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Chapter One: University Lab

Through the office
window the sky was starting to lighten and the morning chatter of
birds was being joined by the occasional sound of a distant car.
The world outside was starting to wake.

Juliet put down her
book and lent back in her chair. Suddenly she realised just how
tired—tired and hungry—she really was; she had been at her desk for
seven straight hours. Not that she was in the habit of working
right through the night. Significant though she considered her work
to be in the scientific sense, trying to decipher the way in which
ants communicate with one another was hardly a matter of life and
death. The times when she did work late into the night, as now, it
was more a question of becoming completely engrossed in what she
was doing rather than any sense of urgency.

Yesterday evening a
courier had delivered her a paper written in the mid-sixties by a
Professor Makel. He had been doing field research in Namibia that
paralleled Juliet’s own efforts, and he had expressed some
interesting and very unorthodox views.

Accepted theory was
that ants used pheromones, and this was really incontestable, as
the evidence was overwhelming and the mechanisms well understood.
However, Makel thought that this was only a part of the story and
believed he had evidence that proved ants had the ability to
communicate when the use of pheromones was blocked. The
experimentation he had conducted to support this seemed convincing,
but he offered no theories as to how this might be taking
place.

Juliet’s own research
was based on exactly this assumption, as she also had long felt
that there was something else to discover in this area. The
existing theory just didn’t cover all the observable behaviour.

Makel’s work was new
to her and she resolved to dig out everything he had published on
the subject. She was particularly interested in any later work, as
the paper she had just put down strongly intimated he was about to
implement a new research programme based on a specific idea he had.
What this idea might entail he quite properly didn't say as, at
time of writing, it was purely speculative. But Juliet was very
keen to know.

Still, first she
needed some breakfast and some sleep.

In the months that
followed, Juliet’s interest in Makel gradually grew to be an
obsession. She now had dozens of papers written by him, from his
doctoral thesis as a young man, to newspaper interviews. She knew
everything about his academic life and almost as much of his
personal life, and yet everything she had been able to find ended
with the paper that had first captured her attention.

It was as if, on
publishing this, he had disappeared from the face of the Earth.

The line of enquiry he
had been pursuing was the driving force behind her interest, but
the mystery as to how such a prolific and prominent—at least in the
entomological world—scientist could simply vanish was equally
intriguing. Obviously, the simple explanation was that he had died,
but to have died without note didn’t make any sense.

Juliet saw only one
solution; she would go to Namibia and find out. She was an
accomplished field scientist used to the remote corners of the
planet, and she could justify the trip in the context of her
current research.

The decision made, it
took Juliet less than a fortnight to make her preparations—the
University's reputation certainly helped with the paperwork—and by
the end of the month she would be on a plane for South Africa.

She had one small task
to do before she left.


Chapter Two: High School

Juliet Monk stood in
front of the class of seventeen-year olds and looked around. She
felt her spirits sink.

Each year she
voluntarily spent a morning giving a lecture on entomology to the
graduating class at the local high school. She saw it as a duty to
her science—a sort of professional tax to be paid—although she knew
in her heart that biologists, like all scientists, were born, not
persuaded. It was the child who, at four or five, spent every
minute of their time poking around in the grass and turning over
stones that went on to spend a lifetime chasing answers. Science
was never a job.

But that was not the
problem here.

The problem here was
the complete and undivided attention of the entire class. Not the
sort of problem that most teachers would complain about, of course,
but for Juliet it was the reason for that rapt attention that
frustrated her.

Juliet Monk was
beautiful. Stunningly, jaw-droppingly beautiful. Super model
beautiful. Tall, blonde, leggy, she had everyone, both male and
female transfixed. She knew from long experience that no-one in the
room would hear a word she said. The boys would each be away in a
world of their own, thinking thoughts she didn’t want to dwell on
and the girls' heads would be full of clothes, of hair, of
admiration and resentment, and probably at least one with thoughts
not dissimilar to the boys.

Her looks, something
any woman might envy, were the bane of her life. At school and at
college she had to fight to get anyone to take her seriously.
Despite an excellent scholastic record, academic life proved no
better. Applications for jobs were well, even enthusiastically
received, but interviews inevitably saw her dropped from
contention. She wasn’t even a scientist’s idea of what a scientist
should look like. Not surprisingly, Juliet Monk was only really
happy when buried in her laboratory, or off in some remote piece of
nowhere, alone with her ants.

With a resigned shake
of her head, she launched into her lecture. Perhaps there was one
kid in the class who spent their time turning over those stones,
one that could be encouraged to follow their hearts and their
curiosity. One was all she could expect. But for that one, however
much they might enjoy her talk, the die was already cast and she
was realistic enough to know that her talk would change
nothing.

“OK
you guys. My name is Juliet Monk and I am a Myrmecologist, an ant
lady. I am currently involved in studying the way in which ants
communicate. This is obviously a pretty specialised field and I
don’t propose to get into it today. Rather, we will take a much
more general look at ants, their place in the world and how they
impact on our lives.

“For
most people, and I’m sure most of you, an ant is just an
insignificant insect pest. They get into your kitchens, they get
into your food and with the recent arrival of fire ants, they bite
you. But that is a rather superficial view.

“The
truth is that ants are little more than a minor irritant in our
lives, but they are also of significant benefit. Even in your
kitchen, the ants are looking for spilt food, other insects, all
sorts of detritus and waste, all of which they remove entirely and
carry back to their nests. That is not to say that with a few ants
around you can stop doing the housework, but they do remove a
substantial amount of our waste. Indeed, the so-called soldier and
driver ants—those relentless columns laying waste to the
countryside and savaging animal and man alike in those appalling
B-grade movies—are actually greatly appreciated in the regions
where they appear. The inhabitants of small isolated jungle
communities, on discovering a column, will actively encourage it
into their village. The ants, over the course of a few hours, will
completely rid their thatched homes of all the insects, vermin and
any other pests that inevitably infest everything in a tropical
rain forest, moving on once the job is done.

“Ants
also have a huge impact on controlling the pests that attack our
food crops, and in some parts of the world they are actively
encouraged for this reason. They also serve a useful function in
aerating the soil. In Europe, some species of ant, the European
wood ant for example, are considered so important to the health of
the environment that they are a protected species.

“So,
the first point I want to make. However irritating ants may seem at
times, they are very definitely friend not foe. It may not always
be readily apparent, but we shouldn’t take ants and the way they
benefit us for granted.

“Now
let’s take a brief look at the creatures themselves. Ants are old.
Very old. They first appeared in their current form more than a
hundred million years ago. We, by comparison, are about a quarter
of a million years old. They are hardy and adaptable and the
extinction event that brought to an end the rule of the dinosaurs,
along with seventy percent of all other species on the planet, gave
them the opportunity to rise to the sort of dominance they enjoy
today. And they are tough. Of all the species around at the end of
the Tertiary Period, more than ninety percent still exist. A truly
remarkable record.

“Ants
now occupy every land mass except Antarctica and the Greenland
icecap. They are established in every type of terrain and in every
type of climate, from the Arctic to the middle of the Sahara, from
high mountain ranges to tropical rainforest. One species has even
adapted to living beneath the surface of the water in nests that
entrap bubbles of air.

“One
reason for this is that ants—just like cockroaches, rats and
ourselves—are omnivores. This allows them to adapt to whatever food
source is available. It is true that some have very specific
feeding habits, but this is a question of preference and these
specialists will quickly turn to alternatives when needs
must.”

Juliet looked around
the room. She still had their attention but there was no flicker of
interest in what she was saying. She contemplated asking a few
questions to try and stir up some discussion, some response, but
decided it was a waste of time and would just prove awkward—it
always had in the past. She was definitely not cut out to be a
teacher. She decided to change tack and indulge in a little
anthropomorphism.

“As
I’m sure you are all aware, ants have evolved some very advanced
social practices. Agriculture is practised by some. Aphids are
collected, cared for and carried from one food source to another,
the ants then ‘milking’ the aphids for the honeydew they produce.
This behaviour even extends to caring for and protecting the trees
on which they graze their ‘livestock’ from other insects, disease
and even large herbivores, like buffalo.

“The
so-called leaf-cutter ants forage for vegetation which they carry
back to their nests and place in a climate-controlled and carefully
maintained chamber. They chew the material to form compost, which
they then plant with a fungus on which they feed. Spores of this
fungus are transported to new colonies as they are established, and
it's not found growing anywhere outside ant colonies. These are the
two most widely known examples, but there are many, many
others.

“Ants
have also evolved advanced technology, but a technology very
different from ours. The buzz-word these days is genetic
engineering, the alteration of a species' genes to improve its
abilities in various ways. In science fiction it is the super
soldier or athlete—you know the sort of thing. Ants already
practice this in their own way, although not by direct manipulation
of the genes.

“Within a colony, mature ants specialise in different tasks,
all the way from the breeding queen—or queens, some colonies have
more than one—through to the foragers, soldiers, care-givers and so
on. The ants performing these various roles can differ considerably
from one another physically, dependant on the dictates of the job.
It is believed by some that initially all larvae are identical, but
the ants have a crop in which they store food to share with other
adults and to feed the larvae. Each ‘type’ of ant contributes a
slightly different balance of enzymes to the food mix and this
affects the way in which the larvae develop. If, for example, a
conflict has reduced the number of soldiers, the diminished
contribution of their particular enzymes to the larvae’s food
increases the number of larvae that develop a soldier’s
characteristics, redressing the balance. Not exactly genetic
engineering, but the result is the same. Definitely bio-tech and
very effective in assuring the species' survival.

