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Chapter 1 Chinese African

Living on the surface of a sandstone-quartz pillar, angry winds battered the unyielding conifer tree.  Perched on one of the branches, just over 400 meters above ground, Dingbang steadied himself, neither the height nor untiring gales were of concern for the parrot, but the news from afar… received a few moonsets ago, dreadfully raised fear of an ancient truth revealed and the consequences the unveiling would harbor to those humans he was observing below.

As Stars faded to sleep and the Sun was on the rise… Dingbang recognized the time had arrived.  After reading the position of the celestial lights, he took flight… even with the prevailing winds at his back, he knew the journey ahead was not near complete and full of unseen danger. 

Weaving between and above the magnificent stone pillars of Zhangjiajie Forest, the parrot’s sharp eyes zoomed in on the bipedal creatures gently making their way across the world’s highest and longest glass bridge; even from this altitude, Dingbang could see most humans were not at ease, off ground.  He kept his distance not wanting to draw attention to himself.  A human might recognize him as an African Grey Parrot and his kind did not belong in China, especially one with a honeybee riding on his back.  Gliding through the air with minimal effort, Dingbang’s mind drifted back to his home, and to the day… an unexpected visitor arrived at his roost with a message. 

Just a few flaps off the coast, in the South China Sea, lies the Island of Hainan.  This speck of land hosts a tropical rainforest, freshwater reservoirs, sandy beaches, and a wonderful selection of exotic food perfect for a parrot…  an ideal island paradise where the old bird had chosen to settle down.  His roost was far from typical, Dingbang enjoyed space and creature comfort in his old age; he supposed this line of thinking must have come from spending countless seasons amongst humans.  

Most Parrots prefer to live near the top of the trees, but Dingbang’s roost with a view was just a few trees below the summit of Wuzhi Mountain; on wing dry days, the water empty sky offered a beautiful panorama of Yalong Bay and the vast ocean which lay over 60 miles away.  

Standing with the clouds, Wuzhi Mountain towers above Hainan Island, where a hidden entrance to the Parrot’s home can only be accessed by one with either wings or sticky feet… as the entrance hole is about a stretched lion’s length from the side of the Mountain… on the underside of a ledge and even though Dingbang’s door was always open, it faced down.  It was through this hole, a few Moonsets ago, that the honeybee Miru, now riding on his back, delivered a dire message.   

Chapter 2 Miru

Dropping up through the entrance hole, Miru landing softly upside down… on the ceiling.  The bee scampered along the ceiling tunnel towards the light and, not wanting the owner of this abode to mistake her for a thief, announced herself by buzzing a very loud welcome.

A day of doing nothing seemed to have exhausted Dingbang and as he found himself folding to sleep, an unexpected buzz echoing down the access tunnel, roused his attention.  Drawn from his place of rest, the parrot walked over and with a single eye peered down the tunnel.  

The upside-down insect kept buzzing until Miru was within biting distance and eye level with the massive bird.For a moment, the bee was afraid… thinking the parrot may rather prefer a meal than a conversation.But instead of enjoying a honeybee snack, Dingbang looked intently at Miru and after a few bats of his eyelid and a soft cackle, invited the bee into his home. 

Flipping upright down to the tunnel ground, Miru started zipping along the floor of the African Grey’s roost.  

Dingbang had collected odds and ends over his many years and cluttering the parrot’s home were dozens of unusual trinkets which were alien to the bee.  Though the roost seemed disorderly and untidy to the bee, Miru knew exactly where to go.  One such surprising artifact was a globe which filled the home with a soft pleasing light; the little insect reckoned it was a tiny piece of the Sun.  Hosted within the glow of Dingbang’s home, was a sweet aroma; Miru discovered the origin of the welcoming scent upon passing a separate room stored with nuts, fruits, seeds and berries.The little visitor, doing its best to not get distracted, made a bee line straight for a disk made of stone near the back of the main room. 

Moving his grey head back and forth, the parrot followed, pointing at the Seer Stone with his beak, Dingbang started speaking to the bee, ‘Hummm-it, hummm-it, hummm-it.’

The stone disk could easily be mistaken for glass or crystal, as it was marble whitish in color, cloudy-transparent and smooth… just smaller than Dingbang’s foot but large enough to host a half dozen honeybees.  A more detailed inspection of the Seer Stone, one would see the edge was encased with a thin band of silver metal.  When the bee fly-hopped onto the smooth surface, the disk activated and a barely visible, mirage like hemispherical dome of energy, encircled the stone enclosing the bee inside.  The moment the energy shield formed, Miru started to waggle-dance, making the disk… hum.

Moving in a figure eight pattern and wiggling her abdomen, the Seer Stone began translating the bee language into text which formed on the transparent shield.  Dingbang, having spent most of his life in China, could easily read the Chinese Hanzi characters.  As the bee continued to dance and waggle, the disk converted the bee’s mathematical language into words for the parrot to read. 

The honeybee began with an introduction. ‘Wise Dingbang, my hive name is Miru and I am on a mission from my Queen.Our colonies are in critical need of your services.’ 

Reading the message, Dingbang replied in Chinese, ‘Happy Sun Day to you Miru, may your honey harvest bring joy and prosperity to the hive.  How may I be of service?’

As Dingbang spoke the words, the Hanzi characters appeared on the hemispherical energy dome, but it wasn’t words that Miru read, but rather… the vibrations.  The stone disk translated the parrot’s spoken language into vibrational patterns which were felt through the legs and body of the bee.

With formal introductions complete, the little insect began to explain the purpose of her visit.  Dingbang’s eyes focused on the myriad of changing Chinese letters while Miru interpreting the vibrations coursing through her body; the odd couple continued their conversation for a few flaps of a wing.

Miru explained she is a worker bee who had been commissioned to find the Goddess of Mercy.  The Colony needed his help… it was a matter of light and death for the upcoming conjunction.  

Dingbang, understanding the urgency, and without hesitation, grabbed the disk with one of his feet… positioning the base of the stone on his back, between his wings. Miru still on the surface of the stone was under the bird’s huge claws.  

Sprouting from the silver metal ring encasing the stone disk, were spike hooks… these hooks embedded themselves deep into the flesh of the parrot.  

Wincing and shaking his feathers, Dingbang thought to himself, ‘expecting pain does not eliminate pain’.

With the Seer Stone in place and as the stabbing pain subsided the parrot spoke. ‘My wings are yours to command.’ 

On his back, Miru looked like a modern-day fighter pilot, with a parrot as her jet plane.

Chapter 3 Sisters

With her feet dangling in the enormous indoor swimming pool, Romy sat contently enjoying the before-work moment while sipping her coffee.  As usual, her human co-workers were straggling into work like a herd of half-awake sheep.  One by one they entered the massive Naval facility, some looking hungover, as everyone received their paychecks the day before and may have enjoyed a night out with their reloaded bank account.   Romy was not hungover; she rarely drank anything other than water. . . and her coffee.  Most mornings, to kick start her day, Romy would take a few minutes to read the news and hear gossip in her favorite coffee shop located just around a corner from her tiny apartment . . .yet due to an alert on her phone, informing her of some unusual activity in the pool… this morning she took her coffee on the go.

Arriving just in time to see her sister jumping out of the water and tossing a rubber ball over the gate with her mouth, Romy now understood the reason for the alert.  Most people would think the ball was pool toy, but this ball and all the other “toys” Willow had tossed over the gate, were in fact, training devices.  The dolphin was intentionally setting off a motion alarm on the outside of a gate which separated the indoor pool from the open sea; the dozen or so toys floating away towards the Ocean had caused the alert. 

As soon as the two made eye contact, Willow began clicking away and tail-walking toward her human sister.Since she was a calf, Wills would vigorously pump her tail with enough force to vertically lift herself out of the water.  Even after 16 years together, Romy was still amazed every time her sister tail-walked, especially now that Willow weighed in at over 200 kilograms. 

Dropping back into the water, with her head above the surface, Willow began to click train… Romy knew her sister was bored and upset from being locked up like a prisoner; the fast-clicking noises which sounded like a creaking door, indicated she desired the freedom of the open sea.  And although not on the schedule, and technically against orders, Romy went over to the side of pool where the controls for the gate were located.  Before pulling the lever, which opened the one-ton metal gate, Romy said to sister, ‘Okay Wills go play, but today we have a class of cadets to teach… be back in one hour!’  

Excited, the dolphin lifted herself partially out of the water to give Romy a high five and then chirped enthusiastically; this was her way of saying thank you and that she would be back in exactly one hour.  

Smiling at her sister as she jetted under the gate off into the bay and open sea to explore and play, the indoor pool… although massive, did not have the necessary room for Willow to swim at full speed.  It would be like a backyard in the suburbs for a Wolf; not nearly adequate for the wild dog to stretch its legs.  Knowing Wills was safe, Romy proceeded to an adjacent co-ed locker room where all the marine mammal trainers kept their wet suit and gear.  

Romy was not your typical trainer at the top secret naval marine mammal research program.She was the only human member of a newly formed team known as Mark Nine or MK9. Having graduated from college majoring in Marine Biology and Fine Arts at the age of nineteen, she was well below her peers… at least in age.  She then went beyond those peers in academia; receiving a master’s degree by the age of twenty-one and was currently working on her dissertation in animal behavior with an emphasis on animal cognition.  Most viewing from the outside would say Romy was an overachiever, but truth be told, she never had any difficulties with her academic work, as a matter of fact, no one ever saw her study.  

She would sometimes say, ‘School just comes to me naturally, kinda like diving does for a dolphin.’  

Since childhood, Romy wanted nothing more than to be a scientist.

Romy was short for Rosemary.  Her childhood friends decided that Rosemary sounded too domesticated and far too white.  And therefore, her name, as far as she can recall, has always been Romy.  Not that she had an issue with her full name Rosemary Dawn Osceola . . . quite charming.  And although she did not have proof, the family rumor, or the family history which had been handed down, included a story of her ancestors not only being stolen away from Africa to become slaves in the New World, but also escaping slavery and joining a Seminole Indian Tribe as Freemen.  Hence, her name Rosemary Dawn Osceola, was neither black nor white, but actually… Native American.  

