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      Bones knew whenever he was in the back of the van with Man it meant Bones would have to leave him for awhile. Despite his training this still made Bones sad. He knew it would be temporary and upon a successful outing (they’ve all been successful so far) he would return to the glorious arms of Man. Man would call him a good boy and the plastic smelling toy with the sweet and savory treats inside would be his reward.

      Bones grew from the love and warm energy from Man. If Bones could imagine higher concepts like metaphor he might see the love and warm energy like water poured on a potted plant. It was what made him grow, it made him alive, it made the fiber of Bones’ being electric.

      In the van with smells of old earth, soil, and dust; and the smell of Man—salty,  bitter compost, and an underlying, delicate sweetness. The van walls were tight around Bones and Man creating loud, echoing sounds. Bone’s nails tap-tap-tapped against the ribbed floor surface. It felt cold and made of metal.

      Man had attached the collar around Bones’ neck, an essential companion on every mission. The collar, however, made Bones nervous. He didn’t understand it. He did know it shocked him sometimes. And he knew it was the way back to Man.

      Man sat on the floor which was another trigger signal that Bones must leave and leave very soon.

      Man waved the scarf in the air, the tail of it drawing shapes above Bone’s head. He’d been showing the scarf to Bones for days (another trigger signal Bones must leave), saying, “Know that target. Know the target real good.”

      Bones was educated and recognized two hundred and forty words.

      “Here it is, Bones. Get it! Get it!”

      Bones snapped his jaws and snagged the scarf in his mouth. Before the other end of the scar dropped towards the floor, Bones was already categorizing and separating all scents and tastes. It didn’t matter that Bones had done this repeatedly for days. Identifying the smells strengthened his success at finding the target.

      The scarf was wool and he didn’t care for the feel of it inside his mouth, but he held onto it anyway, because that’s what Bones did. The scarf felt odd on his tongue, and his taste receptors picked up the identity markers like chlorine and chamomile, although Bones didn’t know the names of these things. His mind did, however. His mind had slots for the markers and those slots could be moved around to paint a picture of the person.

      He smelled the target’s sweat, which smelled like spinach and red wine. The target smelled healthy with no tinge of mortal disease. Her skin was in the scarf, flakes of it, and the smell of her was dusty like an old book.

      In seconds, Bones knew the person who owned the scarf. Human. Female. She wasn’t young, but an older adult.

      Bones had the target in his scope.

      When Bones was finished he held the scarf in his jaws and presented it back to Man. The smelling of Man was instantaneous and Dog separated the smells, not only because it was in his nature, but because Dog knew he would miss Man while he was gone. He wanted to smell Man for as long and as thorough as he could.

      Man had the usual smells, but this time Bones also smelled gun oil, smoke, and soap. Man smelled like an older adult much like the target. Same age, not the vanilla smell of youth like puppies in a litter.

      “Get her, Bones, Get her!”

      Bones whined and trembled from snout to tail. The whine had never fully gone away through his training. Whenever he pursued a target, he knew he’d be leaving his handler, and a whine escaped. That didn’t matter. Because Bones pursued the target regardless.

      While there was always a reluctant part of him that didn’t want to go, he still charged for the back doors of the van, stood on his hind legs with his paws on the door. He lifted one paw then the other, his nails clicking on the widow frame.

      “Liquidate,” Man said and he touched the back of Bones’ neck. He opened the door and the world sucked Bones out of the van.

      It was that code word. It unlocked tumblers in his mind and he became a focused dog on a singular mission. Finding the target that smelled like the scarf. That code word sharpened his focus. Bones didn’t know why. He only knew that it did. The world was fuller, the scents thicker, and he had to separate them and find the trail to the target. Once he dispensed the target, he could be with Man again.

      Bones ran into the world, which was a bright street with green lawns and drooping leaf trees. There was the smell of freshly cut grass and machinery filled the air and coming from all directions. The noises resembled machinery he had heard in neighborhoods before, like the machine that cut the grass, but this machinery was away in the distance. His paws trampled through damp grass and bounded onto the sidewalk where the pavement was hot on his paw pads.

      His target was nearby because on previous targets when he left the van, the scents were there for him find. He just had to sort through them.

      Like a thread, he found the chamomile smell, and that smell led to wine smell, and Bones was running down the sidewalk. He ran ten feet before his nose noted the marked scents were decreasing instead of increasing, so he turned around. Running the other direction the marked scents increased and he came upon a home with raised lawn with a low wall running along the sidewalk.