“Another characteristic is the widespread interaction with a
whole range of other species. With most animals, apart from
hunter/prey relationships, this is limited to singular symbiotic
partnerships. With ants, it may be with manifold species—including
other ants, where larvae are stolen and raised as slaves—and for a
wide variety of reasons.”

“Two
other characteristics mark out ants as something rather unusual.
They are the only species, other than primates, where deliberate
interactive teaching has been observed. They also learn by
experience, and over time individuals will adapt their role within
the colony to those tasks that they prove most successful at,
although individuals will quickly adapt to new tasks when
circumstance dictates.”

Juliet found herself
settling into a routine talk and gradually disengaging from her
surroundings and the youngsters before her. For a fleeting moment
she felt a surge of embarrassment but quickly accepted that she
didn’t have the skills—nor, if she was honest, the enthusiasm—to do
anything more than get through the time remaining. Every summer she
went through this trial and every summer she swore to herself that
she would never do it again. But by year’s end the embarrassment
had faded and when approached, she found herself unable to say
no.

For the remainder of
the hour Juliet talked about various aspects of ant society, how
they interacted, how they communicated, their physiology. The
class, although far from unruly, gradually grew restless and it was
with considerable relief that she saw that time was almost up. With
one final gesture she came out from between her desk and the
blackboard where she had been for the entire duration, and moved
down to the front of the class.

“I’m
sure all of you here are thinking an ant is an ant is an ant, but
ponder this. Ants have survived for millions of years through
everything the planet has thrown at them. They learn, they adapt
and it might surprise you to know that they can live for a very
long time, some queens up to thirty—and there are claims of more
than sixty—years. And there are a lot of them. If I was to tell you
that there were more ants on the planet than humans, I don’t
imagine that many of you would be particularly surprised, but I’m
not talking numbers, I’m talking weight. It has been estimated that
they make up between fifteen and twenty-five percent of the mass of
all land animals. For every one of us in this room, for every
person on the planet, there is a mass of ants that exceeds them. So
when you are sitting at home in your room tonight, for a moment
visualise a mountain of ants bigger than yourself, on the floor in
front of you.”

Suddenly the subdued
hum of the classroom was gone. In the ensuing silence a distant
bell sounded signalling the end of the period and Juliet gathered
her things, nodded to the class and left.


Chapter Three: Ruacana

A hot, dry wind blew
across the dusty airstrip and shimmering pools of reflected sky
marked the hard surface of the runway. Juliet stood beside the rear
of the small aircraft and waited for her luggage to be unloaded. An
experienced traveller, she knew better than to go off to the
terminal and leave it to the ground staff. She had watched it
loaded onto the rugged little Antonov An-2 at Windhoek and she
would watch it unloaded here in Ruacana, on the Namibian-Angolan
border.

A young man waited
beside her with a small hand-cart, the baggage handler she
surmised, and he glanced uncertainly at her from time to time. She
smiled back.

“You
don’t need to wait for you stuff, you know.” he said, with a
distinct rising lilt at the end that turned it into a query. “I'll
bring it for you.”

“Sure,
I know, and I appreciate it.” She took a Namibian two-dollar coin
from her pocket and handed it to the man. He looked quizzically at
her, “You want your stuff taken to the hotel?”

“No
thanks, I have someone meeting me here. The terminal will be just
fine.”

Juliet smiled again,
this time to herself. A tin shed with pretensions was a charitable
description of the terminal. As was often the case in these remote
corners, the signage made a brash and ultimately unconvincing
attempt, to conceal the architecture. Still, she understood the
need to try and make the most of what the town could offer.

“Doctor Monk?”

Juliet turned to see a
stocky man in his mid-forties striding across the apron towards
her. She assumed it was the owner of the guest house where she had
booked to stay, but was disconcerted to hear his strong Afrikaaner
accent. That there were many South Africans who had stayed on in
Namibia after independence didn’t surprise her at all, but the
history of the area would suggest that they were not likely to be
particularly popular with the indigenous locals, and that could be
a problem.

“Mr.
Walsh, I presume.”

“Wally, please, but yes. A good flight, I hope?”

“Fine,
thanks, and thanks for coming to pick me up.”

“It
would have been a long wait for a bus.” Wally said with a smile,
“Frank here will collect your luggage; we can go inside out of the
sun while they unload.”

“I’d
rather see it off the plane myself, I’m afraid. Old habits. Excuse
my saying so, but Wally Walsh doesn’t really go with the
accent?”

“English father, who gave me my name and left, Boer
mother.”

“Sorry, not my business. Insatiable curiosity is a weakness of
most scientists. Ah, my bag.”

Wally looked
surprised, “Just the one?”

“I go
to a lot of places where my legs are the only means of transport.
You quickly learn to not take what you don’t need.” She went to
pick up her bag then remembered the young man standing quietly
beside them,

“Frank, is it? There is just the one bag, if you could take it
to the car that'd be great.”

Juliet would have been
just as happy to carry it herself, she was always uncomfortable
having people wait on her, but she understood that this was the
young man's livelihood, and probably a tenuous one at that. The car
was a Landcruiser, and one that had obviously seen many years hard
use.

“Anything you need in town before we head off?” asked
Wally.

“No,
not for me. I'll probably need to get some provisions at some
stage, but not until I have some sort of plan
organised.”

“You
didn't say why you were coming here when you booked; you have
something specific in mind?”

“Yes,
I am here for a reason. I'm looking for a man.”

“Ruacana isn't exactly noted for its dating scene.”

“Not
that sort of man, a dead man. Or at least I suspect he's
dead.”

“Peculiar taste you have, if I may say so.”

Juliet laughed. “Not
that peculiar. I'll explain this evening; I'm going to need your
help, at least to get started.”

“No
worries. The guest house is off to the east of Ruacana, about an
hour away. Not all that far, actually, but the road is pretty
dodgy. I'll just need to fill up with diesel first.”

A few minutes later,
on the outskirts of the town, Wally pulled up outside a large but
inconspicuous shed. The odd assortment of vehicles and machinery
scattered about suggested it was a garage, but there was none of
the usual signage and paraphernalia typical of a service station.
Though odd to her eyes, Juliet realised that in a town as small and
remote as this, there was really no need to advertise your
presence—everyone would know where you were.

At the side of the
building was a large tanker trailer and Wally filled the vehicle
directly from a hose at the back. After disappearing into the
building, presumably to pay, he returned to the Landcruiser and
started the engine.

“That’s an unusual arrangement.”

“But
practical. The oil company won’t deliver out here without charging
for transport, and through the nose, so Patrick—the garage
owner—bought two of those tanker trailers off the army when they
left. When one is empty, one of his boys takes it down to
Opuwo—about a hundred and fifty kilometres south west of here—to
refill it and he switches to the second. It works very well. He
gets a better margin and we get cheaper fuel.”

“Does
he do the same for other fuels, petrol and so on?”

“Not
exactly, the truck they pull the tanker with has small tanks
mounted on the tray. There's not a lot of petrol used out
here.”

Always a person who
liked to have all the facts at her fingertips, Juliet decided to
find out a bit more about her host. “You have a family, Wally?”

“A
wife and two daughters. Teenagers.”

“They
must be a bit of a handful out here, not much in the way of
activities for youngsters.”

“That's true, but they are both off at school in Windhoek, they
board with my wife's family. We miss them, of course, but
realistically we have little option.”

“Excuse my curiosity, but I was a little surprised to find an
Afrikaaner settled out here.”

“Rather than in one of the 'enclaves'? Yes, there aren't many
of us, but my circumstances are somewhat unusual.”

“Am I
going to have to make a complete prick of myself and ask why, or
are you likely to volunteer the information?”

“I was
stationed here during the war and I did something that rather
endeared me to the local population. It also got me stood down from
the army. A court martial was threatened, but fortunately for me,
the circumstances were such that a trial would have been pretty
embarrassing for the government, so they quietly pushed me out of
sight.”

“So
you stayed?”

“They
made it clear that things would not be easy for me back in the
Republic if I returned. Must admit that falling in love with and
marrying a local made the decision to stay a lot easier. Anyway,
mixed marriages are still not really accepted by anyone in South
Africa—black or white—despite the recent changes.”

“But
it's not a problem out here? God, I'm being nosey, tell me to mind
my own business.”

“Hey,
it's nice to be able to talk with someone other than Marie without
having to consider what the reaction might be.”

“Marie's your wife?”

“Yes,—and no, it's not a problem here. This is a very small
community and people take you for who you are, not what you are. It
can be a little more difficult for my kids in Windhoek, being of
mixed blood, but they understand that it is really just the odd
individual and that it's something they will have to learn to deal
with.”

“But
you obviously worry about it.”

“I'm a
parent, I worry about anything and everything related to my girls.
Do you have any kids yourself?”

“No,
no kids, no man. Never have had—well, not on any permanent
basis.”

“I'm
surprised. I would have thought you'd have men queuing
up”

“Because of my looks? Oh, they queue up all right, queue up for
the chance to screw me or show me off—or both. Finding someone who
actually likes me is a lot more difficult.”