As a child she would run around town in a traditional patchwork dress wearing moccasins with a feather in her hair.  And each summer she would attend the annual Green Corn Ceremony and stomp dance alongside all the other Native Americans.  People thought her rather peculiar… a little black girl dressed as a Seminole Indian.  But Romy, ever the free spirit, or just oblivious to the stares and cares of others, continued dancing until the ceremonial fires had died away.   

The summer during her seventh year was the saddest and most enjoyable time of her young life. Even though she could not fully remember, Romy will never forget the night of the Green Corn Ceremony.  Arriving home, still sweating from the fire and dance, her mom called her to the living room.  

Rosemary’s mother, looking unnaturally unemotional, said, ‘Word has arrived from overseas. . .’

She learned her dad, who served in the military, had been killed in a war zone.  She did not recall the name of the country, as far as she was concerned the name of where he died did not matter, it was just some place, somewhere on the other side of the planet . . . over some sea.  

Romy took the news as hard as anyone and being a single child, she did not have a sibling to divide or share the pain.  Running through tears she fled the house and into the darkness of the surrounding marsh.Her memory of the night has since disappeared; this temporal amnesia served as a wall, a shield of sorts, separating her from a sadness so painfully deep, it nearly suffocated her heart.

After this repressed night, her very first memory was that of a glowing orangish-red color one sees when their eyelids are closed to a radiant Sun, and her second memory, was the surprise… of hearing a new sound.  To this day, she still doesn’t know when she fell asleep, or how she ended up near water, but upon awakening, still burned in her mind is the sound of the mournful whistles and clicks made by a dolphin less than an arm’s length away; a dolphin who was eye to eye with Romy. 

Floating in brackish water, the dolphin seemed to be asking something… were the vocalizations asking for help or were they a warning?  Unclear of what the creature was saying, Rosemary carefully reached out her hand… and they touched.  Petting the dolphin gently, the seven-year-old girl asked quietly, ‘Are you okay?’

The Dolphin seemed to understand and slowly turned in the enclosed estuary.Swimming slowly through the water, the dolphin led Romy to its dead mother . . . who was partial ashore and covered in flies.  How long the orphaned dolphin was trapped in this pool of water is unclear but judging from the decaying condition of the deceased dolphin, Romy could tell the orphan had been here for days and was clearly suffering.    

Romy waded into the water and somehow, without knowing, knew the dolphin was a girl like her… a girl who had just lost a parent.  Crying and hugging the not so little dolphin, Romy said, ‘Okay girl, I will be back… I promise!’

With a kiss and a bear hug, Rosemary left the dolphin and began running in a direction she thought was home. 

It did not take long for the seven-year-old to find her bearings and a familiar trail.  Once she knew where home was, her skinny legs took over, and she once again lost her memory… this time not to sadness, but rather determination to save the orphaned dolphin.

Rosemary’s mother and a group of locals had gathered around the house, apparently a search party had been gathered, and they were about to begin looking for the missing little girl.  Without missing a step, still wearing a patchwork dress and moccasins, now covered in dry mud, Romy ran right past the entire group of amazed and relieved onlookers.  The little girl was screaming at everyone that she was okay, that she was busy, and that she did not have time to talk.  Most of the people just shook their heads, but an obvious silent consensus had solidified amongst the townsfolk. . . Rosemary Dawn Osceola was indeed peculiar. 

Going straight to her computer Romy searched, ‘What do baby dolphins eat?’ 

This is the moment she learned a baby dolphin, was called a calf, like a baby cow.  Romy thought it odd, and that it didn’t make sense, that a baby land animal, and baby water animal, should have the same name.  And, as it turned out, the same name was used for a lower human leg muscle.  How strange, thought Romy, that calf could have so many different meanings.  It was right then and there that she decided to name her new dolphin friend after her favorite tree… Willow.

Chapter 4 Mom

Rosemary’s mother, cautious and curious, walked into the room where her daughter was furiously researching Dolphins.  While reading the words on the monitor, Romy simultaneously explained what she was doing, what she had done, what she had found, and why she needed to leave immediately to go buy baby formula . . . and a bottle.

Within minutes P.J. and Romy were in and out of the store and back in the car heading for the orphaned dolphin.  Romy was giving frantic directions as her mother drove.  Soon enough they were able to park the car just a few hundred meters away from the estuary, but before the car came to a complete stop, Romy had thrown open the door and bolted.  

P.J. slowly followed, never believing it was possible… but she was now more afraid for her daughter, than night before.  As a mother, she encountered the greatest fear of her life when Romy went missing, but she knew… if Rosemary returned to find the orphan dolphin dead, her daughter might never recover from such a terrible double tragedy.  P.J. prayed, Willow the Dolphin, was still alive.

Chapter 5 Prime Queen

The Queens from the Earth’s largest super colony were in attendance.  Most of the invited Queens had arrived the previous day; a testament to their ability to navigate an enormous world with ease and punctuality.  They were all in waiting formation for the coronation of their Prime Queen, the Queen of the Queens; the one whom would represent the Argentine Ants during the upcoming conjunction… a meeting more than 2,000 years in waiting.

Linepithema humile, commonly called the Argentine Ant, as the name suggests, originated in South America, specifically the Northeastern region of Argentina in the floodplain between the rivers Rio Parana and Rio Uruguay.  Today, through the enlistment of humans and human inventions such as airplanes, cars and ships, these ants have colonized much of the world through hostile takeover of anyone or anything who dare stand in their way.   The estimated global number of Argentine Ants . . . is in the trillions.  

The global number of all ants has been estimated at 20 quadrillion; written as 20,000,000,000,000,000 or to put it another way 20,000 trillion.  The Argentine ants are comparatively small in respect to the other twelve thousand different species of ants… a handful of Argentine Ants can fit on a human fingertip.  

By comparison, if a person were the same size of an Argentine Ant, an average sized human would be taller than a 2000-foot-tall skyscraper; a human to an ant, is a moving mountain.  The average size of an Argentine Ant measures just over an 1/8 of an inch.  A Queen, on the other hand, is twice as big and are by far the largest ant in a colony.

This particular ant colony, located in Palos de la Frontera, Spain is part of and connected to a super colony which would dwarf any human city ever built… or even dreamed of.  The colony was established decades ago when the ants were carried across the Atlantic Ocean from Argentina as stowaways on human-built ships.  Since their European landing the Argentine ants have constructed a super or mega-colony which stretches along the Mediterranean coast for nearly 4,000 human miles.Or to place this in perspective: the Argentine Ant European mega-colony would be the equivalent of a human megalopolis which would stretch eight times farther than the distance from the Earth to the Moon. . . and this is just one of the dozens of mega-colonies which encompasses the planet. These ants have been actively at war to conquer the world.

‘All rise!’

The chemical announcement reached the antennae of nearly a billion ants in ritual attendance.  Gathered in an ancient massive underground chamber of a long-ago defeated enemy, the ants prepared for the entrance of the Prime Queen.  Flanking the ants were their domesticated Aphids. Under ordinary conditions, the ants would be sipping the droplets of sweet honeydew produced by the Aphids for energy and sustenance, but on this night, the ants held firm with their aphids at their side. 

A vibrating noise emanating from the ants filled the entire chamber; to humans the sound was imperceivable, to the ants, it was deafening.  As the sound waves and pheromones wafted throughout the chamber, the billion ants stood upon their hind legs, antennae at attention, while their Prime Queen was carried on top of an honor guard of worker ants.  The Queen and honor guard entered through one of the scores of tunnels leading into the underground Cathedral.  

A sea of ants parted, not only horizontally but vertically, creating vaulted arcades which were supported by columns of their insect brethren for their Highness to pass through.  In the center of the biological Cathedral the honor guard stopped, and her Majesty took flight. 

At the top of the chamber was an Oculus, a circle just a few inches wide which allowed the heat generated by the ants to escape and air to circulate, a beautifully engineered design invented millions of years before the emergence of apes.  

This evening the Moon was at its fullest and just at the time when the Prime Queen took flight, the Moon began moving directly over the Oculus.  At first, the shining celestial body was being partially blocked by the circular hole in the ceiling of the Cathedral, but as the Queen began her ascent, wings beating against the heated air, the Full Moon moved into position and fit perfectly within the circular hole above . . .saturating the room with a raging silvery light.

A current of hot air lifted her royal highness with ease; she needed only spread her wings and float.  Above the gathered rank and file, her translucent wings glowed in the vivid light of the full moon as she communicated using pheromones and body language to pass on the intentions of the mega-colony.  She governed not as a dictator, but as a head of state, a ruler who was created by all to lead and a leader all would die for.  

The Queen transmitted, ‘We Ants shall march forth and journey to a faraway land in time for the great conjunction, where under the Sun, we will plea our case for this War once more.’  

Her majesty had to pause due to the enormous round of cheering pheromones and applause.  ‘And… when judgment comes, our enemies will find their time on this world has expired.’

Chapter 6 Pool Time

Romy’s mom, whom everyone called PJ, shed silent tears; she hadn’t had the time to cry after learning about the death of her husband; she was too busy trying to find her missing daughter.  Now, thinking of her lost spouse, the emotions of the past 24 hours poured out of her as she watched Romy bottle feeding a wild animal. . . to save it from dying.   

It did not take long for Willow to figure out how to feed from a bottle, just a single try, and afterwards the dolphin began to inhale the baby formula.  PJ stood watch… amazed at how this beautiful sea creature seemed completely domesticated and after deciding the dolphin was docile, and that Romy was safe, she allowed her daughter to continue to feed the dolphin from a bottle.

By the time Willow finished the 5th bottle of formula, PJ was emotionally under control and comfortable enough to say, ‘Hey girls, I need to make a store run and get some supplies… be careful, do not leave, and I will be back soon!’  

The dolphin somehow sensed this was the little girl’s mom and whistled back to her.  

Laughing, Rosemary said, ‘We know Mom!’

Laughing as well and staring towards Heaven, PJ knew God worked in mysterious ways, yet she couldn’t help but think… after all my prayers, you replace my husband. . . with a damn Dolphin!

