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Charles Jones opened the heavy metal door and stepped inside the lab. The smell of bleach irritated his nose just as the sound of several barking dogs overwhelmed his ears. He hated coming to the lab, but after avoiding it for months, he felt he needed to check on his investment. He walked past rows of cages stacked three high on both sides. Each housed a single animal. There were rats, rabbits, guinea pigs, and various other mammals. There were no birds, reptiles, or amphibians, just mammals. He then came upon at least a dozen large pens occupied by dogs. There were German Shepherds, Labradors, and Dobermans. Each door had a nameplate with the name of a Greek god or goddess printed on it. As he passed, the remaining dogs started barking.

Dr. Kevin Miller and his grad student assistant, Jenny Smith, were in the center of the room where they had set up a makeshift obstacle course. Miller, in his early thirties, was young for his position. He stood just under six feet tall with short, thick brown hair parted neatly on the side. 

In her early twenties, Jenny was of average height and had long, dishwater-blonde hair tied in a ponytail. Her soft features and warm smile conveyed a girl-next-door charm.

A young but nearly full-grown Doberman stood beside Jenny and Dr. Miller. He watched as Charles Jones approached.  

“Anything new to report?” Jones asked.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Jones. All the dogs in our study have shown some cognitive improvements, but this one here, Apollo, and his sister, Athena, have exceeded all expectations,” Miller said.

“So, what can this dog do?” Jones asked.

“Well, for one thing, he’s good at understanding spoken English. I don’t mean commands. I mean actual sentences.”

“You mean he can understand what we are discussing right now?”

“Maybe not our entire conversation, but certainly some of it. He’s still learning. The more time he spends with a person, the better he understands them. The same goes for Athena. They become familiar with a person’s speech patterns. It would be similar to a young child understanding their parents better than a stranger. You could give them instructions, and they would probably know at a basic level what you want, but if I tell them something, it is almost certain that they will understand. Also, I’m familiar with which words they have learned so far, and I’m careful to use words they know.”

“This is more than I expected. If you are correct, these dogs and those that follow will help humans in ways never thought possible. Our stock price will go through the roof. Of course, we must first prove their effectiveness. It will be a game-changer if they can understand instructions that will change based on the situation.”

“I’m very hopeful,” Miller said. “I think they will be perfect for the job, but while they are young and learning, the instructions should come from their handler or someone they know well and who knows them well. I believe they will improve and be able to understand anyone over time. Once Apollo and Athena are fully mature, we will better understand what they are truly capable of.”

Jones thought momentarily and said, “It would be great if they could understand everyone, but even understanding a single person would be more than adequate. Can you show me an example?”

“Sure. Jenny, can you put the ropes down?”

Jenny grabbed three ropes of different lengths and put them on the floor in front of Apollo. Dr. Miller put a knee on the ground, placed his hand on Apollo’s shoulder, and said, “Apollo, please bring me the shortest rope.”

Apollo walked to the ropes, found the shortest one, picked it up, and returned it to Dr. Miller.

“That’s good,” Jones said, “but I have seen better tricks from normal dogs.”

Miller patted Apollo on the head and said, “Now, get the longest rope and bring it to Jenny.”

Apollo picked up the long rope and brought it to Jenny, who said, “Good boy, Apollo. Now, pick up the last rope, walk three steps forward, then drop it.”

Apollo picked up the last rope, took three steps forward, then dropped it.

“Now I’m impressed,” Jones said. “Did you practice that with him?”

“Yes and no,” Miller said. “We change the order and number of steps, so it’s never the same twice.”

“Can the other one do the same things?”

“Oh yes,” Miller said. “We haven’t even scratched the surface of what they can both do.”

“Show me more,” Jones said.

“Sure, Mr. Jones. Jenny, bring out Athena, please.”

Jenny left and returned with Athena, who sat beside Apollo. 

“Jenny, get the balls, please,” Miller said.

Jenny retrieved a painter’s bucket, removed ten balls, and placed them on the floor. 

Miller said, “Athena, bring me four balls. Apollo, bring me three balls.”

The two dogs each picked up a ball and dropped them at Miller’s feet. They returned, picked up another ball each, and dropped them at Miller’s feet. When each dog dropped the appropriate number of balls, they sat and waited for their next instruction.

“That’s incredible,” Jones said. “How high can they count?”

“So far, we have only tested them to ten, but I suspect they can go considerably higher,” Miller said.

“What about colors?” Jones asked.

“That’s a little trickier. Dogs have a dichromatic vision, meaning they can only see blues and yellows. Reds appear dark or black, and colors that have red in them appear more subdued to them. To answer your question, they know the difference between blue and yellow.”

“What about their ability to solve problems?” Jones asked.

“I think to demonstrate that, we need to do something that we haven’t practiced,” Miller said. “Let me think. Oh, I know.”

Miller picked up a broom and unscrewed the handle. He placed the handle on the floor near a tunnel they used for training. He then asked Jenny to stand on the other side of the tunnel. He knelt beside Athena, pointed at the broom handle, and said, “Bring the stick to Jenny.”

Athena walked to the broom handle, picked it up, and then realized it would not fit through the tunnel, so she walked around the tunnel and dropped it at Jenny’s feet.

Miller clapped and said, “Very good, Athena,” as he walked over and picked up the handle. He placed it back down in front of the tunnel and said, “Okay, Athena, now bring the stick through the tunnel to Jenny.”

Athena walked over to the broom handle, thought for a moment, then picked it up from one end and kept her head turned to the right as she walked into the tunnel. The other end dragged along the ground as she made her way through the tunnel and deposited the broom handle in front of Jenny again. Jenny hugged her and said, “Very good, Athena. You’re a smart girl.”