“Can't
see the wood for the trees, eh? I take your point. How about within
your professional circle?”

“They
do generally have some respect for my intelligence, but they are
people like everybody else, the situation isn't that
different.”

“Does
it really matter to you?”

“Sometimes. Except for the occasional student, I normally work
alone in my laboratory—my grant isn't big enough to run to a team
of research assistants—and in the field I always operate by myself.
I don't like having to plan around other people on a daily basis.
But I do get lonely at times. A spot of casual romance isn't hard
to find if I feel the need, but I do occasionally miss having any
regular companionship.”

Wally drove in silence
for a while, reflecting, then remarked,

“I
don't think I could really live alone now. A wife and family gives
you an anchor, makes some sense of things. It's not something you
can arrange though. When it happens it just happens, there's no
rationale to it, but you won't have any doubt.

“My
wife and I, beyond the obvious issues of colour and culture, have
absolutely nothing in common at all, yet from the minute we met I
never had a moment's doubt that I would spend the rest of my life
with her. Even a day apart and I fret and fuss and cannot settle,
and I know she is the same. If I can give you any advice it's just
forget about it—if it's going to happen it will happen. Just get on
with your life.”

“Do
you act as priest and confessor to all your guests?”

Wally laughed, “No,
Marie would be amazed to hear me talking like this. She is always
telling me I am too withdrawn, too self-contained, with strangers.
I hope you don't feel I have crossed a line.”

“Hey,
I started the interrogation. To be honest, I'm not usually so
forthcoming myself on personal matters. I guess it's a bit like
your observations on finding a partner—just now and again you meet
up with someone who you just feel at ease with.”

“True
enough, it just doesn't often happen with me. So you’re looking for
a 'probably' dead man?”

“Yes.”

“A
long way to come for a body. Sorry, I'm being
insensitive.”

“He
isn't—wasn't—anyone I knew. He was an entomologist whose research I
have been referencing, but he seems to have disappeared around
thirty years ago.”

“Last
seen hereabouts, I presume?”

“Exactly.”

“Pardon my saying so, but this makes a refreshing change from
game spotting. I do hope you plan on making extensive use of your
hosts.”

“If I
may. I really have very little to go on.”

“Well,
let's get you settled in at the lodge, we'll be there in about
fifteen minutes or so, feed you, rest you, then see what we can
do.”

Juliet nodded, sat
back in her seat and looked out at the passing terrain. They had
entered a wide, shallow valley running due east from Ruacana. The
land was a stony, arid soil with a sparse covering of scrubby
bushes and dead grass. Not a very attractive place, but the colours
of the soils and rocky outcrops were compensation enough. Rich reds
and browns running into infinite shades of ochre and tan right
through to a brilliant, startling white.

Occasionally they
passed a small group of thatched-roofed adobe huts surrounded by
areas of pasture. Pasture was a relative term; they were just areas
cleared of rock and scrub and enclosed by rough rail fences. Juliet
concluded that the sparse vegetation dictated the locals free range
their herds, and these enclosures were by way of holding pens.

Occasionally Wally
would have to slow down and carefully manoeuvre through a dried out
water course—what in North Africa would be called a wadii. The
local name for such a feature Juliet would have to learn in due
course.

“Is
Wally for Wallace?”

“Wally
is for Walsh. My given name is Hanjse but I've always been known as
Wally, even by my parents.”

“And
Marie?”

“Doesn't sound too local? No, that is her name. Her
family—well, pretty much her whole tribe—converted to Christianity
a number of generations ago, almost as soon as the first
missionaries arrived, in fact. A lot of the local people have
European Christian names. But not all are Christian, the name is no
longer a reliable indicator of faith. Look, that's the lodge up
ahead.”

Nestled comfortably in
a small, flat floored gully on the north side on the main valley,
and surrounded by a grove of trees, was a large, adobe house with a
low-pitched tin roof. In the fashion of an Australian outback
homestead, it had a broad verandah running right round the house
with French doors opening out from every room. Comfortable looking
wicker armchairs and the occasional table indicated that, as was
often the case in such a climate, the occupants lived as much
outside as in. A large spreading shade tree to the west of the
house provided shelter for a stone cooking fire and a long table
and benches. Meals, too, it appeared, were often prepared
outdoors.

Wally took the
Landcruiser around to the back of the house where there were a
number of outbuildings. Jumping down from the cab, he took Juliet's
bag from the tray and led her towards the back of the house. On the
back verandah was a tall lean black woman with tightly-braided hair
and a dazzling smile that seemed to cut her face in two.

“Marie, our guest, Juliet. Juliet, my wife Marie.”

Marie stepped forward,
and went to embrace Juliet as was the local custom, but at the last
minute, hesitated. Juliet, sensing what had happened, threw her
arms around the woman and firmly hugged her. Marie laughed and
hugged her back.

“Sorry
about that. I wasn't sure, you understand?”

“Of
course. This is such a beautiful place you have here, you're very
lucky.”

“Wally
found this spot when he was stationed in the area. We built the
house when we got married. Come in and we'll get you settled in
your room. I guess you'd like a shower and then something to
eat.”

“Lovely, thanks.” Juliet smiled to herself, she had never
expected to turn up at a guest house and immediately feel so at
home. She was going to enjoy her stay, whatever the results of her
search.


Chapter Four: Research Station

Juliet and Wally stood
looking down on the abandoned field research station that had been
established by Professor Makel in the early nineteen fifties. It
was derelict and obviously had been for decades, but was still
remarkably intact. Juliet found this odd. This was not a prosperous
area and she would have thought that everything of value,
particularly building materials and such like, would have been
scavenged long ago. She asked Wally about it.

“Yeah,
you'd think so, but this place is off limits, as is the village.
Even now, nobody will come here.”

“Because of the massacre?”

The previous evening,
after a shower, a rest, and a wonderful barbecue dinner they all
sat on the verandah and Juliet had outlined the nature of her
search and the reasons behind it. Wally had got quite animated
about the whole idea, but Marie had sat in silence. When Juliet had
tried to steer the conversation in her direction Wally said that it
was a sensitive issue with many of the local people.

The field station
where Professor Makel had carried out his research was near to what
had once been Ongana, a village that had been completely wiped out
in a cross border raid by one of the warring factions from Angola.
What the motive was, if indeed there was any at all, nobody knew.
The workers and technicians who worked at the Station were all from
the village, and had perished with it.

At the time of
discovery, local men went to the station but there was no sign of
the Professor and it was assumed that he too had been killed.

Wally slowly scanned
the buildings before them.

“Yes.
The massacre. The locals won’t come near the place.”

“Superstition?”

“No,
not exactly—not in the ‘evil spirit’ sense of the word. But, even
now, they would consider taking anything from here as stealing from
the dead. Everything here belongs to those who died.”

“So
they won’t mind me coming here?”

“Not
at all. They may be puzzled as to why you would want to, but if you
are not planning on taking anything, nobody will mind.”

“Aren’t they interested in what happened and why?”

“They
know what happened and they know that, in those times at least,
there was no why. The world had gone mad and they were stuck in the
middle of it. The Namibian—Angolan border was not a good place to
be. You want to go down and have a look?”

Juliet nodded and
started towards the nearest of the buildings. From the outside it
was not readily apparent what function the individual buildings had
served. There were five in all, but the one they were approaching
was the largest of the group. It was also the most substantial.

Once inside it was
clear, despite the decay, that this had been the main laboratory,
with the Professor’s office at the far end. The place was untidy
and covered in layers of dirt and dust, most of the windows were
broken, and there were several large gaps in the roof. Other than
that, nothing seemed to have been touched. Juliet was puzzled.

“I
don’t get it, Wally. I’d have thought that the sort of gang that
could go into a village unprovoked and slaughter every living
thing, would have trashed the place.”

“In
the village they did. Burnt it to the ground. To be honest, it was
before I was stationed here but, as I understand it, the locals
weren’t sure that the raiding party came here. They might not have
known of its existence. Either that, or they thought their bosses
might be interested in the place, although I’m not convinced that’s
really plausible.”

“But
you said the Professor was killed along with everyone
else.”

“So it
was believed, but he may not have been in the village at the time.
Anyway, it was really just an assumption. They never found his
body.”

“So he
could have been taken?”

“Possible, I guess. They might have thought they could ransom
him. Never heard of any demands being made, and I think that would
have quickly become common knowledge.”

“But
the locals still respect this place, even though it wasn’t part of
the village?”

“The
Professor was well liked. Apart from the work he brought to the
village—and believe me, that was hugely important to them—he was
well integrated with the locals. Much loved. No, they considered
him one of their own.”

After a quick look
around, Wally and Juliet moved on to examine the rest of the
buildings. One was a toilet and shower block combined with a
spacious lunch room and kitchen. This had a large covered seating
area outside. The third was a small self-contained cottage,
presumably where the Professor lived and the remaining two housed
rows of large formicaria designed to house the populations of ants
that Professor Makel was studying.

Juliet walked slowly
along the line of enclosures. They were all undamaged, but they had
all been left open. The ants were gone. Although several were
missing, she noted that the identifying labels indicated that he
had imported species from all over the globe. There had been common
ant species from the temperate areas of Europe and both North and
South America, together with a number of African ones.

