
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Sleeping Dogs
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Alice doesn’t think she’s ready to start dating again. Or even to make new friends in the village where she’s come to live with her sister’s family. Will a rainy autumn day and an encounter with a mysterious black dog, a beautiful woman, and a fox cub change her mind?
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A 10 500-word Halloween short story in the Celtic Myths Collection. With dogs, bats, a camper van with a woodburning stove, and a fox cub.
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​Prologue
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“It looks like there’s another storm coming in,” Alice said into her Bluetooth headset.

There was a crackle before Paula replied. “Yeah,” she said. “You’re breaking up a bit. How far away are you?”

“About fifteen minutes, by the satnav,” she said. “It’s getting really narrow, though.”

“She said it was down a track into the forest. Okay to get the wagon down, but unpaved.” Her voice was faint in Alice’s ear.

Alice made a harrumphing noise. If she had a pound for each call-out she’d had where the customer had said it would be fine to get the breakdown truck in...

Paula laughed. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “The kids will be back in a minute.” She juggled the office side of things at the garage around Alice’s niece and nephews.

“See you later, love,” she said, ending the call. It was starting to rain. Big, fat drops that heralded a downpour to come. The sky had become leaden again in the time she was talking to Paula. It had been an autumn of sudden, heavy rainfall that had caused all sorts of problems with infrastructure.

She peered through the windscreen and then back at her map app. There was a T-junction. Which way? Her phone had helpfully lost signal. Bloody hellfire. Probably the storm. She thought it was to the right, up the steep road that she thought went around the side of the hill and into the trees that way, rather than the lower one that curled around and down into the wooded valley. She hadn’t quite got the lay of the Quantock Hills area yet—the lanes were similar enough to drive to the Welsh countryside she was used to, but she still got sent places she didn’t know existed. That hadn’t happened to her for quite few years at home. She flicked on her indicator and began to pull away.

As she moved up into second gear, the sky was split with a huge bolt of lightning that made her jump. Jesus! Where had that come from?

The heavens opened properly and the rain began to thrum on the roof of the cab.

She sighed and slowed nearly to a stop again. She couldn’t even see to the next corner in the lane. She inched forward cautiously.

More lightning flashed, sheets across the sky this time. That was better. Pretty, less likely to set someone’s house on fire. She took her foot off the accelerator and leaned her arms on the steering wheel, gazing through the windscreen at the pelting rain. It was quite nice, just sat here, the sound of the rain almost white noise, blocking out thought as she drifted. The holidaymakers out hiking and camping wouldn’t be happy.

That was when she saw the lights up ahead, glimmering through the downpour. Idiot. Reversing round a blind bend in this visibility. As they got closer, though, she saw it wasn’t tail lights. Set too close together. What the ever-loving fuck was it? She peered some more.

Out of the rain loomed a dog. A huge, black dog.

The red lights were its eyes.

Bloody hellfire.

She rolled that thought right back. Not hellfire. No hellfire here. None at all.

As it got closer, it got bigger. It was the size of a small pony. A small pony with glowing red eyes. It came right up to her front bumper and stopped, just standing there in the road.

She hastily jammed the wagon into reverse and moved backwards away from it, keeping the steering wheel locked hard so she shot back round the corner into the lane she’d come out of on the other side of the junction.

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. She looked over her shoulder. There wasn’t anywhere she could turn the wagon; the lane was too narrow. She glanced back at it. It had stopped moving.

It wasn’t following her. It was standing in the junction and looking at her, quite peacefully.

She eased her foot off the accelerator and the wagon slowed to a halt.

The dog settled down in the road as if it was going to have a nap, crossed its paws and laid its muzzle on them. It was still watching her.

She swallowed.

The rain was easing off. There was a final huge crack of lightning that illuminated everything in stark black and white and then the downpour stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

The dog got up, stretched luxuriously, turned around, and walked back the way it had come.

Alice rubbed her hands over her face. She wasn’t going that way, that was for sure. She jammed the low loader into gear and turned left, downhill, away from the weirdness. Her maps app made a noise as it reconnected to the world. That was good. She glanced at it. She was going in the right direction after all.

Her banal actions were taking place over an internal litany of fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck what the hell was that?

A field gateway came up on the right and she nosed the breakdown truck into it off the lane, put it in neutral, and turned off the engine. She was shaking and her knuckles were white where she gripped the wheel. There was no sign of rain here, at all. The sky was blue, unclouded, the storm clouds rolling on their sulky way up the valley.

She poked at her phone and listened to it ringing out in the office. Oh. Yeah. The kids would be home from school. Paula would be getting their tea. She ended the call before her sister could pick up and shout at her.

After a few minutes the shaking stopped and her breathing returned to normal. She kept looking in the rear-view mirror, but there was no sign of anything at all coming down the road, human, vehicle, animal, or supernatural entity accompanied by its own rainstorm.
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