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The dog was pacing at the bridge.

Alex Kane saw it as he came around the curve, a black and white shape moving back and forth at the edge of the road where the concrete span began. Medium-sized, some kind of border collie mix, with a red collar bright against its dark fur. The late afternoon sun caught the collar like a warning flare.

As he approached, the dog stopped pacing and turned to face him. Their eyes met through the windshield, and for a moment time seemed to stretch, the way it did sometimes when something was trying to get his attention.

He didn't slow down.

In the rearview mirror, the dog started barking. He could see it even if he couldn't hear it through the glass and the road noise, that urgent full-body bark that dogs do when something is desperately wrong. It watched him go, still barking, until the curve took it out of sight.

Alex kept driving, trying to convince himself that the dog wasn’t his problem. That itchy feeling in the back of his brain told him that somehow it would be.



The rest stop was thirty miles down the road, a concrete island in a sea of pine trees. Alex pulled in to use the bathroom, stretch his legs, shake off the weird feeling the dog had left him with.

He used the restroom, splashed water on his face, avoided looking too long at his reflection. Coming back out into the afternoon sun, he walked toward the van, yawning, stretching his arms over his head, eyes closing for just a moment.

- BARK-

His eyes snapped open.

The dog was standing between him and the van. Same red collar. Same black and white coat. Same eyes, watching him intently. It wanted something.

Alex's blood went cold. No dog outruns a vehicle for thirty miles. Not possible. Not for a living dog, anyway.

He studied it more carefully now. It looked solid enough, fur ruffling slightly in the breeze. But there was something off about it. The way the afternoon light didn't quite catch its coat right. The way it was utterly still except for those eyes tracking his every movement.

Alex knew what this meant. Something wanted his attention. He'd learned the hard way that things attached themselves to him, drawn by whatever was wrong with him, whatever door had been left open inside his head. Strays, spirits, broken things looking for a lighthouse in the dark.

He was too tired to be anyone’s lighthouse today. He was barely keeping himself afloat.

The dog barked again. Sharp. Demanding.

"No," Alex said out loud. "Whatever you want, no." He was tired, tired of getting dragged into other people’s problems. He had enough of his own. 

He edged around it, giving the animal a wide berth, and got in the van. Locked the doors. Started the engine. He pulled out fast, the van groaning at the attempt to accelerate. Things in the back shifted, rattled. 

In the rearview mirror, the dog sat there watching him go. It didn't bark this time.

It just watched.



An hour later, Alex sat at the counter of a small-town diner, working his way through a burger that was better than it had any right to be for a mass produced frozen patty on a discount bun. The coffee was burnt but hot, and that was enough. He'd learned to lower his expectations somewhere around month six of living in the van.

A television mounted in the corner played local news, volume low, just background noise mixing with the clink of silverware and murmur of conversation. Alex wasn't really listening until certain words cut through:

"...the search continues for a family of three missing since Tuesday."

He looked up. The anchor was a blonde woman with practiced concern in her eyes. Behind her, a photo appeared: a gray Honda Accord, the kind of anonymous sedan you saw a hundred times a day without noticing.

"The Henderson family was traveling to visit relatives and hasn't been heard from since leaving early Tuesday morning. Their vehicle was last spotted at a gas station on Highway 26. Authorities are asking anyone with information to contact..."

Alex watched for a moment. Four days. A long time to be missing out here, where the roads wound through miles of nothing and the trees swallowed everything. Probably not a happy ending waiting at the end of that story.

He felt the distant pang of sympathy you feel for strangers in bad situations, the kind that fades as soon as you look away. Not his problem. He had enough problems.

He went back to his burger.

When he finished, he paid at the register and walked outside into the early evening air. The sun was getting low, painting everything gold and orange.

The dog was sitting on the sidewalk.

It barked once when it saw him.

Alex stopped. Stared.

Three times now. Three times in two hours. Whatever this thing wanted, it wasn't giving up.

"Enough with the barking," he said quietly.

The dog's tail wagged. Once. Twice.

"So you want my attention. You've got it. Now what?"

A woman walked past, giving him a sidelong look, the kind reserved for people who talk to themselves on street corners.