This had been a truly
magnificent facility, not glamorous, but excellently thought out.
It occurred to her that it would take very little to rebuild, and
perhaps she could take over from where the Professor had left off,
although the locals might not take kindly to that idea. Still, she
was getting ahead of herself.

“Wally, you said the raiders might not have come here. Is that
very likely?”

“The
village is nearly five kilometres away. They might not have known
it was here.”

“Should we go and have a look at it?”

“If
you like, but there is nothing to see. The huts were all brush
thatch and the raiders burnt the place to the ground. I can show
you where it was, but there is no trace of it left.”

“And
nothing to give me a clue as to what happened to the Professor. No,
I'll poke around here, if there is anything to be found, this is
where it will be.”

They were still
standing at the far end of the second row of enclosures when Juliet
suddenly started.

“Hello, hello, what's this then?”

She leant over the
formicarium nearest her.

“We
still have some inhabitants. That's odd. The enclosure is open, I
guess they found no cause to move out, either that or they more
recently moved in. Ah, this is how they managed to survive. See
here? There is a trail leading down under the stand. They've been
foraging outside but are still living here. No, that's not
likely”

Wally stood beside her
and watched as the industrious creatures toiled to and from the
outside to their nest.

“This
isn't right.”

“What
isn't?”

“These
ants are Formica fusca. They are a species of Northern
Hemisphere ant, specifically temperate climate, they shouldn't be
here. Where's the label. Ah, yes, Formica occulta actually,
a close relation.”

“Why
so surprised? I understood the Professor had all sorts of exotic
ants here.”

“That's not the point. These enclosures have been left open,
quite deliberately. Professor Makel was a very accomplished and
respected scientist. There's no way he would ever release an exotic
species into an alien environment. It's unthinkable. He would have
exterminated all the colonies before he left, as I assumed he
had.”

“So
what does it mean?”

“I'm
not sure. If he had been killed—or taken hostage, for that
matter—the formicaria would either still be closed or would have
been smashed by the raiders. If he had left of his own volition, he
would have made sure the ants were all dead. This is telling us
something.”

“But
what?”

“To be
honest, I haven't the faintest idea. I'd like to go and have
another look in the laboratory and his office.”

They returned to the
first building they had entered and Juliet searched the whole place
top to bottom. Wally asked, “What exactly are we looking for?”

“I've
no idea. Anything that might give us a clue as to what happened
here. What that might be, if anything at all, is impossible to
say.”

Half an hour later
Juliet had turned the place inside out. She had found nothing.
Wally straightened up from rummaging through some lower
drawers.

“I
think it's time we took a break. Let's go over there under those
trees and have some lunch—clear our heads—then maybe something will
occur to you. We've got a pretty decent lunch in the
truck.”

“Sounds like a good plan. We're not getting anywhere like
this.”

Juliet went over to
the group of shade trees Wally had indicated, where there was a
table and bench, presumably used by the staff. Wally went to the
Landcruiser and collected the chilly-bin containing their lunch.
They settled down in silence, taking their fill. Both were lost in
thought, mulling over what they had seen.

Juliet shook her head
slowly, then put down her half eaten sandwich. “Something isn't
right.”

“You
said, the cages should be closed, broken or the ants
dead.”

“No, I
don't mean that. Something else. It's there shouting at me, but I
just can't hear it.”

She returned to her
food in silence. After a moment or two she got up and started
pacing to and fro. She walked back to the lab and went in. Wally
stayed where he was, watching her. He figured that to have any
chance of grabbing hold of whatever it was that was bothering her,
she needed room to think.

It was nearly twenty
minutes later when Juliet came striding back out of the lab and
headed for Wally. “Got it! I know what's wrong.”

“And?”

“His
lab. The best way I can explain it is, it looks exactly like my lab
when I've packed for a trip.”

“I'm
not sure that I get you.”

“Well,
derelict though it is, most of the equipment you would expect to be
there, is. But not all. There is a body of gear missing and it is
exactly the sort of stuff I pack when I'm off on an extended field
trip.”

“I see
what you're getting at. It indicates that the Professor had gone
somewhere. Not closed and left the station in a permanent sense,
but temporarily.”

“More
than that, gone to engage in a field study, probably a fairly
extended one. It doesn't explain why none of his notebooks or logs
are here, though.”

“And
it doesn't tell us where he might have gone, does it?”

“No,
it doesn't. But it does tell us that he wasn't here when the
raiders came—if they came at all.”

“To
the station? No, perhaps they didn't. It's hard to imagine that
they would have come here without trashing the place, or at least
looting it of everything of value. So where did he go, and
when?”

“Before or after the raid on the village? If it was after, you
would have expected him to go to the authorities. It's hard to
imagine that, on discovering what had happened in the village, he
would calmly pack up his gear and go on a field trip. Although on
second thoughts, I wouldn't discount it. If he was sufficiently
traumatised he might. I can imagine that I might in extreme
circumstances. Not a rational reaction, but alone in the wild with
my ants is where I find refuge from the world.”

“Really? Sorry, I didn't mean would you really do that, but do
you really think it's possible that he did?”

“Possible, yes.”

“Of
course the alternative—going to the authorities—would not have been
an easy option for him. The only authority here at that time was
the SAA, the South African Army, and they were not exactly held in
high regard... ”

“I
think he left after he found out about the massacre at the
village.”

“Because?”

“Because of the formicaria, the cages. If the cages had been
vandalised it would indicate the raiders had been here. If they had
but ignored them, or if the Professor had been caught or killed
elsewhere, say in the village, then the cages would be intact, but
they would still contain the ants—albeit probably dead. But these
have been opened and left. I think that was the Professor, and
deliberate.”

“He
could have killed them and some just happened to survive. They've
had plenty of time to rebuild their colonies.”

“No.
When you eliminate a colony, you don't just kill the ants—there is
always the risk of survivors—you completely remove all the soil and
every scrap of material from the formicarium and then sterilize it.
It's standard procedure and Professor Makel would certainly have
followed it. He released the ants and released them
deliberately.”

“Why?
Isn't that in itself a sort of ecological vandalism?”

“It's
unthinkable. The only thing I can come up with is that it was some
sort of response to the massacre, but it doesn't exactly make
sense.”

“Perhaps it doesn't have to—to us, I mean—it could have made
perfect sense to a traumatised mind.”

“True.
So where to from here?”

“Only
you can answer that.”

“Fair
comment. For a start I need to think, to plan out what to do next.
I guess a starting point would be for me to come out here and do a
site study—find out what other species are now established in the
area.”

“How
will that help?”

“Well,
it needs to be done anyway. If exotic ant species have established
themselves here the implications for the environment need to be
examined. On a personal level, it will give me time to think and
maybe draw some conclusions on what he might have done and
why.”

“Can
you do that from our place, from the guest house?”

“It
wouldn't really be practical. I would need a vehicle and have to
drive back and forward every day. The best idea would be for me to
set up a camp-site—probably occupy the cottage—and stay here. Do
you think anyone will object?”

“No,
not if they know the reason why you're here.”

“I'd
probably stay about three days. That should be enough for a
preliminary study. If you could help me get some provisions and
gear together over the next couple of days then drop me out here
I'd be grateful. I'll still pay for my lodging with
you.”

“Are
you sure? That seems a bit unfair.”

“Not
at all, after all, I'll need your support. You can supply the
provisions if it makes you feel better.”

“Deal.
We'd better check out the cottage so you can work out what you
need. I gather you're used to planning this sort of thing so I'll
leave it all to you. I'll just give advice on local specifics as
required and deal with the people we need to talk to. Water has to
be the first question.”

Juliet nodded, and
headed off towards the cottage, happy now that they had a course of
action planned.


Chapter Five: Survey

Sitting at the table
under the shade tree with her chin resting in her hands, Juliet
watched as the sun slowly dipped below the horizon. A part of her
felt completely at peace with the world. She was in her element,
doing what she loved. But she was not without her worries. For one,
she still hadn't been able to form any opinion as to where
Professor Makel may have gone and secondly, in the three days she
had been out at the old research station, she had found a total of
seven populations of exotic ants.

Three were Formica
occulta—the original colony still occupying the formicarium and
two smaller colonies which presumably had derived from it.

There was a very small
colony of Atta cephalotes, which Juliet was amazed had
survived so long and thought was probably headed for extinction,
and there were substantial nests of Oecophylla smaragdina,
Messor pergandei and Labidus coecus, all of which
were obviously there to stay and likely to give rise to further
colonies, if they hadn't already. Some of the other ants that
appeared to have been released—or at least, were recorded as having
been kept there—would not have survived, the habitat they required
was not available and Juliet thought it unlikely there were any
more species to be found.

They found, of course,
a number of other species, but all were known to be indigenous to
this part of Africa and consequently couldn't be assumed to have
come from the collection—not that it would matter if they had.

However, three days
was never going to be enough to comprehensively record everything
in the wider area and Juliet knew that. The purpose was, however,
merely to ascertain whether or not exotic species of ants from the
station had established themselves in the wild. Clearly they had,
and as a consequence, the problem would have to be addressed.
Juliet would write up a detailed report of her findings in due
course and bring it to the attention of the relevant
authorities.