      A huge tree stood on the front lawn with limbs that looked like they were holding up the sky. The tree smelled wonderful with moss and squirrels and birds. He could hear birds calling up in the tree. But these were only momentary distractions as he bolted up the walk that had a slight incline to the front door.

      At the door he could smell the marked scent of chlorine. He searched deeper, finding the other scent markers just beyond the front door.

      The front door was up two short steps and a landing. There was a mat at the front door that smelled like old mud and musty leaves.

      Bones pawed at the door, his nails scratching at wood. He smelled the acrylic paint smell.

      Bones’ training had led him to behave in certain ways and react on certain cues. In this situation, when he was within reach of the target, as in right behind this door, he let out a plaintive whine. When there was no answer, he barked, gently, not aggressively, but urgently.

      The training Bones had gone through taught him his aimed behaviors brought out specific human behaviors. And if Bones was going to make it back to Man, he needed to get the target.

      The training Bones had received was long and torturous. He had been in a warehouse that smelled like human urine with dozens of other dogs. They were all smart dogs, just like Bones. They learned commands, recognized certain human words and many phrases. Human companionship was only given upon successful target neutralizing. Bones had graduated, but not in the top of his class. He was in the top twelve, however. And he had gone on seven successful target runs since the training and performed well on every one.

      Now the door opened and the full smell of the Target hit Bones. The same scents from the scarf intensified like staring at the sunset. For a moment Bones was blinded, his olfactory ceased functioning for one second.

      Target: female, older adult. She had a long neck and hair tied up, and a startled look on her face. Yet there was a trace of smile, which caused vibrations to flow through Bones until his tail began to wag.

      Bones whined and lowered himself on his two front legs.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked. The Target looked around, at the yard, down both ends of the street.

      The scents from the scarf were there on the Target, but there was another underlying scent, for whatever reason, that hadn’t been part of the scarf. Now, with the Target before Bones, another scent part of the Target sent his mind reeling.

      Because he’d met this person before. With the new scent and the face of the Target, Bones was remembering her.

      “Who would leave a beautiful, handsome dog like you alone for a second,” she said.

      Her voice sounded like the birds in trees.

      When she bent down, Bones snuggled into her, filling his nose with her scent.

      The memory: He was cupped inside her hands as she lifted him, curled up in a ball, to her face. The wine smell, the chamomile, all the scents from the scarf were there. As well as a deeper scent—a smell much like the scent of an orange.  He remembered spending what had seemed like eternity with her, although he didn’t think the world had gone dark during that time. He remembered he bonded with her and she played tug of war with him and his rawhide bone.

      Bones howled in finding her again and she scratched his ears and put her nose to his.

      “Let’s find your home,” she said. “Do you have a chip?”

      These words meant nothing to Bones. The part of his mind that had been conditioned to training beckoned his attention. This Target was different from the others. This Target triggered memories from when he was a puppy. He had a fondness for this Target, a crush that had developed long ago in a different lifetime.

      The training had pointed him in a singular direction: bond with the target, and then kill them.

      Bones couldn’t see things clearly in the moment with the Target on her doorstep. He would have to kill her. Yet he loved her and wanted to continue expressing that affection through giving companionship that came so easily to him. He wanted to wag his tail around her, he wanted to snuggle, he wanted to lick her skin, he wanted to be pack with her.

      Yet he knew he wanted to see Man again and he couldn’t see Man again until he killed the Target. However, Bones didn’t know if that would be the true outcome—never seeing Man again—because he hadn’t failed on a mission.

      “You have a collar,” she said, running her hand along his neck, “but no tags.”

      Bones smelled Man’s scent coming from the collar and on most missions he found comfort knowing the scent was there.

      The collar was also a tool to do his job. It was the part that did the killing whenever Bones made the final move, which involved getting close to the target and gaining their trust. Betrayal was something Bones couldn’t comprehend yet he had enacted this behavior on seven other occasions. The training had become so engrained he’d never questioned it. He only knew to see Man again he needed to follow through.

      Because of the training, because after numerous successful missions, Bones knew how this ended. In this house with this woman who smelled like chamomile and wine, Bones knew how it would go.

      Target ushered him inside and he gladly followed along. Once the door closed, the outside machinery was muffled. The house was cool and Target’s voice echoed off the walls as she cooed at him and said things.

      “Are you a hungry boy?” she asked. “I got just the thing for you.”

      He followed her into the kitchen, smelling yeast and
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