PJ returned from shopping after a few minutes, in her hands, was a roll of string and a small candle.  Rosemary’s mom had grown up and lived in coastal Florida her entire life; PJ knew the tides as well as any sailor.  Assessing the bite marks left on the Willow’s mother, PJ figured a shark attacked her while she defended her daughter.  

Both dolphins must have left the Sea and swum up the small tributary leading here to the hidden estuary.  And, the dolphins must have escaped at high tide, because PJ noticed during low tide… the estuary becomes enclosed.  During the low tide period, the estuary turns into a safe haven from predators and happens to trap unsuspecting fish. . . and occasionally unsuspecting dolphins.  

As the high tide rolled in and the estuary started opening to the sea, it dawned on PJ that Willow could have left anytime when the tide was high, yet… she stayed.  Thinking about the loneliness, fear, and pain the baby dolphin must have suffered while staying at her dead mother’s side tore at her heart.  

Gathering sticks and twigs from the surrounding marsh, PJ used the string to make a small square raft.  Afterwards, for the first time, she slowly approached Willow and while gently petting her head, quietly said, ‘We are going to free your mom from this world and let her float onto the next.’  

Rosemary’s mom asked her to light the candle and place it on the raft.  Once the candle was lit, PJ waded into the water and pulled the stiff dolphin body towards the opening of the estuary… which led to the sea.  Swimming in silent circles, Willow watched, somehow she knew these two humans meant no harm.  

Now understanding, Rosemary grabbed the little raft in both hands, placing it and the candle behind Willow’s mom as PJ released the motionless body into the current.  Swimming up to her mother one last time, Willow cried out the saddest sound Romy had ever heard.  They watched together, the three of them, until the light of the candle faded out of sight and Willow’s mom floated away; this was a private funeral, mourning the loss of a loved husband, a loved father, and a loved mother.  

After a couple minutes of silence, PJ turned and asked Romy if she’d like to camp that night next to estuary… to be close to Willow.  

Romy beamed, ‘Yes!’ 

As a child, this was a totally unexpected surprise, and as an adult looking back, Romy is still stunned at her mother’s thoughtful kindness… and the size of her heart.  

What Romy did not know was that her mother figured this would be an easy band-aid, a temporary solution for a seven-years-old’s emotional wound.  So, PJ went shopping again, this time to the nearest store which had camping supplies and bought enough items to get them through a single evening, firmly believing the dolphin calf, during the quiet of the night . . .would slip away, back to the ocean.

However, the next morning PJ and Romy were woken up by loud clicking noises.  Willow had crawled out of the estuary and forced her head into the tent.  The humans woke with a start and a deep and genuine laugh.  Inside their tent was a smiling dolphin bobbing her head, clicking and whistling away.  

Excited and beyond happy, Romy said, ‘Hello and good morning, Wills!’  

PJ noticed it was the first time Romy had abbreviated Willow’s name, for some reason this made her happy; something about not using full names brings about more familiarity and trust.  

Propped up on an elbow, with half her body in a sleeping bag, PJ pretended to be annoyed and jokingly asked, ‘Well now that I am awake . . . are you girls hungry?’ 

They ended up camping three nights in a row, sleeping in a tent, next to the estuary.  PJ called the neighbor friends and explained that she and her daughter would need a little time away, no explanation was needed, but never once was Willow mentioned; PJ did not want the dolphin to become exposed to a human crowd that would treat her like a Zoo animal and invade the dolphin’s space, because it didn’t take long for PJ to see this dolphin calf… was going nowhere.  

The trauma of the shark attack and the bond between the two girls was too strong; Wills was here to stay and was now… part of the family. 

It was on the third day of their new friendship, or sisterhood, that the girls started communicating.  They were swimming and playing together in the hidden estuary, which since the day before . . .had simply been renamed the pool.

The pool was shaped like an oval, which was approximately 50 meters long and around 30 meters wide.  It was shaded from the Sun and deep enough on the East side to offer schools of fish a place to live comfortably, which was good for a hungry dolphin calf.  Romy, at that time, wasn’t the best swimmer and had yet to reach the bottom of the pool, but that would soon change. 

Playing as children play in a swimming pool, Romy went underwater and spun around; Willow imitated her.  This led to multiple spins.  After five minutes of this, the girls began spinning synchronously, like two artist swimmers… how they did not become dizzy was beyond PJ.

Whatever Romy did, Wills did.  They seemed to read each other’s mind.  It was then, on day three, that Romy started teaching Willow about human culture; the first lesson. . .was a high five.  

After spinning together, she would stand up and slap Wills fin . . . within a matter of minutes the girls would high five each other for just about anything.  Romy would say ‘high five!’ and slap her hand on Will’s flipper and the dolphin would click and whistle; listening closely Romy realized the click and whistle were the same each time they gave a high five.  

This was the moment, the first instance of cross-species communication between the girls and they both got excited; it was as if a light flashed in both their minds, each knowing, in some basic form, that they could understand what the other was saying.  And in this moment, Romy decided what she wanted to do when she grew up… her life would be dedicated to learning how to speak to animals, especially Dolphins! 

After some research, judging from the calf’s size, Romy estimated that Wills was born in the Fall, right when the leaves started changing color, therefore the seven-year-old girl deemed her new sister’s birthday to be October 20th.  On this day, and every year since, Wills got a fish-shaped fishcake with candles and ice cream; vanilla bean turned out to be a dolphin’s favorite.  By the time Willow was five, she had learned how to blow out birthday candles by herself, which still causes Romy to die with laughter watching her sister make a wish. . .while using her blowhole.

Romy used to say… ‘everyone, regardless of who or what species, deserves presents on Christmas and cake on their birthday!’  

They spent their first Christmas together, and every Christmas after… P.J. made sure her dolphin daughter received gifts from Santa Claus as well.

In the first year, from the day they became sisters, during that one turn around the Sun, everything was a blur.  The girls spent every day together.Well, except Sunday morning, Church was on Sundays… but when the final sermon was complete, Rosemary rode her bike like a nun on the run to the estuary to play with her sister.  The following years. . . nothing changed for the girls; they remained inseparable and continued to play.

A door slammed, someone had entered the co-ed locker room, returning Rosemary from her memories to the present.  She was taking her time to get ready; there was no need to rush, and she did enjoy reminiscing about her past with Wills and her mom.Having put on a wet suit more times than any other outfit, especially a dress, Romy was in automatic mode.  Today, a group of U.S. Naval Sea Cadets, station on Coronado Island, right across the bay, were scheduled to arrive at the facility for an educational field trip.  Romy and Willow, or Mark Nine, when time allowed, volunteered to teach young sea cadets, it was a break from training and… a time to show off. 

Chapter 7 Barista

It was another typical Thursday morning for the drowsy professor.  Dr. Michael G. Hancock, a professor at Yale’s Cultural Anthropology Department, was waking up to the sound of grinding Guatemalan coffee beans.  He had purchased a rather over the top, countertop coffee machine, which not only had a timer to automatically grind the beans and pour a perfect cup of coffee at 21 millibars of pressure, but this smart machine was designed to be a personalized assistant with a calendar, camera, touch screen and most importantly, a sense of humor.  The machine could be controlled by an APP… from anywhere in the world that had a Wi-Fi connection.  In addition, Barista, the name of the smart machine, sent Michael notices if the house was too warm or the plants needed water.

This morning seemed of no consequence, the Fall Semester had been in session for close to month and the routine of work had already settled in.  It was 5 AM, still dark outside and the waning moon was still visible through the professor’s bedroom window.  Before the temptation to stay in bed overpowered his motivation to wake up, Michael lazily strolled into the kitchen where the smell of freshly brewed coffee filled his bones.  As with most February mornings in Connecticut, it was frigid, but the professor ever the precisionist, needed to know the exact temperature, ‘Barista?’ 

The coffee machine responded with a rather authentic female English accent, ‘Good Morning Michael, I noticed you did not sleep through the night and got out of your bed at half one, and half three.’

The machine employed the United Kingdom version of telling the time, a feature the professor found amusing.  Michael had all his smart devices connected to the coffee machine via Bluetooth and wi-fi, including his watch, which informed Barista he used the toilet twice in the middle of the evening.   

‘Well, my 50-year-old bladder isn’t what it used to be.  Barista, what is the weather forecast today?’

An update was given on the crippling Arctic blast, handicapping 75% of the nation, and locally.  ‘We are currently experiencing 15 knot winds from the Southeast, and it is day ten of sub-zero temperatures.  The high today will be a negative two-degrees.’  

Barista provided the weather forecasts in Knots and Celsius rather than miles per hour and Fahrenheit; when the professor asked why, the coffee machine said, “She was civilized”.

With English accent, Barista confidently declared, ‘Expect a day of high winds, very cold Sun light and a slight chance of happiness.’  

The joke made Michael laugh… smart machines were getting smarter and their algorithms funnier.  

Snickering at the latest joke and sipping his coffee, Michael wondered if it was worth losing his thus far enjoyable morning.  Generally, his day begins with a coffee, weather, and the latest news.  Recently, he has not asked Barista for the daily news… it seems to make his coffee taste bitter.  Yet this morning he figured, as a recently tenured professor, he should be cognizant of current world events and asked. 

‘Barista, what is the news today?’

She started with, ‘Edith has now been aground between Africa and Madagascar for a week, creating the first ever ice bridge between two land masses.  Many in Africa see Edith as a sign from God; a way to help alleviate the water shortage taking place on their continent.The locals in Mozambique and Madagascar are competing on their side of the ice bridge to capture the melting glacial water and sell it online for an average of twenty-five U.S. dollars… per bottle.On both sides of Edith, the ultra-pure glacial water is considered liquid Gold.  The race to collect as many bottles as possible has initiated a considerable outbreak of violence which stems from both countries’ median daily wage of four dollars and thirteen cents; selling one bottle of Edith Water was nearly the equivalent of one week’s work.  Reports of local gangs fighting government security forces have been verified in Mozambique. . . hundreds are dead, including woman and children.’ 