But there wasn't any
panic. The ants had been released in the wild some thirty years
ago, so another few weeks was neither here nor there. Juliet had
plenty of time to try and discover the fate of the Professor before
precipitating the scientific and bureaucratic onslaught she knew
would result from her discovery.

Still, she felt she
was now free to try and determine the Professor's fate, but at this
stage she had nothing to go on, other than the supposition that he
had left voluntarily and taken his field equipment with him.
Nothing except for one small anomaly. When she had said to Wally
that the enclosures indicated that the ants within had been
deliberately released, she was ignoring one. One had been emptied.
Completely emptied of all the ants, soil, vegetation, everything,
in exactly the manner in which one eliminates a captive colony. In
the manner that, as she had explained to Wally earlier, she would
expect any responsible scientist to do.

So why this one, and
this one only? The other curiosity was that the label read
Formica nobilitatis. There was no such ant. It was entirely
possible that the Professor had discovered a new species, the
number grew by the year—but Formica was a strictly Northern
Hemisphere and required a temperate climate. There was no way he
could have discovered a species indigenous to this area. More
importantly, if it really was new, what scientist could ever bring
themselves to destroy them?

With the sun gone, the
sky was rapidly darkening—here there was no long twilight as in
Juliet's homeland—and she started to get organised for the night.
Although she was sleeping in the old cottage she was simply using
it as shelter. She had swept out what had been the sitting room and
was camping in the middle of the floor. There was a small table and
chair she had salvaged to work at and a camp stretcher she had
borrowed from Marie and Wally, as she hadn't anticipated camping on
this trip. She had also borrowed a kerosene lantern, which she now
lit. Modern battery lanterns had made such devices rather
antiquated, but the hiss of a pressure lamp was so much a part of
her life that she found it comforting. It helped her relax and
unwind after a long day's work.

Frustrated though she
was, Juliet slept soundly that night, as she always did in the
field and just as the sky was lightening in the east she got out of
her sleeping bag and started preparing for the day. Wally was due
to collect her at lunch time and she was returning to the guest
house for a few days while she worked out what her next move might
be. This morning it was her intention to take a long, detailed
review of the whole site, looking for any small detail she might
have missed.

As it was, Wally
arrived mid-morning, a lot earlier than arranged. Juliet was
somewhat alarmed.

“Hello, Wally, is there a problem?”

“No,
why?”

“I
wasn't expecting you 'til after lunch.”

“You
know me. Well, you probably don't yet, but I'm just incurably
nosey. I wanted to see what you'd found and have another poke
around before heading back.”

“Why
not. What I have found so far is seven nests that shouldn't be
here. A total of five different species. I hate to tell you this,
but I will have to report this—it is serious. Likely to shatter the
peace in your small corner of the world.”

“Still, likely to bring a bit of trade as well, and I don't
mean just for me. That's always welcome.”

“Of
course. But that's in the future, I don't need to do anything in a
hurry, the time for that is well past. I'd like to try to get a
handle on the Professor before opening the floodgates.”

“And
what have you found in that area. Anything that might give us a
start?”

“Nothing. Well, nothing tangible. I was planning to give a
final sweep of the whole complex this morning, see if there's
anything we missed.”

“Great, I'll give you a hand. To be honest, that's why I'm here
early. I was getting frustrated hanging around home doing chores
while you were out having all the fun.”

“You're a big kid, Wally. You know that, don't you?”

“How
could I not? Marie tells me on a daily basis. I've never really
understood how sensible, intelligent women can live with men—but
then I suppose it's no different than having a rather unruly pet.
They're a lot of work and serve no useful function, but somehow you
like having them around.”

Juliet laughed, “And
at least most of them are house trained.”

“That's debatable. Right what exactly are we looking
for?”

“No
idea. Anything that catches your eye, anything even slightly
unexpected. An archaic parchment with a drawing of a palm tree and
a large X on it, perhaps.”

Wally smiled, “I get
the picture.”

“Oh,
shut up. Let's get looking.”

They spent just over
an hour crawling over every inch of the complex, but without any
apparent success. Finally they retreated to the shade tree for a
cold drink before they started on the drive back to the guest
house. Wally looked positively deflated.

"Well, that was a
waste of time."

"Not really the
scientist type, are you Wally?"

"What do you
mean?"

"Nothing is a waste of
time. Even when you learn nothing, that is something in itself.
It's all information and all part of the picture."

"I think I understand
that. Just."

"Anyway, you don't
know that we haven't learnt something useful. It might be that we
have, but as we don't know what it is that we are after, it might
not become apparent until we do."

"Is conversation with
you always this obtuse?"

"Pretty much. Hides a
lot of ignorance. I do have one thing that bothers me a bit,
though."

"Which is...?"

Juliet explained to
Wally about the missing Formica nobilitatis.

"But there could be
any number of explanations as to why he got rid of them, after all,
you don't know when he did it."

"No, but as I said,
there is no such species, and if he had discovered a new one, I
can't believe he would ever have destroyed them. Certainly he would
have preserved some specimens somewhere."

"Perhaps he had no
choice. Perhaps they were dangerous."

"To the environment?
They might have been, but the facilities he had there were more
than adequate to contain them. That's not the answer, not in
itself, anyway."

"What if, when he
decided to release all the ants into the wild, he thought that this
one species was too risky, so he eliminated just them?"

"If he was concerned
about the environment, he wouldn't have released any. No, that
doesn't stack up either. Sorry."

"But these ants, you
think that they're important?"

"It's the only thing
that doesn't fit. It doesn't of itself give us any answers, but the
fact that it poses a question is significant.”


Chapter Six: Guest House

“So
what are the options?”

Wally pushed back in
his chair and placed his hands face down on the table. It was ten
in the evening and he, his wife Marie and Juliet had long since
finished dinner, but had made no move to leave the table. The
conversation had ranged far and wide, Marie in particular showing
great interest in Juliet's home and childhood—so different from her
own.

Juliet looked at
Marie, “The options?”

“The
Professor's disappearance, what are the possible
options?”

“OK.
He was killed in the raid and his body disposed of—or simply not
found. This could be the case if he was killed in the
village.”

Marie interrupted, “I
was only a child at the time of the raid, but I remember the adults
talking about it. What was done to the victims doesn't bear
thinking about, but the bodies were all there. Everyone was
accounted for. If Professor Makel had been there, his was the only
body removed.”

“Fair
point. It doesn't rule it out but it does make it unlikely. Second
option, he had left before the raid. Again possible but why did he
disappear. If he had decided to leave the station, it could be that
the only people who knew were killed in the raid, but why then was
he never heard of again?”

Wally shook his head,
“Yes, that seems pretty unlikely.”

“Third, he wasn't in the village at the time of the raid, but
the raiders went to the station and caught him there. He was also
killed and his body hidden or he was taken captive. Problem here is
that the station shows no signs of the raiders having visited, so
not actually impossible, but highly unlikely. The same applies to a
kidnapping—more so, as no demand for ransom was ever received. And
that's all I've got.”

“Not
exactly. As you pointed out to me when we were out there, some of
his gear was missing, indicating he was going on some sort of field
trip.”

“Right. He could have left before the raid, but what happened
when he returned? And how did he go?”

“Now
that you mention it, I recall something else from my childhood. I
remember them saying that not only was the Professor missing, but
so was his Landrover—he had this incredibly decrepit old Landrover.
There was a lot of speculation as to whether he had escaped from
the raiders in it or they had taken it with them.”

“If
the latter, we can reasonably assume the Professor went with it, be
it dead or alive.”

For a while, they all
sat in silence, then Wally continued, “There is a fourth
possibility, he found the aftermath of the raid and was so
traumatised that he committed suicide.”

Marie and Juliet
looked at him in surprise.

“You
think that's likely? I know he was close to the villagers, but he
wasn't exactly family. Shocked, yes, but enough to take his own
life?”

It was Juliet's turn
to interject, “Not as unlikely as you suppose. Professor Makel was
a survivor from Buchenwald concentration camp. His mother, father
and one sister died there, two other sisters died in Ravensbrück .
He was the only member of his family to survive the war. Having
lived through that sort horror of as a child, then late in life to
be confronted with the same sort of bestiality again, could easily
be enough to make a person want no more of life—even a rational
person.”

“I'm
sure it could. How did you know that about him?”

“Oh,
when I was looking for his scientific work, and not finding what I
wanted, I ended up searching for anything and everything about the
man. So that's a definite possibility. He could have taken his
Landrover and driven off to God knows where to take his own life,
though why he didn't just do it at the station, I don't
know.”

A silence fell over
the table as the three of them pondered this turn in the
conversation. After a while Wally got up and said he needed coffee,
and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. Marie gathered up
the remaining dinner dishes and followed. Juliet stayed seated at
the table, deep in thought and not seeming to notice the departure
of the other two.

When they returned,
she looked up.

“I
think I've got it. I don't exactly know why he did what he did, but
I think I know what it was. The Professor was gone from the
station—well, that certainly seems to be the case—and so was his
field equipment. As I commented to you, Wally, he appears to have
deliberately released all the ants from his collection into the
wild, very unusual behaviour of a scientist, with the exception the
so-called 'Formica nobilitatis' which we assume he had
exterminated sometime before the massacre.

