

      The dog eats. Once. Completely. Without ceremony.

      They rest.

      A truck passes. The sound enters, peaks, leaves.

      The dog’s ears lift once. Then settle.

      —

      When the man opens his eyes, the light has shifted.

      The dog is standing at the entrance.

      That is enough.

      The man rises. Packs.

      Looks once more at the wrench. Not for use. For presence.

      They leave.

      The road holds.
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      The road continues without distinction.

      The dog stops.

      Not as before.

      Weight back. Slight lowering of the hindquarters. A posture that is not forward.

      The man stops behind it.

      The road is clear.

      Stone wall to the left. Collapsed in places. Woodlot beyond.

      Nothing visible.

      The dog does not move.

      The man waits.

      Time passes without measure.

      The man feels something that is not his. Borrowed from the dog’s body.

      He does not name it.

      —

      The dog’s posture changes.

      Small. Shoulders forward. Weight balanced.

      It walks.

      The man walks.

      They pass the wall.

      Nothing in the trees.

      Whatever was there, they have passed.

      —

      Later, another pause.

      Shorter.

      Ears angled. Listening to something outside the man’s range.

      Then forward again.

      The man does not question it.

      The arrangement holds.

      They walk until light leaves.
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      They sleep off the road.

      The dog lies against the man.

      No invitation.

      It is the correct position.

      —

      Morning.

      Cold held in the joints, then worked out.

      They walk.

      —

      The fire is cold.

      Ash intact. No rain.

      The dog is already there.

      The man reads from the edge.

      Fire ring. Bedding ground. Tin can. Clean.

      Competence.

      The dog tracks the scent outward. Then back to the road.

      Whoever was here has gone the opposite direction.

      The man does not enter.

      He turns back.

      —

      They walk.

      The knowledge remains: someone existed here, recently.

      That is sufficient.

      —

      Later.

      Tire tracks.

      Fresh enough.

      Disturbed verge. Turned earth.

      A reflective strip.

      The man looks.

      —

      A jacket.

      Not worn. Not discarded without thought. Placed.

      Sleeves separated. Pocket turned out.

      The man stops.

      Three seconds.

      The dog continues.

      The man looks.

      Does not touch.

      Walks on.

      The distance between them closes again.

      —

      No one appears.
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