Michael was stunned, the professor remembered the day clearly, it was over 2 years ago, when the news was announced the entire Ronne Ice Shelf cleaved, creating the world’s largest iceberg ever recorded in history.  Now, thought the professor, Edith has turned into a story of profit by means of violence; another reason, to be depressed from the planetary effects of anthropogenic induced climate change. 

Barista rattled off the updates vocally and through a video display of the Water Wars occurring on three separate continents.  ‘In North America, the present skirmishes amongst farmers over rationing of the dwindling fresh water supplied by the Colorado River and the Rio Grande were forefront in the States of California, Arizona, Nevada, Colorado, Utah, and the Country of Mexico.  The Military and State Militia’s on all sides of the State and National borders were being deployed to keep the peace.

The United States federal government is scrambling to provide new sources of electricity due to the impending shut down of two major hydroelectric dams fed by the Colorado River.And a top-secret document titled, Imagine the Unthinkable: An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario, had been leaked from the Department of Energy regarding nuclear power plants and data centers.  The document raised the issue of how the power plants and data centers would be cooled, when, the fresh water supply all but disappear due to a dramatic shift in the global climate.’

The last bit of news caught Michael off-guard.  He was aware of the Water Wars but did not think to contemplate how climate change would or could affect nuclear power plants and data centers. . . not only here domestically, but also internationally; it felt like the world was on the brink of a Nuclear and AI meltdown.

‘In Africa, the Water Wars between Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt are escalating.  The battle over the damned Nile River was causing concern amongst the diplomats at the United Nations this regional war could spill over into the Middle East and Southern Africa; there is no end in sight to both the War and the lack of water.  Due to Edith being grounded, many on the African continent and in the World are now debating if the fresh water trapped in the iceberg could somehow be used to alleviate the freshwater shortage in the North African countries.  An emergency UN security council meeting has been called to question if a peace keeping force need be deployed to multiple regions on the African continent to curb the violence.  The UN security council also announced the rumors flourishing online that African countries are planning to use powerful explosives to break up Edith and tow the ice fragments into their domestic waters . . . are unequivocally false.’ 

Barista in her posh English accent relayed the latest on C.H.A.F.E.D. or The Christian Association of Farmers with Environmental Duty.  

‘CHAFED staged a protest yesterday in Las Vegas.  Their message was… the City of Sin should be closed for business.  Protestors marched and held up signs which read, “God demands the city’s water supply for crops . . . not to hydrate prostitutes!”

Michael couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought. 

Continuing with news, Barista spoke of the incredible spike in energy prices since OPEC declared oil “bad” for Planet Earth.

‘The cartel has reduced production but tripled their profits by increasing the price for a barrel of oil to one-hundred and fifty US dollars… all in the name of saving the planet.’  

To Michael, the UK English accent, made the announcement sound almost pleasant.  

The final two news stories were domestic and covered two separate mass shootings. One was a mass, Mass Shooting; the first of its kind, as the killings took place in a Cathedral during Sunday Mass.  Another mass shooting occurred on a college campus at the exact same time, the two incidents at first thought to be coordinated attacks, were found to be unrelated… as both male shooters had different motives.  

One was a former choir boy who had been sexually molested and the other a disgruntled student who posted on his social media account he was upset at a professor for the poor marks he received on a research paper.  The last story hit rather close to home… Yale University, had to hold their active shooter drill on campus last week.Michael’s coffee was now cold and no longer sweet.  

Every morning, after the “enjoyable” daily news, Barista was instructed to give an update on the latest Science news; this generally made Michael’s second cup of coffee pleasurable.  Today, the science news was about an unusually active Sun and an abnormally large Sunspot; the Sunspot at times, particularly during Sunrise and Sunset, could be seen unaided by the naked eye.  An NPR radio program hosting two scientists who specialize in the Sun were interviewed about the Sunspot and Solar activity.The Solar Physicist who was questioned first was asked if people should be concerned about a Solar Flare and a Coronal Mass Ejection or CME.  

Unconcerned the Solar Physicist stated impassively, ‘Even if a CME were to erupt from the Sun, the chances of it hitting Earth are minimal.With the solar cycle no longer at its maximum, the increased solar activity and sunspot, although unusual, are not to be unexpected and therefore no-one should lose sleep due to a spot on the Sun.’

The radio host introduced the second guest, a Helioseismologist, a scientist who studies the sounds of the Sun.  When asked about the Sun, the Helioseismologist divulged she discovered the Sunspot was emitting Music.  The music, it turned out, was solar oscillations or resonate vibrations that were measured through a satellite called the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory or SOHO.  Interestingly, the helioseismologist confirmed the recorded sounds followed what mathematicians refer to as the power law.  The power law says the most common frequency is emitted twice as much as the next frequency and three times as much as the third frequency and four times as much as the fourth frequency and so on.The radio host played a recording of the music which was named by the Helioseismologist as Star Song.  

Listening, the professor felt the sound was soothing, the Music of the Sun did not overtake your thoughts but rather, just kept you good company.At the end of the broadcast Michael smiled as he finished his second cup of coffee and thought how quite literally… the science news of the day ended on a good note.  

Chapter 8 Skull and Bones

Dr. Michael G. Hancock e-biked most days to campus, as it was faster than driving, but Michael wasn’t one who rode his bike religiously; if it were too cold, too hot, or rainy, he drove his all-electric Toyota Camry to work.  Today, with ice everywhere and the temperature well below freezing due to the usual cold front gripping America, the professor opted to drive his Japanese made car. 

The Department of Anthropology at Yale University was founded in 1937 but traces its origin to the Peabody Museum of Natural History which was established in 1866.The running joke reserved for the nerds majoring in Anthropology was, ‘The skull and bones of the Anthropology Department were unearthed in 1937, but Carbon-14 dated to 1866!’

Located on the corner Whitney Avenue and Sachem Street directly across from the Peabody Museum of Natural History, sits the Anthropology Building, an old white plantation style house converted into an academic asylum.  To accommodate all the recent advancements in technology, the structure was gutted and renovated down to the bones.  However, the white exterior of the house was preserved, appearing nearly identical to the day it was built, which gave the building a veneer of maturity.  

Dr. Hancock always entered through the front doors, which were six quick steps up the porch and under a second-floor balcony; sometimes a student or faculty member, or both, would greet him from the balcony smoking what looked like a rolled-up cigarette, or at least Michael convinced himself it was a cigarette. 

The first-floor halls of the anthropology building were lined with glass cases full of interesting items such as a complete skeleton of a fully grown gorilla, neolithic stone tools, ancient pottery, rare photographs and of course, books.  The professor’s class was being held on the second floor in a small room with large windows, just down the way from the door leading to the balcony above the front doors. 

Always one for punctuality, Dr. Hancock had a saying, ‘if you are ten minutes early, it means you are five minutes late.’  This morning was no exception… he was in the classroom 15 minutes before eight o’clock.  Even as a student Michael enjoyed early classes, as a professor he greedily secured his lectures to occupy the hours before noon. Nearly all the students, night owls most of them, didn’t try to mask their discontent and entered the 2-hour class with a frown… but as all teachers know, students tend to wear smiles only when leaving class.

Due to the nature of private schools, especially an Ivy League University, the student to teacher ratio is small, and it was clear to the professor when a person who had never attended his class took a seat in the very back.  The individual was clearly a non-traditional student, he was older which is not uncommon; many times, an Alumni or University Donor would ask the Dean of the Department if they could attend a lecture.  And, entering college after their tours of duty or time served, a handful of his students were veterans of the wars taking full advantage of the G.I. Bill.  Michael had two such non-traditional students, or veterans, in his class right now.  

What piqued his curiosity and made this new student stand out was his attire; the student was wearing a silver scarf around his neck, long white baggy linen trousers, sunglasses and even more disrespectful, he was sporting a crimson-colored Harvard University sweatshirt.  It was insulting enough, one dare step foot on Yale campus wearing anything Harvard, but this student was adding salt to the wound; blazing on the front of his sweatshirt, was the Harvard Department of the History of Science, complete with the Logo of the Golden Rectangle and Golden Spiral.  Michael wondered if this was a practical joke as there was a long-standing unacademic feud between the University Departments regarding the Golden Ratio and Yale’s Coat of Arms.   Michael would ignore the temptation and not bite, as he had a class to teach, but knew he couldn’t resist speaking directly to this daring person after class.

This new student, sitting at his desk, seemed to be looking at the professor, but the dark shades made it unclear exactly where the strange new student eyes were landing.Doing his best not to be obvious, the professor noticed another unusual adornment gracing the new student… atop his head, was a black beanie hat with a Sun colored furry ball on top.  Michael, a man of many hats and a man of many mundane facts decided to start the lecture off with a gem of history. 

‘Do you know, the fluffy balls on top of beanie hats are called pompoms.’ The professor asked the class while pointing at the top of his own head.  

The students unprepared for such a random start to a lecture looked at each other slightly bewildered.

‘French sailors used to wear hats with pompoms.  Below decks, ships had low ceilings and in rough seas the sailors would get bounced around; the pompom would help reduce or eliminate the injury to a sailor’s head.’ 

As Dr. Hancock spoke he pointed to the Sun colored ball on top of the new student’s head, which caused the entire class to turn around and stare at the backroom student, ‘These pompoms have been passed down through the generations.   Nowadays, these pompoms are mere decorative accessories.  However, a century or two ago, the pompom had a purpose… to keep sailors safe.  Today, we can debate that the pompom is the precursor to modern day hard hats.  History has a funny way of altering that which we see every day.’  

The new student in the back smiled at the class and the professor, from the slight movement of his shoulders, everyone could see a silent laugh.  

‘Yes, Dr. Hancock, very true.’   The strange new student exhibited a slight smirk, ‘And a great learning point for us students to understand how an item as commonplace as this fluffy ball can have such a rich history.’

Michael replied, ‘Thank you . . .’, but before the professor could ask for an introduction, the new student suddenly stood up and began walking towards Michael with his extended hand and said, ‘Uriel, my name is Uriel.’  

Hiding his surprise, the professor could not help but notice the new student’s hand, or more precisely, his fingers.  Uriel’s fingers were very long, too long, and slender; they were out of proportion with the rest of his body.