“He
released the ants into the wild because he was leaving the station
and after witnessing what he had, he could not bring himself to
visit the same sort of destruction on any living thing, not even
the ants. Nor could he just leave them to wither away and die.
Anyway, he decided he had had enough of mankind, loaded his
Landrover with his field equipment, all the provisions he could
find—and, importantly, his notes and journals—and disappeared into
nowhere.”

Marie looked puzzled,
“I still don't understand.”

“It's
not difficult, if he had a mind like mine. Whenever I am troubled
or under stress, I find sanctuary alone in the wild with my
studies, a sort of refuge, and one common among naturalists. We
tend to be a solitary breed.”

“But
he couldn't last for long. He'd have to come back for supplies from
time to time. Certainly he couldn't last thirty years.”

“I
don't think he intended to come back; certainly, the fact he took
all his notebooks with him says he didn't. Maybe he had decided to
kill himself; he just wanted to find some peace before he did. Or
possibly he was killed in an accident or became ill. Who knows. If
I had to guess, I'd say he intended never to return, but to stay
out there, occupying his time in the only way he knew—studying the
life around him, and let nature take its course.”

Wally looked
flabbergasted. “You mean just sit and wait to die? Could a person
do that?”

“I
don't see why not. He was an intelligent man. He would know that he
would be fine for a while, then progressively and very gradually
get weaker and weaker. At the same time he would be also losing
cohesive thought, so would also become progressively less aware of
his circumstances. Yes, I think it's a decision he could have
rationally made. I think he did.”

“So if
you're right, then that's an end of it. From your point of
view.”

“Actually no. This sounds unfeeling, but I got into this to
understand what the line of research was that Professor Makel had
embarked on. I still don't know, but if I'm right, the answer will
be in his journals.”

“Which
he took with him.”

“Exactly. In this climate, they could still exist even after
this length of time. I would hate to leave without at least trying
to find them.”

“But
we wouldn't have any idea of where to look.”

“We
can make a pretty good guess. He would have known both the
topography and the local people well. He would have known where to
go where there was very little chance of anyone finding him. You,
Wally, should be able to work that out.”

“I
see. Yes, I do know, now that you put it like that. To the
south-west of here is a large area of hilly country with very
broken ground. Local people have always avoided it because, apart
from not being on the way to anywhere else, the area is very arid
and mostly devoid of vegetation, so it has almost no value as
grazing land. Also, being extremely rough and rocky ground, it is
almost impossible for a herdsman to keep a eye on his livestock,
keeping them safe from straying or even from large predators.
Certainly, that area would seem the obvious choice for anyone not
wanting to be found.”

“What
if the raiders felt the same way?”

It was Marie who
answered. “No, the raiders would have come from Angola and
retreated back there immediately after the raid. Like all such
gangs, they only feel safe on their own home ground, amongst people
they understand and can control. They wouldn't have stayed in
Namibia. Guaranteed.”

“So we
know where to look, but if the area is as you describe, what,
realistically, are our chances of finding him—finding his
camp-site, I should say.”

“Not
as bad as you might imagine. Firstly, he was looking for somewhere
where people would not happen across him, rather than not be able
to find him if they were looking. Secondly, we know where he
started from and that he was travelling by vehicle. In that sort of
terrain that limits his options a lot. No, I think that, if that's
what he did, we have a better than even chance of finding where he
went, although it might take some time.”

Juliet got up from the
table.

“I've
got the time. I'll need to go into Ruacana and buy some basic
camping gear and hire a vehicle, and provisions of
course.”

Marie looked
horrified, “You're not proposing to go on your own?”

“Marie, it's what I do for a living. Half my working life is
spent in the middle of nowhere, on my own, grubbing around in the
dirt.”

It was Wally's turn to
be concerned. “How will you know where to start?”

“I'll
start with planning. Set an initial time-frame, obtain the
equipment and provisions I need and then make use of your internet
connection. As I booked to come here on line, I assume you have
one?”

“Yes,
we do, but it is very slow. Our connection won't allow
broadband.”

“How
about in town? I will need to download some fairly large graphics
files, particularly Google Earth images, so I can plan my search.
I'll try and find some 1:50,00 topo maps, but I don't think they'll
show me anything. The rough, broken rock around here is essentially
flat at that scale, but not passable in a vehicle.”

“That's no problem, friends of ours in town have broadband, I'm
sure they'll be only too happy to help. Shouldn't you take a guide
with you?”

“No, I
function better on my own. Anyway, we've chosen this area
specifically because it's an area where the locals never go. I
don't imagine a guide would be a lot of help.”

“Can't
argue with that. What if you get into trouble?”

“Don't
worry, I'm not a risk-taker by nature. I'll work out a detailed
search plan and a nominal time frame for the sequence. If I'm not
back within twenty four hours of the due date, you will know
exactly where I will have been and can backtrack until you find
me.”

“You've done this before, haven't you? Made these sorts of
precautions.”

“Many,
many times. It's second nature. Usually I carry a locator beacon
with me, but I didn't bring one. I didn't think I'd need
it.”

“When
will you go and how long do you think you'll be away?”

“As
soon as I have everything in place. How long I won't know until
I've seen the aerial images of the area and worked out a route. But
not more than two weeks, if it's going to take longer than that
I'll split it into two to allow me to re-provision.”

“Two
weeks! On your own out there!” Marie was appalled.

“Marie, I've gone bush in the past for much longer periods than
that. Eleven months on one occasion, in the Pacific. I will pay you
for the time I'm away though, I'll be using you as a sort of base
camp.”

“No
you won't. You can't pay if you're not here. That's not
right.”

Juliet looked from
Marie to Wally, she could see a determination in their faces.

“OK,
we'll compromise. I'll pay half rate for the nights that I'm not
here, but I insist on paying something. You people have been great
to me, but you do have a living to make.”

Wally hesitated, then
nodded. “Actually, this is all really an adventure for us, a real
break in our routine.”

Marie laughed, “You've
no idea, Juliet, He's been like a kid with a new bike since you
came here looking for your Professor. Right, I'm picking you'll
want to make an early start in the morning, getting everything
organised, so I for one am off to bed.”


Chapter Seven: The Wilderness

Juliet stood on the
roof of the four-wheel drive Hilux and scanned the terrain around
her. In no direction could she see more than a few hundred metres,
the ground being a jumbled maze of broken rock. Boulders from the
size of your fist to the size of a small house. Only the gully
floor was passable, and this twisted, turned and branched in every
direction.

This was the dilemma,
which of these gullies was worth following—it was almost impossible
to follow them all. For three days she had searched and not found a
sign. Not of the Professor nor anyone else. Frustrating though it
was, Juliet had never been short of patience and she knew that
despite her lack of success, it also showed that—assuming their
hypothesis was correct—Wally had been spot on. This was exactly the
sort of place a man would go who didn't want to be found.

She sighed and climbed
back down off the roof. The pictures she had, those from the
internet, gave her a good idea of the overall area but were just
too lacking in detail to help much on the ground. Still, from where
she was, the right fork seemed to be the only one that you could
readily get a vehicle into so she would try that first. The ground
at this point was very rocky so she made a small cairn of stones to
mark the junction and the direction she had come from. In most
cases her wheel tracks had made this unnecessary, but they didn't
show here at all and she knew all too well how easy it was to get
lost in tangled terrain such as this.

The gully she was now
entering was really the last of this complex that had any
potential. If this didn't pan out she would return to the open
valley and enter the area from another point, something she had
done twice already during the last three days. Still, it was
necessary. To have any chance of success she had to keep
re-entering the area from the same direction that Professor Makel
would have approached it.

For the next fifteen
minutes or so she concentrated on her driving. The gully was very
narrow in places and the last thing she wanted was to get the
vehicle stuck. The going was slow but she couldn't afford a
moment's inattention.

Finally, in a wider
section of the gully, where there was room to turn the vehicle
should she need to, she stopped to reassess her progress. It was
not possible to see far from where she was, so she left the Hilux
and started to climb to the top of a house-sized boulder to the
left of her track. It wasn't easy but Juliet was both fit and agile
and soon she was standing on the top.

The maze of rubble
seemed to extend in every direction and it was difficult to see
where was passable and where was completely blocked. But the route
she had been taking appeared to continue for some distance and from
what she could see was big enough to get the vehicle through. Then
she noticed in the distance what looked like a small open area, no
bigger than a football field, but with a number of trees
supplementing the rough scrubby bushes that characterised the rest
of the terrain. From what she could see, the gully she was in
should carry right through and connect to the opening.

Buoyed with
anticipation, she clambered back down off the rock and started the
vehicle. She told herself not to get too excited—just because there
was a suitable location for a camp, didn't mean the Professor had
been there. But it did look promising.

It took her a good
twenty minutes to negotiate the final half kilometre to open
ground, but finally she was clear of the gully and drove out onto
the flat. She pulled up in the shade of one of the larger trees and
switched off the engine. Apart from the occasional pink, pinking of
hot metal from the vehicle it was deathly silent. The air was still
and heavy.

Juliet looked slowly
around the open area but there was no sign of anyone having been
there. There were tracks of some fairly large herbivores, antelope
of some kind, but they were long since gone. She felt her spirits
fall, the adrenaline of anticipation draining away. Still, it was
late afternoon and it had been a long day, she would camp here for
the night before deciding where to search next.