“Okay, I’ve seen enough,” Jones said. “I’m going to arrange a meeting with a potential client as soon as possible, so be ready.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Jones. We’ll be ready,” Miller said.

As Charles Jones was leaving, all the dogs started barking again. “Shut up, you mangy mutts!” he yelled before leaving the lab.

“That guy gives me the willies, Kevin,” Jenny said after the door closed.

“I know what you mean. I love what I do here, but sometimes regret taking this job.”

Kevin Miller opened a drawer and took out a bag of dog treats. He gave some to Athena and Apollo and said, “Thank you both for putting up with Mr. Grumpy.” 

Both dogs barked simultaneously, and he patted them on the head.

When Charles Jones returned to his office, he picked up the phone and dialed a number. When it was answered, he said, “General Adams, this is Charles Jones from CJL. Our dogs are ready for a demonstration whenever you are.”
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Twelve-year-old Ethan was playing a video game on his phone when his father tapped him on the shoulder and said, “We’re here.”

Ethan looked up and saw they were driving over a bridge. At the end of the bridge was a sign saying, “Welcome to Pelican Pointe.”

“That’s good,” he said, returning to his game. 

“I want you to see this, Ethan. This is old-world Florida. Most of these barrier islands have been taken over by high-rise condominiums, but this is real beauty here.

“Yeah, it’s nice, Dad,” Ethan said without looking up.

Ethan’s dad shook his head in frustration. After a couple of minutes, the moving truck they were following stopped on the street in front of their new home. He parked behind them and got out of the car. The truck driver got out, too. He was a tall, muscular man wearing a T-shirt that seemed two sizes too small. “Mr. Clark, somebody’s parked in your driveway,” the man said.

It was a modest-sized home built on tall pilings that overlooked the Gulf of Mexico. A stairway led up the center of the house to the front door. There was enough room under the home to park two vehicles. There was no beach; mangrove trees separated the home from the water. A white Ford Explorer was parked at the end of the narrow driveway near the street. A similar home stood to the left. To the right was an empty lot. 

“Just a minute,” he said to the driver and headed to the house on the left. He climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. 

A young woman holding a bowl of cereal answered the door. She looked like she had just rolled out of bed. She wore an oversized T-shirt with what looked like pajama bottoms. Her long, auburn red hair was a mess, but her deep green eyes were mesmerizing. 

“Hi. Um, my name is, uh, I’m Ryan Clark. I’m your new neighbor. I bought the house next door. Is that your car in my driveway?”

The woman looked and said, “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize the house was sold. My name is Brooke, by the way. Brooke McCabe.”

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Brooke.”

She ran her fingers through her hair and said, “I’ll move the car. Give me a minute.”

She went back inside and closed the door. Ryan walked back to his property and waited. Five minutes later, Brooke came out wearing a pair of tight jean shorts. She still wore the same T-shirt and hadn’t combed her hair. Ryan wondered what she was doing for so long. “I’m sorry,” she said again as she reached the driveway. It was raining yesterday when I got home, and my driveway gets muddy when it rains. I’ve been meaning to get it paved, but haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

She moved her car to her own driveway, and when she got out, she waved and said, “Nice meeting you, Ryan.”

Ryan waved back and watched her until she disappeared into her house.

The moving guys worked for two hours, bringing all their belongings into the house. After they left, Ryan and Ethan spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking. Ryan called and ordered a pizza after they unpacked all the essential stuff. When it arrived, they sat on the sofa and ate. They were both exhausted.

“When is the cable going to be hooked up, Dad?” Ethan asked.

“Someone should be here Monday morning. Are you going through television withdrawal already?”

“Well, it’s boring sitting here looking at a blank screen.”

“What would you be doing if this were a hundred years ago, when nobody had a television to watch?”

“The same thing I’m doing now. Nothing.”

“You need to go outside and make friends,” Ryan said. “You can’t spend your entire life inside watching television and playing video games.”

“I had friends before you decided to move.”

“You had one friend and a few acquaintances. The whole lot of you spent your time holed up in one house or another playing video games. That’s not a life.”

“What about you? You spend every day typing away at your computer. When do you go out to make friends?”

“I’m a writer, Ethan. I’m doing my job. It’s what pays the bills. Although I suppose you’re right. I should get out more. If we finish unpacking tomorrow, I’ll make some time next week to do something fun. Maybe we can find something interesting to do on the island.

“Okay. Whatever.”
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Monday morning, Kevin Miller and Jenny Smith stood outside, waiting for the meeting with investors that Charles Jones arranged. Between them sat Apollo and Athena. They were in a large, fenced-in area behind the main building. They had set up several obstacles for demonstration purposes. Head of security, Jack Strauss, stood at the far end of the fenced-in area, tranquilizer gun at the ready. A former Marine, Jack still sported a Marine haircut ten years after leaving the service. He had a handsome, rugged look, like the leading actor in an action movie. 

Even though it was still early, it was already uncomfortably warm, and the air felt thick and heavy, like being covered by a wet blanket. It didn’t help that there was no breeze.

Charles Jones entered the gate, followed by two Army officers wearing fatigues. He led them to Miller and Smith and said, “This is Dr. Kevin Miller, the project leader, and his assistant, Jenny Smith.” He then pointed to the officers and said, “This is General Martin Adams, and this is Captain Brenda Davis.”

They all shook hands, and Miller said, “Wait a minute. Are you here to turn my creations into war dogs?”

“You’re out of line, Dr. Miller,” Jones said. “These dogs could save lives in a combat mission.”

“He’s right,” the General said. “We’ve been using dogs for a hundred years with great success. Having highly intelligent dogs on the front lines will mean even more soldiers will
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