‘Nice to meet you Uriel.’ Showing a smile reserved for greeting strangers, Michael replied confidently while shaking the unusual hand.  ‘Are you a new student or just visiting for the day?’  

Without answering the professor’s question and without letting go of Michaels hand, Uriel asked, ‘Did you know, Doctor, the pompom returned to popularity in the year of our Lord 1904, when a statue of the God Freyr was discovered on a farm in Sweden?’  

Not allowing the professor to answer his question, Uriel continued. ‘The God Freyr was depicted in a statue wearing a conical shaped hat with. . .’Uriel released Michael’s hand, turned to the seated students and said while pointing at his head, ‘you guessed it, a pompom.Upon seeing the image of Freyr in the newspapers and learning a God wore a hat with a pompom, the people started a fashion insurgency and began to wear the same hat with of course, the pompom.’ 

Uriel paused for effect. ‘Humanity, throughout history tend to imitate their Gods.’  

After spending more than two decades teaching, Michael was used to student antics, ‘Well, thank you very much for the introduction, Uriel.  Judging from your additional arcane knowledge, I’d say we have a pompom. . . cheerleader, on our hands.’  

The class giggled at the joke.  

‘If you could please take a seat Uriel, I’d like to begin today’s lecture.  Class, if you have prepared and read the syllabus posted online, you know today we will be discussing . . .body modifications throughout history.’  

Chapter 9 Ant’s Marching

The colony with close to a billion souls marched with single purpose, methodically navigating Port Palos, Spain.  The night light hanging low and full in the starry sky, reflected a silvery light from their chitin exoskeletons and made the ant exodus look like an oil slick.  Their mission required the Ants to remain unseen while they boarded a human cargo ship as stowaways.  The Ants were very aware a few humans stay in the seaports at night; those two-legged giants who remain, usually work in the warehouses or man the security gate.  The colony was not concerned with the worker-humans who were occupied with their jobs, they were mostly concerned for the drunken sailors returning from an evening in the local pubs during their port call; Ants know intoxicated humans are more likely to start a fight.  

Regardless of their activity, sober or drunk, the lumbering giants were generally oblivious to everything and anything not human… especially something they deemed small and insignificant, but the Ants, ever cautious, sent scouts ahead to leave chemtrails indicating which route was clear.   

A sense of absolute purpose filled the ranks as they marched ceaselessly, deployed and prepared for war.  Their sheer numbers was their deterrent, a weapon to anything which dare stand in their way.  Knowing the voyage would be a cycle of the moon, the Ants carried with them their own food supply . . . the sweet honeydew produced by the aphids.  For every Ant was an aphid, they would not have to concern themselves with scavenging for food; but knowing wasteful humans, once onboard the cargo ship, plenty of options for sustenance would be available.  

Mooring ropes from the ship were tethered to four metal bollards.  The 100-foot-long ropes were the equivalent to a bridge ten miles long for a human.  For centuries humans placed a barrier, usually made of wood, that when placed over the rope acted as a blockade to keep rats and other vermin from using the mooring rope to trespass onto their vessels.  Fortunately for Ants, who can travel upside down and downside up, with or against gravity and sideways… these obstructions were no match for the insects who easily climbed over and around the barricade.  Before the Sun awoke, under the gaze of a full Moon, the billion strong Ant army boarded the human cargo vessel.

Chapter 10 Crazy in Love

Standing near the edge of the massive indoor pool, Romy in her wet suit glanced at her left wrist where she always wore her magnetic compass and diving watch; it had been 59 minutes since Willow had darted under the gate and left the Naval facility.  A spray of water announced her arrival just as Rosemary’s timer went off… on the hour; as always, Willow never fails to impress.

Just then the sound of chattering echoed through the building, unmistakably human teenagers, their untethered minds blabbing away about the popular culture gossip of the day. Romy could see the small group of cadets being led by their instructors.  These cadets were top of their class, and their reward was a tour of the facility; each one had to sign an affidavit to remain silent about everything they were about to see or hear.  Romy knew the cadets wouldn’t gain any ultra top-secret information, most of what they learn can easily be found on the internet, but the military intentionally gives young ones a peek into secrecy; most people regardless of age, feel special and privileged to be in the company of a secret. 

From a young age, Rosemary learned how to bear the burden of secrecy by keeping her sister existence quiet.  The work she does now for the Navy is hidden from view and of utmost national security interest.  Those like her in uniform do not attend nationally televised award shows in the hopes of winning a golden statue; they celebrate their accomplishments in private and for far less money.  Content with living a secret life, she did not need, nor strive to be in the spotlight.  Rosemary preferred a life of anonymity, but yet knew secrets, like Sunflowers, were heliotropic… they find their way out of the dark by following the light; eventually all secrets are revealed.

Wearing their freshly pressed all-white Navy cadet uniforms, the students gathered around the area of the pool near Willow and waited as a very fit young Naval officer approached wearing a wetsuit.

‘Hi cadets and welcome to the Navy Marine Mammal Program or NMMP.’  Romy started the class by introducing Willow.  ‘Cadets say hi to Willow, she is a 16-year-old common bottle nose dolphin.’  

Excited, the cadets simultaneously started saying hi, Ola, and hello while waving at the dolphin in the pool.   Lifting her body out of the water, Willow responded by flapping one of her flippers 

multiple times imitating a waving human hand.  The class of cadets laughed and applauded, while some oohed and awed at the dolphin’s tattoos.’

Waiting for the class to calm down, Rosemary introduced herself. ‘I am Lieutenant Osceola.  Here the NMMP divides teams into Mark or MK designations.  Willow and I are assigned to a single team, together we are Mark 9 or MK9.’

Speaking to the cadets, Lieutenant Osceola explained the Mark designations. ‘Teams MK4, MK7 and MK9 are the human and dolphin teams.  MK6 specializes in cold waters.  And as for MK5, the Sea Lions, oversee the training of the two-legged mammals.’  

The cadets giggled at the Lieutenant’s joke.   

What Romy did not disclose to the cadets was MK9 was a newly designated team, which only included her and Willow.  

‘Each human-animal team are specially trained to carry out specific missions.’

‘What is Willow trained for?’  asked one of the curious cadets.

With a smile, the Lieutenant said, ‘That’s classified… until you have the same security clearance as Willow.’  

Laughing, the Cadets found it funny that a dolphin had a higher security clearance than a human. 

‘And how did Willow get her tattoos.’  

The Lieutenant knew this question was coming; she was surprised it wasn’t the first question.  Willow has tattoos on both of her pectoral flippers; on her right flipper was a black and white tattoo of Mickey Mouse steering a boat’s wheel and on her left flipper was a Golden Spiral.  

Wearing a short-sleeved wetsuit the cadets could clearly see the sleeve of ink covering the Lieutenant’s arms.  

‘Well . . . the short version, Willow insisted relentlessly on getting a tattoo once she saw mine.So, we went on a clandestine taboo tattoo mission and afterwards the commanding officer punished us both for sneaking out in the middle of the night and getting inked!’  

Laughing like it was the funniest thing they ever heard, the Cadets laughed even harder when Willow joined in with whistles and click trains.  

Once the cadets and the dolphin collected themselves, the Lieutenant continued. ‘Our program has been around since the 1960’s and the marine mammals have been designated as an advanced biological weapon system.  The first war time use of marine mammals was during the Vietnam conflict.  Dolphins were trained to detect enemy divers in friendly ports and to locate underwater mines.  Due to the successful missions accomplished by the Dolphins, the program expanded in the 1970’s to include Sea Lions and Beluga’s.  

The Lieutenant divulged to the cadets the Naval Marine Mammal Program had been around for decades, but the general public was unaware of the black project until it became declassified in 1990’s.   The need for secrecy was necessary as the Nation’s enemies were using Dolphins, Belugas and other marine mammals in their own covert missions.  As a matter of fact, in April of 2019 a Beluga whale was spotted off northern Norway, which isn’t all that unusual, except this particular Beluga was wearing a camera harness which had a label that read, St. Petersburg.  The Norwegian locals named the Beluga. . . Hvaldimir; a play on the Norwegian name for whale hval and the Russian President’s name Vladimir.  Most theorize Hvaldimir was trained as a spy by the Russians.

One of the cadets asked the Lieutenant semi-jokingly if Willow was a spy.

Smirking, the Lieutenant replied, ‘Well if she is, I don’t know about it!’  

Once they laughed and the same cadet asked, ‘Where is Hvaldimir now?’

‘Unfortunately, the Beluga was found dead in August of 2024; the autopsy revealed Hvaldimir had a stick lodged in his mouth which caused him to starve to death.’  

Silence.

‘Nature can be unforgiving not only for marine mammals but us terrestrial mammals as well.’  The Lieutenant carried on with her lesson.

‘Today, we train these advanced biological weapons systems to carry out very specific missions.  For instance, 24 hours a day seven days a week, San Diego Bay is patrolled by Navy Dolphins and Sea Lions for potential enemy threats.’  

The cadets understood the need for security.  On any given day the port was host to dozens of Naval Vessels; some of those vessels were fueled by their own nuclear power plant.  Port safety is of vital national security and marine mammals provide a pivotal role in protecting the hardware and more importantly the human crews.   

Giving a wink to the cadets, the Lieutenant let them on a little secret.  ‘Lately Port security is a mixture of biological and mechanical security; drones have become popular in the air and water.Yet, in my humble opinion, dolphins are more effective and much smarter than drones.  Isn’t that right Wills?’  

Willow responded by nodding her head and smiling, which of course made the young cadet react with more laughter and smiles.  Rosemary really enjoyed this part of her job; she often wondered what she preferred more, the missions or teaching.  And today she noticed nearly half the cadets were female; when she attended the U.S. Naval Sea Cadet Corps most were boys… she was over-joyed at the equal representation.  All the Cadets knew the decorated Lieutenant was an Alumni, but what they did not know. . . was while she was a cadet, Romy was also secretly training here in this facility and taking on real missions; Rosemary was the youngest ever to take part in a mission with the Navy Seals.  The Navy had spent an enormous amount of resources and an incredible amount of trust in MK9… their investment paid out tenfold.  