That evening was clear
and the sky was full of stars, muted only by the bright moonlight.
Juliet got up from sitting by her small camp-fire and stretched.
Time for bed. With her boot, she started to scrape sand onto the
fire to put it out when something glinted in the moonlight,
something she had uncovered with her foot. She bent down and picked
it up. Suddenly all the adrenaline was back—it was a small glass
specimen jar, of exactly the type she would have used before
plastic came on the scene.

The Professor had been
here. There was no other explanation. As it was already dark, there
was no point in searching further until daylight, but lying in her
sleeping bag, Juliet's mind raced through the possibilities. She
had to admit that it was conceivable that the Professor had been
out here on field trips prior to his disappearance—in fact it very
was likely as, if this was where he had sought sanctuary, it was
probable that he knew of its existence beforehand. But perhaps not.
His research was focussed on his lab, and had largely involved
exotic species, so it would not have required collecting specimens
in the field. Still, the morning would tell.

Juliet was up at first
light. Contrary to her normal practice when out in the wild, when
she would make her breakfast and tidy away her camp ready for the
day before starting work, she set out to explore the area. She
walked first to the very centre of the open space from where she
slowly and methodically scanned the entire area. Noticing nothing
of significance, she then repeated the process with the pair of
powerful binoculars she was carrying around her neck.

This time she
proceeded very, very slowly, conscious of the fact that, had the
Professor been here, he wouldn't have wanted to be seen. She was
also aware that whatever there was to see had lain there for thirty
years—it would not exactly be obvious. It took her more than five
minutes to complete the circle, and to her disappointment she drew
a complete blank. Nothing, not stick nor stone, seemed out of
place.

Still, Juliet was a
scientist and as such she, like all her breed, didn't stop looking
simply because the first attempt came up empty. Most scientific
discoveries are made by individuals who have pursued a particular
idea for years, often decades, before they find what they are
looking for. And Juliet was convinced she was looking in the right
place. The next step would be to walk the circumference of the
small natural amphitheatre and see if there was anything else to be
found, but first she would make herself some breakfast and get
organised for the day. She had already deviated from her normal
routine and she was not entirely comfortable about that. It was not
that she was a creature of habit per se, but she knew that out here
there were things that needed to be done. Mundane things for sure,
but important things and it was all too easy to get totally
absorbed in your work and overlook them. A strict routine made
certain that none of these details got forgotten.

Half an hour later she
was cleaned, fed, and the camp packed up and secured for the day.
Now she could focus on the job at hand. On the southern edge of the
area was a small hill, really more of a rocky outcrop, that rose
well above the surrounding terrain. Juliet headed towards this. She
would first scale the rock and get a better view of the
surroundings before she started her circumnavigation of the area,
and she would use this feature as a marker to get her bearings.

From the top, the
whole area was laid out below her, and as she had earlier, she
resorted to her binoculars. As before, she saw nothing that gave
any indication of the man having stopped here. She would still walk
the perimeter, but she was now less hopeful of finding anything of
significance. True, there may easily be evidence of his having been
here, the specimen jar demonstrated that, but certainly there was
no camp-site. She lowered the binoculars and started to examine the
surrounding terrain, looking to see where she might go next.

To her surprise, she
noticed that a kilometre or two to the west was another open area.
It was about the same width as the one she was in but much longer.
Indeed, it snaked away to the south, with no end in view. It also
contained a lot more vegetation. The floor was almost completely
covered in a mixture of scrub and trees and in the distance she
could see what she was fairly sure was a large baobab tree. This
was not something she had anticipated finding in this area,
although if she was honest with herself she really had no idea how
far north they spread. Intrigued, she made a mental note to go and
check it out when she had finished here.

When she had first
climbed up to where she now stood, it had been a steepish but
reasonable gradient. The other side of the rocky outcrop, however,
fell almost vertically to the rubble below. Looking again, Juliet
noticed she could see the tops of trees partially obscured by the
rock and realised that, rather than a hill, she was standing on an
enormous slab of tilted rock. The trees she could see were growing
out from under a large overhang.

Hurriedly she climbed
back down into the basin and skirted around the east end of the
rock. Once there she found that, although not apparent from a
distance, there was a small gully leading to the rear. With some
anticipation Juliet started up this and round behind the
outcrop.

She stopped dead in
her tracks. There before her was a very old and very derelict
Landrover, and behind that and tucked in under the overhanging
rock, was what had obviously been a substantial and semi-permanent
camp.

Juliet knew without a
doubt she had found what she had come all the way to this remote
part of Africa to find. Professor Makel, or at least his last
resting place.

For a time she could
not move, she just stood and stared at the sight before her, almost
reluctant to disturb anything. Quite why she hesitated, she
couldn't say. Whether it was respect for this man who had occupied
her thoughts for so long, or just that she needed to absorb not
only the sight of the camp but all the emotions that swirled
through her, she didn't know. But there was no hurry. Everything
had been here for thirty years; there was nothing that couldn't
wait. She walked across to a small boulder and sat down, facing the
camp. She took out her canteen and had a drink, she wasn't really
thirsty as it was early in the day, it just seemed like the thing
to do.

Finally, and with not
a little trepidation, Juliet got up and approached the camp. It was
all in surprisingly good order. The canvas was faded and tattered
but still largely intact and the various boxes of supplies and
equipment were neatly arranged. Admittedly, everything was
partially covered with wind-blown sand, but it was clear that
nobody had been here to disturb things since the Professor's
day.

After a brief glance
into the empty Landrover she walked over to the tent. Pulling aside
what remained of the flap she stepped inside and stopped. There
before her on a simple camp bed, were the skeletal remains of a
man. Still wearing the remnants of his clothing, he looked at
peace—if that can truly be said of a skeleton. Certainly, to
Juliet's eye, he didn't seem to have died of anything other than
natural causes. She looked a little closer, but found nothing
untoward and although the bones had long since been picked clean,
they seemed to have been spared the attentions of any of the larger
scavengers. Still, how could a man just lie down there and die?

On reflection, Juliet
realised that there could be no answer to that. For all she knew
the man may have been mortally ill, she knew nothing about him. She
stepped back and stood looking down at him for some considerable
time. For the first time she asked herself the obvious question,
why did she suppose that finding the man was going to give her any
answers? No, that wasn't fair; he had already given her some. She
now knew that he had died. She knew where he had died and she even
knew roughly when. She didn't know why, but she was sure it was a
consequence of the massacre at Ongana. She was equally sure that he
had not been taken and killed by the rebels.

Most of the bits and
pieces in the tent had suffered the consequences of thirty years of
exposure and there was little to be found of interest. There was,
however, a steel trunk at the head of the cot, where it appeared to
serve as a makeshift table. Gingerly Juliet released the latch and
lifted the lid. The hinges were rusted and it took some effort to
prise it open. But it was an effort well rewarded. Inside were all
the Professor's records, field notes and, on top of them all, what
proved to be a personal diary.

Juliet felt a surge of
excitement, she couldn't believe her luck. After quickly looking
though the contents she took out the diary and opened it at the
back page. Carefully, as she was not sure how delicate the paper
might be after all this time, she let the pages flick back under
her thumb until she got to the last entry.

“...They have definitely gone. I found some traces that
confirm they went south up the gully from the camp, but I am now
much too weak to follow them any further. Why they left I don't
know.

I have little water
left now, the food ran out over a week ago. I didn't note it at the
time. I don't really know why, but I felt rather embarrassed about
it, although I had known the day would come.

It seems strange now.
I thought my mind would go before my body did. Apparently I was
wrong. This will be my last entry. Now that they are no longer here
this record serves no purpose, and the grumblings of a dying man
are something the world can well do without...”

Juliet sat in silence,
her eyes full of tears. Tears not for the man's death—that was
something that he had anticipated, probably planned, but just at
the thought of his quietly lying there, alone, resigned to his end
and waiting for it to come. Juliet liked being alone, it gave her
peace, but never could she imagine an aloneness as absolute as
that.

Carefully she placed
the book back in the trunk and closed the lid. Outside, she looked
around and found a shovel. At one end of the camp were three
medium-sized trees arranged in a rough triangle and, picking a spot
in the middle, she started to dig. The ground was hard and it took
her some time but she persevered. She was going to do right by the
old man, he deserved his rest. God knows he had waited long
enough.

Finally she was
satisfied and she returned to the tent. Looking down at him she
realised she could not lift his body. Not that it was heavy; just
she couldn't lift it in one piece. Back outside she found a solid
wooden toolbox. She emptied out the contents and, returning to the
tent, she carefully and deferentially packed the old man's bones
into the box. Before closing the lid, she paused, then took out her
field notebook and wrote, “Here lies Professor Makel. Date of death
unknown, buried 19th August, 2004.”

She tore the page out
of her book and on impulse, turned it over and added, “Rest in
peace, Professor, I'll find where they went.”

Juliet placed the
paper in the box and carried it over to the group of trees. Placing
it in the grave, she covered it over and then placed a stone—the
largest she could carry—on top. She looked down for a moment or
two, then shrugged and returned to the tent. Taking hold of the
steel trunk she dragged it out to the entrance of the gully that
had led her into the Professor's camp-site. It would have been
possible for her to bring her vehicle in, but with the Landrover
already there, turning would not have been easy. Besides, it wasn't
particularly heavy.