"What?" Alex said to her, voice flat. "Never seen a guy talk to a ghost dog on the sidewalk before?"

She hurried away, purse clutched tight against her side. The dog didn't react. Just kept watching him with those patient, desperate eyes.

Alex sighed. He looked at the dog. The dog looked at him.

"Fine," he said. "You win."

He walked to the van, opened the passenger door.

"Get in. Show me what you want."

The dog bounded up onto the seat, turned around once, and sat. Then it barked at him through the open driver's door, urgent, insistent.

Alex climbed in, started the engine. Pulled to the road.

"Which way?"

The dog looked left, back the way Alex had originally come from. Barked.

"Of course. Backtracking. My favorite."



They drove.

The dog seemed calmer now that they were moving in the right direction. It curled up on the passenger seat after a while, occasionally lifting its head to look around, then settling back down. Just a dog on a car ride, if you didn't think too hard about how it had appeared thirty miles from where he'd first seen it.

"You know where we're going?" Alex asked.

The dog lifted its head. Barked once. Definitive. Confident.

Yes.

Whatever this dog wanted, it wanted it bad enough to follow him for a couple of hours. That was dedication. That was purpose. Alex mused at this for a bit, a touch jealous of the dog, it having a clear purpose in life, or death, that he lacked. 

He tried a few exits as they went. "This one?"

The dog whined. Unhappy. Wrong answer.

"Just keep going?"

The dog's head came up, tail thumping against the worn upholstery. Bark.

"Okay then."

The sun dropped toward the horizon. Shadows lengthened across the highway. The gas gauge crept lower, and Alex thought about pulling off to fill up, but the dog whined every time he even glanced at an exit sign.

"You're the boss," he muttered. "For now."

He thought about what he was doing. Following a ghost with no idea where it led or why. This was his life now. Visions that hit him like freight trains. Voices that whispered from empty rooms. Spirits that wouldn't leave him alone until he did whatever it was they needed done.

And now a dog that was either leading him somewhere important or playing the longest fetch game in history.

The dog got more alert as they drove, head up, watching the road. They'd been driving for over an hour now, retracing his whole afternoon, the miles unwinding in reverse.

Then the dog started barking.

Not the single sharp bark it had been using. This was excited, urgent, frantic. It was standing on the seat now, front paws on the dashboard, whole body quivering.

"I see it, I see it. Calm down."

The bridge. The same bridge where he'd first seen the dog pacing at the edge of the road. Hours ago. A lifetime ago.

And suddenly the pieces clicked together in his head.

The bridge. The pacing. The desperate barking as he drove past, trying to get someone to stop. A family missing for four days on this same highway. A gray Honda Accord that no one could find.

Alex's hands tightened on the wheel.

"Ah, shit..." His voice trailed off as he pulled onto the shoulder at the end of the bridge, gravel crunching under the tires. He killed the engine, heart hammering with the sudden weight of what the dog wanted. What it had been trying to tell him all along.

The dog didn't wait for him to open the door. It was just... outside. One moment on the seat beside him, the next standing on the road, running toward the gap between the bridge abutment and the embankment that dropped down to the river below.

It stopped at the edge and barked down into the growing dark.

Alex grabbed his flashlight from behind the seat, the good one he kept charged for emergencies. He made his way to where the dog was barking and looked down.

The brush had been disturbed. Broken branches, torn grass, a raw scar in the hillside where something heavy had gone through. No skid marks on the road above, no sign from up here that anything had happened. A driver falling asleep, drifting off the road, slipping through the gap without ever touching the brakes.

The dog stayed at the top, barking down at him. He got the message “There. Go. Please.”

Alex started down alone, half-sliding on the loose dirt, grabbing at roots and rocks to slow his descent. The slope was treacherous in the fading light, the ground giving way under his boots.

Halfway down, his flashlight caught something reflective. Glass. Metal.

A gray sedan, nose-down in the river shallows. Driver's side submerged, passenger side canted up at an angle. The front end was crumpled around a boulder.

Gray Honda Accord.

Alex splashed into the cold water, heart hammering against his ribs. He shined the light through the rear window.

Two adults in
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