Lieutenant Osceola started explaining to the attentive cadets the natural capabilities and characteristics of dolphins.  ‘Willow is a Bottlenose Dolphin or Tursiops Truncators. She is an above average sized female for her species.  As you can see, Willow easily floats but she weighs slightly over 200 kilograms; for those of you who prefer the Imperial system of weights and measurements, that is about 450 pounds.’  

Romy made a hand gesture towards the pool and Willow instantly lifted herself vertically out of the water and tail-walked over towards the cadets. Collectively gasping at her size, the students realized Willow stood a meter higher than the Lieutenant even though the dolphin’s tail and lower body were still submerged in the water.  

‘Willow measures 11-feet long or 3 tails long in Tursiops units.’  Romy paused with a childish grin to let the joke settle in, but it was missed by most of the cadets.  As a scientist, Rosemary prefers the metric system of measurements.  However, the Lieutenant’s superiors semi-joked she wasn’t a Patriot, so she decided to teach this class using the Imperial system. . . as not to be deemed a rebel of her own country. 

With a very subtle gesture to her sister, Willow dropped back into the water and started casually swimming.  The gesture or command was unseen by all the Cadets, many times even the most seasoned dolphin trainers miss Romy’s commands.  To everyone in the program, the communication between Wills and Romy developed over the years were legendary.  The two, having literally shared their childhood together, developed a bond beyond any ever seen at the research facility and their method of communication was unique; many of the techniques used by Romy have since been adopted by the NMMP.       

‘As you can see dolphins generally swim at the same speed we humans walk, maybe a touch faster at around 3.5 miles per hour.’ Romy was walking along the side of the pool next to Willow. ‘Dolphins have evolved a fusiform shape which creates less drag.  Willow has been clocked at speeds of more than 25mph… but I have seen her go faster.’  The dolphin seemed to understand and nodded her head in agreement. 

‘Cadets, as you all are aware, we in the Navy rely on advanced sonar capabilities.  Every single vessel in the U.S. Navy relies on sonar to gather the data needed to carry out its day-to-day operations, whether it be to measure depth, scan for mines or to navigate underwater mountain ranges.  Dolphins have multiple superpowers… and sonar, or echolocation, is just one of them.   Willow can detect a single submerged kernel of corn from fifty feet away and can tell the difference between a golf ball and a ping pong ball based on density.  Willow can easily differentiate between fish species to pick out her favorite meal.  The Pentagon and many other Nation states are attempting to replicate the functionality of dolphin sonar yet, at the moment, nothing invented by us humans, compares to the more advanced biological sonar system of dolphins.’

Picking out a student, the Lieutenant asked, ‘Cadet Gonzalez how smart do you think dolphins are?’  

‘Definitely brighter than Cadet Martin!’  The quick reply had everyone laughing. 

‘Well, take no offense Cadet Martin, but your classmate may be right; not only about dolphins being smarter than you, but more intelligent than all of us.’  

Most of the cadets carried a look of doubt.  

Romy continued, ‘We humans tend to compare the ability of animals to ourselves and measure their “intelligence” based on human behaviors.  This form of measuring animal cognition is outdated.  Are any of you familiar with Zipf's law?’

Surprisingly, Cadet Martin answered, ‘The empirical law states the nth entry is inversely proportional to n.’

‘Look at the big brain on Cadet Martin!’ Rosemary gave the cadet a high five. ‘Your classmate is correct.  We humans happen to use words at a frequency which follow Zipf’s law.’   

The Lieutenant explained, ‘The most common word used in the English language is the word “The”.  The second most used word is “Of”, and the third most used word is “And”.  We use “The” twice as often as “Of” and three times as much as we use the word “And”.  The trend continues in word use frequency… so that the fourth most used word is used four times less than the most common word.   It has been discovered, by recording the vocalizations of dolphins, that their language of clicks follows the same pattern; in other words, their speech follows Zipf’s Law just like us human beings.’

Romy then amazed the cadets with another fact. ‘Dolphins have larger brains than we humans.  Although the size of one’s brain isn’t a true metric of intelligence, the ratio of the brain to the size body, has provided favorable evidence in respect to the level of intelligence in a species; we humans have the largest brain verse body size, dolphins come in at a close second.   Oddly enough, animal cognition researchers in the past compared dolphin intelligence to that of a 3-year-old human.  They measured a Dolphins intelligence based on their ability to recognize a specific object, how they reacted to human sign language or understood human words.  This view of Dolphin intelligence has begun to change.   We now understand this is not an accurate method of measuring intelligence in dolphins or any other non-homo sapiens species for that matter.  Imagine if Tursiops Truncators measured our intelligence based on the number of their whistles and clicks we understood; I’d envision they think of an adult human as smart as one of their newborn calves.’

Giggling, the class listened as the Lieutenant began to make her way closer to Willow.  ‘We do not have the time today to go through all the unique and incredible facts of a dolphin’s natural abilities… but we do have time to be amazed!’

On cue, music filled the facility, playing over loudspeakers was Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It), by Beyoncé.  Willow began clicking and swaying in the indoor pool.  ‘Okay Cadets, are you ready to see something really cool?!’

‘Yes!’ The Cadets were cheering as the upbeat dance song generally reserved for a nightclub echoed about the massive space and was even blaring through underwater speakers in the top-secret research and training facility.  Smiling, Willow was moving her head, side to side, to the same beat as the song.  The Sea Cadets grinning ear to ear began clapping and moving to the beat as well.  As the soundwaves filled human and dolphin ears alike, the showoff show began.  

The Lieutenant raised her arms and Willow followed suit by lifting herself out of the water vertically, exposing her pectoral flippers directly in front of Romy.  With both hands, Romy grabbed Willow’s flippers… and the two sisters started dancing.  Willow, still tail kicking, did a spin move and Romy copied her by spinning in a circle on the side of the pool.  The two completed multiple dance moves, each taking a turn to “out-do” the other. . . the cadets caught on . . . it was a dance off!  

When Willow did a double flip in air, the Lieutenant followed suit by cartwheeling two times.  Romy then did a handstand, seeing this, Wills submerging herself and a few moments later… emerging from the pool, was a dolphin’s tail.  

Applauding and admiring both members of MK9, the cadets thought this dance battle was choreographed and part of the training regiment, however the sisters knew their moves were not prepared, but spontaneous; Wills and Romy have played this game since calf and child.

As the music blared, Willow swam under a floating Earth patterned basketball and when she surfaced, it looked like the World was balanced on her nose.  Wills then elevated out of the water and tail-walked over to her sister . . . the basketball stayed in place. 

‘Oh yeah?!’ Pretending to be unimpressed, the Lieutenant grabbed the ball from her sister’s nose.  Just as Romy started spinning the basketball on her index finger, the Lieutenant noticed Vice Admiral Jack O’Neil the commanding officer of the Navy Marine Mammal Program, was observing the class quietly in the background.  The Admiral made eye contact, and the Lieutenant instantly knew something was up, this wasn’t a casual visit and the world on her finger stopped spinning.Under normal circumstances, Romy would enter the pool, conduct various tricks and stunts with Willow, but today was different.  

‘Okay cadets, one last trick before Willow goes on break.’  

Ignoring the groaning cadets expressing their disappointment at the announcement, the Lieutenant signaled to Wills with a slight hand motion.  The groans ended as quickly as they witnessed the dolphin complete multiple back-to-back double and triple spin flips.  Knowing the show was over, Wills jumped out the pool near the cadets, where each one of the students were allowed to say “hello” and pet the dolphin. 

After a few questions were answered, the Cadets thanked both the Lieutenant and the dolphin.  Willow replied with a wave goodbye and some whistles which made all the cadets leave the facility with large grins.  As soon as the cadets cleared the room, the Admiral approached and knelt in front of Willow.

The Admiral spoke to the dolphin, but made sure to speak loud enough, so the human Lieutenant would hear.  ‘Wheels up in three hours.  You and Romy will be briefed on the Water Moose.’  Hearing the words, Water Moose, both girls got excited.  Willow responded by emitting click trains and the Lieutenant showing her age exclaimed, ‘Hell yeah!’  

MK9 knew it was time for a mission.

Admiral O’Neil had to laugh but soon said to both the human and the dolphin, ‘Be careful Mark 9… Edith is a dangerous leviathan.’  

‘Edith!?’ exclaimed the Lieutenant while at the same time Willow made a loud whistle.

Not answering the outburst from the girls, the commander quickly stated, ‘You both will be briefed further on the Water Moose.  

Smiling at them both, Admiral O’Neil simply said, ‘Good Luck and Godspeed.’ 

And with those words the commander saluted both the human and the dolphin.

The Lieutenant returned the salute to her commander, appreciating Admiral O’Neil attention to empathy; he not only treated Willow as sentient being, but also as part of the family.  After the commanding officer of the Navy Marine Mammal Program turned to walk away Rosemary turned and smiled at her sister.  Although still unaware of all the details, Rosemary knew  

the clock was now ticking, her and Wills were off to board the Water Moose for a mission involving the Earth’s largest ever iceberg. . . Edith.   

Chapter 11 Deformation

Dr. Michael G. Hancock has a standing desk in his office and classroom.  He says to students and colleagues, he isn’t one who likes to sit down and thinks better on his feet.  But secretly, standing is better for his lower back; years ago, he suffered an injury which makes sitting for extended periods of time excruciatingly painful.  

No sooner had the strange student, who introduced himself as Uriel taken his seat…  Dr. Michael G. Hancock jumped into his lecture covering body modifications through history.

‘Humans have been modifying their bodies since the dawn of our time… well at least us Anthropologist have not found any period in history, where humans did not in some shape or form. . .change their physical appearance.’  

The professor unrolled the projector screen by pulling down on the metal handle and continued speaking while using a remote to turn on the projector.  

‘Tattoos have meaning.’ Michael started the lecture with an image of a person’s arm tattooed with latitude and longitude coordinates.   ‘The individual here . . .’

‘. . . had the birthplace of her six children tattooed on her left shoulder in latitude and longitude coordinates!  She is my favorite Hollywood actress!  And I plan on having the same tattoo when I have children!’

‘Yes, that’s right.’  Unsurprised the student, Christina was familiar with the tattoo; virtually all people seem to study popular culture more than ancient culture. ‘Here we know a celebrity who has gotten multiple tattoos, each one with a special meaning.  Why do people, famous or not, choose to get tattoos?’ 

Michael noticed a tattoo on the student’s wrist when she raised her hand to talk about her favorite Star. 

‘Christina, care to share with the class why you have a tattoo of two fish on your arm?’ 

Turning for everyone in the class to see, Christina started to explain, ‘Well, my birthday is February 21st.’  

Christina paused thinking this easily explained the tattoo.  No one commented, either they did not know, or care.  

‘Duh.’ said Christina.  ‘Like, the two fish facing opposite directions is the symbol for Pisces; meaning I am smart, creative, and deeply intuitive.  And, I am compatible with people who are Scorpio’s.’ 

Another student, Ryan, who was non-traditional student and an Army veteran spoke without hesitation, ‘People get tattoos to remember.’ 

The veteran lifted his shirt to show the names of fellow soldiers who died in war, with the large letters R.I.P., above their names.

‘Thanks for your service and sorry for your loss Ryan.’ replied the professor. ‘Anyone else?’ 

Two of the students wearing sweatpants and a hoody, both on Yale’s soccer team, showed tattoos of their favorite sports idol; one had a very realistic tattoo of a player’s face on his calf, while the other tattooed a number 7 on his shoulder… both students believing their futbol player was the GOAT or Greatest of All Time.  

An attractive female student named Angel, showing an ample amount of cleavage, stood up and lifted the back of her tight shirt while turning completely around, exposing to the entire classroom a crucifix tattoo on her lower back. 

‘I got this tattoo to show my faith in Jesus.’  Some of the students couldn’t help but roll their eyes. 

But Dave, a student wearing a fraternity shirt shouted, ‘Praise Jesus!’  Which made the entire class laugh. 

Dave, smelling of a brewery, turned and gave a mischievous smile to the attractive student and said, ‘Hey Angel, I will bet you a beer that I have… your name, tattooed on my ass.’ 

This of course had the whole class laughing. . .even the professor.Angel grinning, agreed to the bet.  

The half sober frat boy pulled down enough of his pants and underwear to show his backside… sure enough, written on his butt cheek in big bold letters was tattooed… YOUR NAME.  

The entire class howled with delight, even the strange student in the back was amused.

Rasing his hands to quiet down the students, Michael said.  ‘Okay, okay class.  As you can see, most people have very specific and meaningful reasons why they get tattoos.  The Hollywood Star wanted to express the love for her children by getting coordinates of their birthplace tattooed on her shoulder. Christina finds her birthday and astrology important. Ryan, to never forget his fellow brothers who lost their life in battle and these two student athletes got tattoos of who they thought are the best of the best in the history of their sport.’

Michael paused for a second to take a sip of water.

‘Angel’s tattoo expresses her religious faith.  And even though we might think Dave forgot about getting his tattoo after a night of drinking . . .’

‘Which is true.’  Dave said seriously, making the class laugh again. 

‘He did get this tattoo for a reason.  And my guess was to make people laugh, especially the opposite sex, which is the first and foremost thing on most young men’s mind.’

‘Which is also true!’ the class laugh once more; it seems Dave was the official class clown.  

Smiling, Michael looking around at his class spoke with his best serious professor voice. ‘People through all human history have modified their bodies.  And those of us who study human societies and cultures . . .the very definition of anthropology, must ask ourselves, why.Why do people modify their bodies?’  

The next slide was rather disturbing.  It showed a decayed body which still had its flesh preserved.  The dead person was male and looked to have died a horrible death.  ‘Class, does anyone know who this is?’ 

None of the students answered.  The professor was just about to speak when Uriel, the strange new student quipped, ‘He has been given the name, Otzi the Iceman.’ 

Michale was impressed with the new student’s proclivity of knowledge for the arcane.

‘Yes, Uriel, correct.  As our new classmate has said… this is Otzi.  His remains were found in 1991 by two German tourists in the Ötztal Alps.  Otzi’s frozen body was recovered 5,000 years after his death… so well preserved that sixty-one tattoos were still visible on his skin’.  

Pausing Michael looked around the class.  ‘It is amazing today, we as humans, regardless of culture, continue the same modification to our bodies as our ancestors.Tattoos, like many other forms of body modifications, have a purpose, not only for the individual person but also entire cultures.’ 

The professor pushed a button on the projector remote, an African and Asian Woman appeared on the next slide, both with a dozen golden rings around their necks. ‘Take for example these women.  The gold rings were added one at a time over the span of their lives to make their neck longer.In reality… the weight of the rings, over time push down the clavicles and ribs, creating the illusion of an elongated neck.  The Ndebele people of South Africa and the Kayan people of Myanmar, believed the longer the neck, the more beautiful the person.’  

The next slide was of a woman in a beautiful silk dress sitting in a chair looking at her deformed small feet. ‘This photograph was taken in China during the 19th Century.  Women used to endure indescribable pain… as children, when their feet would be intentionally broken and then bound with cloth so that their feet could fit into tiny shoes.’  

The next slide was of a Lotus shoe; a very small, delicate pointed shoe which was embroidered. ‘The Chinese, for centuries used to bind woman’s feet, starting when these women were just girls, and these girls would eventually have children and repeat the cultural practice on their own daughters.’

‘Why did they do this?’ asked the girl with the ample cleavage.

‘Exactly the question I was looking for Angel.’ Said the professor with a smile. 

‘The Chinese used to think a small foot on a woman was attractive.  Even some went as far to say that sexual superiority was directly related to size of the foot… in this case the smaller the better. 

One of the other female students said in an unsettled voice, ‘That’s ridiculous! Why would anyone believe or allow this?’  

‘Their mothers would all say their daughters… volunteered for the pain.The girls had been taught since birth that women with little feet are more likely to marry a wealthy man.  It is believed the practice originated in the 10th century when a royal concubine named Yao Niang was asked to dance with the Emperor.  Yao Niang’s performance was so graceful and inspiring, all the women who witnessed the ball room dance, started bounding their feet to try match Yao Niang’s tiny feet.  These women in attendance at the regal gala were all in the upper class of Chinese Society and soon to follow the newly acquired fashionable practice of the wealthy… was the lower-class women.  It did not take many generations for the spread of foot binding to engulf all classes of Chinese society.  Only recently has this practice stopped in China.Women in history have been subjugated to cultural practices which we presently find barbaric.  Yet, even today, some isolated tribes still practice clitoridectomy.  This involves partial or total removal of the clitoris to stop woman from taking any pleasure during sex.  And if you think that is inhumane… what of circumcision?’ 

The students were fully awake now that the class had turned to topics involving human genitalia . . . normally at this point in the class, the professor would have to ask students to put away their phones.  

Taking advantage of the added curiosity, Michael carried on. ‘Circumcision is a cultural practice which has spread across the globe.’ 

Projected on the screen now was a different image.  ‘Here we see the famous image of the Korean Peninsula viewed at night from outer space.  A clear line exists between the North and South.’ 

Michael standing next to the image, used his hand to divide the country. ‘The picture shows darkness above the 38th Parallel and in the South, light from the megacities.  Interestingly, if we were able to pull down the pants of all the men from both sides of the DMZ, one would find most of the South Koreans are circumcised while those men from the North… are not. 

After the Korean War, or more specifically, after the armistice agreement was signed… Western influence took hold in South Korea and the males started getting circumcised.  This is an interesting example of cross-cultural transmission in recent history.  So, even though the people on both sides of the 38th parallel still speak the same language, have a shared history, and can literally be from the same family, they now have a different belief in respect to circumcision.'

Before a student could interrupt, Michael continued with the lecture.  ‘To this day, in certain Orthodox Jewish communities, there is a man trained to give circumcisions… he is known as the Mohel.  The Mohel, after removing the foreskin, places his mouth over the wound and sucks the blood from the infant’s penis.’ 

This last statement drew looks of confusion and disgust amongst the students.  

‘As a matter of fact, the ancient Israelites in obedience to the command of their God, would conduct the Ritual of Circumcision in a place called. . . the Hill of the Foreskins.’  

The statement and the visual of the last statement had the class moaning in disbelief.  

Dave, the class clown, couldn’t resist, ‘Hey, anyone care to join me there for Spring Break!?’  The class moaned again.  

Dr. Michael Hancock, doing his best not to laugh and to keep the topic serious, ‘It is estimated 34% of men worldwide are circumcised.  So why, why do humans choose to physically alter their sons permanently?  Some cultures practice this for religious reasons.  Others, due to the medical community stating circumcised men are less like to get an infection and still others continue the practice for no other reason than “this is what my parents did, so too will I”.  Many people and cultures throughout the World view this practice as a form of mutilation, a cruel ritual taken out on an infant without a choice in the matter… on par with foot binding and clitoridectomy.  Some scholars argue circumcision is the oldest form of body modification in human history.’

Dr. Michael Hancock then showed slides of different forms of body modifications from around the planet during the past and present: body piercings, scarification, tongue splitting, tooth filing, trepanation, rhinoplasty, buttocks implants, breast augmentation, leg-lengthening, and Botox. 

‘As you can see, even now in the present, we humans continue to modify our bodies and most admittedly do so to make themselves . . .quote, unquote, more attractive.If any of you think these body modifications are weird, abnormal or curious… let us examine one of the most fascinating and most widespread cultural practices in human history… a form of body mutilation known as artificial cranial deformation.’ 

Professor Hancock changed the slide on cue to a Native American Indian woman holding an infant in a wooden board. ‘This is a painting by the artist Paul Kane from 1853, depicting a Chinookan woman and her infant.  The Chinook People lived in what is today, the States of Washington and Oregon, along the Columbia River. In 1805 during their expedition, when Lewis and Clark encountered this tribe they found the Natives’ heads weird and discovered the tribe deformed their infant’s head by making their skulls elongated.’ 

[image: Image]

Professor Hancock pointed at the head of the mother. ‘You can clearly see the mother has a usually large forehead which forms almost a point at the top of her skull.  They accomplished this by applying pressure to the infant’s head using a portable cradle board when the baby’s head was soft and malleable.’  

Dr. Hancock then pointed to the wooden cradle board in the painting. ‘Here you can see the attachment that when folded down over the baby’s head, applies pressure, much like a vice… forcing the skull’s bones to mold into this irregular shape.’ 

Some of the students were touching their own heads, perhaps making sure what was being shown on the projector screen… did not somehow magically transform their own skulls.  

The next slide was an image of an African infant with bandages wrapped around his head.  ‘This child is from the Mangbetu tribe from the Congo region of Africa.  Here, even to this day in isolated communities, parents tightly wrap their infants’ head with cloth bands which forces the skulls to become elongated.’ 

The following slide depicted a grown woman in the same tribe with an elongated head.

‘The people of Congo, used a different method than the Chinooks, to achieve the same result.’  

The next slide projected on the screen was a world map. 

[image: A map of the world

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] ‘This image, provided by the Journal of Neurosurgery, shows multiple regions of the planet, the black dots, indicate the areas where ACD, or Artificial Cranial Deformation, has been found.’  Using his laser pointer, Dr. Hancock highlighted the black dots.  ‘The geographical distribution of ACD was worldwide and at one time, or another, was on every single continent except Antarctica.And these regions were scattered everywhere from China, Canada, South and Central and North America, Australia, Africa through Europe, and Asia to isolated Islands in the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans… it seemed nowhere was left untouched by this human practice.’  Michael turned to face the class and continued his lecture. ‘The temporal distribution of ACD is even more unexpected and noteworthy.  Not only do we know this strange practice was carried out nearly everywhere on the globe, this cultural practice, happened in every age of recorded human history!’ 

‘And another very interesting note,’ Dr. Michael paused to change slides. ‘The earliest known case of artificial cranial deformation was approximately 45,000 years ago and was discovered in a cave.  Curiously, the deformed skull was not among humans, but amongst our cousins, the Neanderthal.’  

The image now on the projector screen was of artificially deformed Neanderthal Skulls. 

‘These skulls were discovered circa 1956 from the Shanidar Cave in Kurdistan region of Northern Iraq.’

This drew quizzical expressions on the face of students. 

‘Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.’ Revealing a Mona Lisa like grin, the professor then showed a short video clip from the classic film, The Wizard of Oz.  It was the iconic scene of the Wizard and his extremely large head floating in smoke and fire. 

The professor jokingly said, ‘Although it may look like a magical spell was cast on the Wizard of Oz to enlarge his head, Dorothy would argue this is a hologram generated by technology and not magic.’ 

Some of the students gave a polite laugh, and even though everyone had seen the nearly 100-year-old film, none of the young students found the outdated film entertaining.

Continuing without any loss of confidence in his comedic abilities, ‘However, long before this film was released in 1939, there were those who actually did practice ACD in a place called Oz.’  

The professor quickly changed the slide, ‘let us go down under, to a place called Oz-Stralia!’

Students rolled their eyes at the childish antic as the professor displayed an image of Australia from outer space.  

Speaking more professionally, the professor added, ‘Researchers argue the oldest human remains to exhibit ACD can be found in Pleistocene Australian Aboriginals circa 12,300 BC, from the archaeological site of Coobool Creek in New South Wales.’

Changing slides to show a map of China and pointing at a region a few hundred kilometers due North, of North Korea… Dr. Hancock informed the students, twenty-five skeletons were found by archeologist in a dig from 2011-2015 from the Houtaomuga Site in Jilin, China.  

‘Eleven of the skulls showed evidence of ACD and were dated from 12,000 to 5,000 years before present.  Although older artificially deformed skulls have been discovered in the world, the Houtaomuga site has the distinction of the culture who continually performed this practice for the longest period of time.’

Dr. Hancock paused.  

He turned his head toward the students and said, ‘Think about it class, the people here, not only had a civilization which lasted longer than any known empire in our history, but also passed down ACD through 300 generations.  In this region of present-day China, people performed the act of changing the shape of their babies’ skulls for 7,000 years.  This specific culture practiced artificial cranial deformation for three and a half times longer… than the existence of Christianity!’ 

The professor stopped, turned, and looked at his class, ‘Which begs the question, what happened to them?  Where did they go? And why was this act of cranial deformation so important to their people?’  

Michael intentionally did not acknowledge the students who had their hand raised for the rhetoric question; the professor does not like leaving a lecture unfinished, aware of the time, he continued with his lecture.  

‘This limestone stele is over 3000 years old and was found in Tell-el Armana Egypt.’  

On the screen was a lime-stone slab which had engraved on it, what could easily be described as… an ancient royal family portrait.  The stele contained two adults and three small children.  [image: Image]

‘Their parents are famous, you probably have heard of them.  The mother seated on the right is Nefertiti.  Sitting across from the Queen is her husband the God-King Akhenaten, also known as, the heretical pharaoh who introduced the monotheistic religion of Sun worship to the ancient Egyptians.The Sun with rays of light is centered at the top of the Stele.’

Giving the student a moment to appreciate the ancient art before continuing his talk.

‘As you can see all three of the children have undergone ACD.  Two of the children seem to be young as toddlers, and the one near the shoulder of Nefertiti… is possibly an infant.   Their elongated skulls are intentionally and predominantly displayed.’

Next the professor showed a slide of fresco. ‘This fragment of a wall painting was excavated in Tell el-Amarna, Egypt, the same city the Stele was found, by Williams Petrie in the 1890’s.  The wall was found to be extensively damaged by Ants, and its preservation is a testament to Petrie’s incredible skills, allowing us to study it today.  Featured in the fragment are two of the Princesses as girls.  The daughters of Akhenaten and Nefertiti clearly exhibit the consequence of ACD later in their life…  again, this form of body modification stays with an individual for life. 

[image: Image]

The professor briefly stopped to moisten his dry mouth with another drink of water and realized most his students had a question.  Inwardly Michael was smiling, it pleased him that the students for once, not only took an interest in his class, but more importantly… history.  

‘Yes Angel?’

‘Dr. Hancock, why would parents commit these horrible acts upon their own children?’  Angel was clearly disgusted by the practice.

The professor seemed to think a moment before asking this next question.  ‘Angel, do you know anyone who has had breast implants?’

Angel, unashamed, answered with confidence when she said, ‘Yes, I have breast implants but . . . this was my choice!Those girls or Princesses did not have an option to make the decision for themselves!’ 

‘Very true, you had the option to alter your physical appearance, and those three girls did not, but an amazing fact about artificial cranial deformation across all the cultures who practiced this tradition was that the parents felt . . .the physical transformation would benefit their child.’  Michael paused for a moment to let the last sentence sink in. ‘In every single one of these cultures, over the entire world and across time, the explanation given was that an artificially shaped head would provide their children with higher social status, more intelligence and give them a better chance to succeed in life and also… make them beautiful.’

Bewildered and confused, Angel clearly could not make any connection between having a large head and beauty.  Or why having an elongated head would make you smarter and more popular. 

The professor simply stated. ‘Every culture has their own idea of beauty.  From a modern perspective ACD may seem barbaric, but to them, they were helping their children.’  

Michael continued with the next slide.  The slide was of ancient silver coin from around 440-490 AD.  Depicted on the coin was an Asian looking man with a pointed protruding head.  

‘This is Khingila, the founder of the Huns.  He too was known as a God King like Akhenaten.  The Huns practiced ACD for centuries.’ 

Switching through multiple slides of coins depicting generations of Hun rulers, the professor pointed out each new King had an artificially deformed skull.  

The next slide drew gasps from the class.  It was of a skull which had a very massive head.  A student in the class shouted “Alien!”Half the class laughed.  

‘Yes, we have all heard of the conspiracies and watched the Hollywood movies but let me reassure you, this is nothing more than physical evidence of intentional artificial cranial deformation.  This skull founded was discovered in Machu Picchu in 1911.’

One of the students who majored in anthropology jumped in. ‘And… The Machu Picchu Expedition was funded by Yale University and discovered by the late Yale alumnus, Hiram Bingham. 

‘Correct.’ Said the Professor. ‘And remember as well that Hiram Bingham went on to become a U.S. Senator and the Governor of Connecticut.  Not only were these elongated skulls discovered in Machu Picchu, but many others have been found in Peru.  Take for example this Skull.’

As soon as the professor changed slides, the entire class shared a collective gasp . . . except for Uriel, who sat unmoved by the image of the extra unusual artificially deformed skull.

‘What makes this skull unique, and others discovered in the Paracas region, is they were found so well preserved… they still had their Red Hair.’

Silence.  Every student had their hand raised.

Laughing out loud, Michael, using his hands to calm down the curious class. 

‘I know you are all wondering where the Ginger Hair comes from, especially since these skulls were found in South America, where a person with this color hair is very rare.  Well, the answer is. . . Red Hair is still very rare in the region.  A genetic mutation in the MC1R gene is the cause for the unique hair color.  So, do not let your imagination take you down a rabbit hole.’

The professor pressed on with the lecture, ‘Here are more artificially modified skulls from the Island nation of Malta, from the Ukraine, specifically Crimea . . .which I guess one could argue the Island is now part of Russia.’ 

Michael paused, realizing he needed to update his notes; this lecture was originally prepared 15 years ago, before the outbreak of the Ukrainian conflict, ‘Anyhow, moving on . . .’

Changing slides, the next image was a painting titled, Portrait of a Princess of the House Este by Pisanello c. 1435-1445.  

[image: A painting of a person in a dress
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 Dr. Michael Hancock pointed to the elongated skull of the medieval Italian Princess. ‘Here you can see the obvious cranial modification.  Scholars believe this was achieved when she was an infant using cloth wrapped around her head to achieve this fashionable look.’

Angel couldn’t help herself, ’European Princesses looked like this too?!’  

‘Yes, although not as extensive as the many other cultures, ACD was performed in medieval Europe as well.And recall, at the same time, across an Ocean, this ritual was being performed here, in North, Central and South America. . .well before the time of Christopher Columbus.’ 
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Fic. 1. Map of the world showing historical geographical distribution of artficial skull deformations.
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