Leaving the trunk at
the entrance she walked back to her camp to collect her equipment
and vehicle. She would collect the trunk on the way out. It was
only now, walking across the open, that she thought about what she
had written. Follow what? What was it that she had promised the
Professor she would find? What had he meant when he said they had
left?

Perhaps she had just
got caught up in the emotion of the moment and perhaps the old man,
by his own admission near death, was delusional. But his notes
certainly didn't give that impression. Juliet shook her head. All
this speculation was pointless. She would return to Wally and
Marie's guest-house and read the notebooks she had recovered, then
she would decide what to do next.


Chapter Eight: Guest House

“So
what are you going to do?” Marie asked.

“Well,
for the next week or so, whatever it takes, I am going to document
everything the Professor has recorded. Transferring it onto my
laptop will make it much more accessible and in the process I'll
have a chance to evaluate all the material. There is an awful lot
of it.”

Juliet had arrived
back at the guest-house late the previous evening, much to Marie's
surprise and Wally's consternation. She hadn't been expected for
another two days and, as Wally justifiably pointed out, driving
around in the dark in such a place was not exactly sensible. Juliet
had assured him that once night fell she had proceeded very slowly
and carefully and had she been uncertain of the route at any stage,
she would have stopped and waited until daylight. He seemed
reassured, but only just.

“But
shouldn't we be informing someone? The police maybe?”

“We'll
have to at some stage, but there really isn't any hurry. Let's face
it, there is nothing anyone can do about it now, it's only a matter
of record.”

“How
about the ants you found, you said they would have to deal with
those.”

“Yes,
that does need addressing, but again there is no real
hurry.”

Wally looked at Juliet
with interest. “There is something you are not saying. Why are you
so reluctant to tell people what happened?”

Juliet looked at Wally
without answering, then to Marie. She sighed, “I'm not reluctant as
such. The Professor and his research have been in the forefront of
my thoughts ever since I came across his work. I would just like to
find out all I can about him, what he was doing, before there are
all sorts of other people climbing all over the place and wanting
to talk with me.”

“I
can't see a problem with that, as you point out, nothing about what
happened will change if you do. Tell us how you want to handle it
and Marie and I will help in any way we can. In the mean time we'll
not discuss it with anyone else.”

Marie nodded
silently.

“I do
have one concern, Juliet. As I told you, the locals won't touch
anything at the field station as they consider everything there
belongs to the dead. I'm not sure how they would react if they knew
that you had taken the Professor's trunk.”

“I
thought about that, but realistically, I had little choice. Sitting
out there recording all the information wasn't realistic, you've
seen yourself how much there is.”

“Could
you put everything back once you've copied it all?”

“I
could, and I'll let you be the judge of whether I should, but I
somehow don't think the Professor would want me to.”

“How
do you mean?”

“When
I first found the trunk and realised what it contained, I wondered
why Professor Makel had taken it with him. I also wondered why he
had methodically recorded everything he saw or did while he was
there. After all, if we are right—and I'm pretty confident we
are—he deliberately went out there to die, and die in a place where
he thought nobody would find him.”

“You're right, that doesn't really make sense, unless it was
just a habit of a lifetime.”

“Or he
simply used it as a way of helping the time to pass. Giving himself
something to occupy the time.”

“Both
are possible, but I think it was something else. These books don't
just contain a record of what happened out there, or even of his
work at the field station. They are his entire life's work. I think
when it came time for him to go he could neither abandon nor
destroy them. To do so would suggest that his whole life had
amounted to nothing; was without purpose. I think the only way he
could resolve this was to take them all with him, packed in the
steel trunk so they would survive long after he was
gone.”

“A
sort of unmarked immortality?”

“A
little more than that. The best way I can describe it is as a sort
of “note in a bottle”. You know, you write a note and seal it in a
bottle which you then cast into the sea. You've no idea of who,
when or even if anyone will ever read it, but somehow the message
will exist. I believe that, probably subconsciously, he was
reacting the same way. He couldn't know by whom or when his work
might be discovered, but he avoided discarding it
altogether.”

Marie nodded, “That
makes sense in the circumstances. And if that's the case, I can't
see a problem in your taking it. In fact, as you're a fellow
scientist in the same line of work, I think it is entirely proper
that you should.”

“What
I'd like to do, if the two of you both agree, is to record all the
information as I said, then see if there is anything that I can
follow up on before we spread the word.”

“Such
as?”

Juliet now, and rather
self-consciously, recounted the comment in the old man's last entry
in his diary and her promise in the note she had buried with
him.

Wally laughed, “Sorry,
that was a bit rude, but the idea of someone as pragmatic as
yourself promising a man thirty years dead to do something when you
have no idea what it is, just appeals to me.”

“Don't
apologise, your scepticism is more than justified. But, reading it,
I was sure that what he had written was both real and important. I
can't say why, but I don't believe he was delusional and I need to
know what it was that he was so concerned about. I'm not actually
proposing to go looking, or at least not yet. Only if I can find
from his records what it was that he was talking about will I take
it any further, but I'd be surprised if the answer isn't in there
somewhere.”

Wally got up from the
breakfast table and stretched. “Enough talking, I have to head into
town and pick up a part for the generator. Is there anything either
of you want while I am there?”

“Not
for me. If you'll both excuse me, I'd like to get started
transcribing his notebooks.”

Marie smiled,
“Permission is only granted on the promise that each mealtime you
bring us up to date on the life and times of the incredible
vanishing Professor Makel. You may edit out some of the scientific
mumbo jumbo, we only want the gossip.”

Juliet got up “Done
deal.”


Chapter Nine: Juliet's Room

“Sorry
to interrupt, but lunch is ready when you are.”

Juliet looked around
to see Marie standing in the doorway of her room.

“Sorry, I didn't hear you come. You should have just
shouted.”

“With
the intensity with which you were studying those notebooks, I doubt
you'd have heard me. Finding anything of interest?”

“So
far I've just been sorting through trying to find out what's what.
There is an amazing amount of stuff here; it's a bit hard to know
how to handle it. He has all his field and research notes going
right back to when he was at university just after the war. Then
there are personal diaries that he kept as well.”

“So
where do you start?”

“I
already have. That stack there is the diaries, sorted in reverse
order. Most recent on top. Those two stacks against the wall are
research notes organised the same way, and that lot there are field
notes. Those are a pretty scattered lot. In latter years it appears
he was focussed on his work in the lab. He did do a certain amount
of field work but it doesn't seem to follow any particular pattern
or purpose. I suspect he simply used it as recreation, an excuse to
take a break and get away from the lab.”

“Will
you start with those or the diaries?”

“Well,
I think that I'll divide the research at the time that he published
his last paper, the one that brought me here. Eventually I'll go
through the lot, but my chief interest scientifically is what he
was working on and what he was trying to find. Same with the field
notes. If I can isolate that date, anything prior to that I can
leave for the moment, which will make things a bit more
manageable.”

“Please tell me you're going to look at the diaries
too.”

Juliet smiled,
“Absolutely not, none of us are in the slightest bit interested in
finding out what happened to him. Don't tell me you are?”

“Swine!”

“Of
course I am. I've already started. I went back to the time he
established the station. So far his entries have been fairly
sporadic—he's certainly not what you'd call a compulsive
diarist—and they're fairly domestic in nature. I've only been
extracting a time-line of events and anything of particular
significance, not transcribing the whole thing, so it's going
pretty quickly. I've got to a point where the buildings have been
completed and he is looking to recruit staff. He's starting by
considering people who've worked on the buildings. Those who showed
themselves to be both diligent and resourceful.”

“Nothing scandalous yet, then? Nothing to share over our
rapidly cooling hot lunch?”

“Oh
God, I'm sorry. Blathering away here, I forgot why you'd
come.”

Juliet got up and
followed Marie through to the kitchen.

“You'll just have to get used to me, I'm afraid. When I'm
working I'm pretty hopeless. The house could burn down around me
and I wouldn't notice.”

Wally was still away
in town, so the two women sat down either side of the large wooden
table in the kitchen. Marie had prepared kebabs and a side salad,
and whether it was the smell of the food or that it was a long time
since breakfast, Juliet didn't know, but she was suddenly very
hungry. Noticing her appetite, Marie fetched some fresh bread and
cheese and a selection of fruit.

“Sorry, I'm making a right pig of myself, aren't I?”

“Don't
be silly. What I don't get, though, is how a woman with such a
healthy appetite can keep such a beautiful slim body.”

“You
are every bit as slim as me.”

Marie laughed, “Then
you've not looked at my backside.”

“Your
'backside' is a feature of your race, it's genetic and very
distinctive it is too, if I may say so.”

“Not
exactly the classical beauty, though.”

“Because the fashion world is dominated by western culture,
doesn't make it in any sense right. If your society was the
dominant one on the planet, my backside would be considered most
inadequate.”

“True,
ridiculous, isn't it. How long do you think it will take for you to
sort through all the Professor's notes?

“Two
or three days. It does depend a bit on what I find.”

“So
will you be heading off once you're done?”

“Oh,
no. You won't get rid of me that easily. Apart from anything else,
I'm going to have to help the authorities deal with the exotic ants
we found out at the research station. Getting rid of those won't be
quick, each phase of the process you have to wait and see what
results. You seldom would be one hundred percent successful on the
first pass. You'll be stuck with me for a couple of months at
least. That's not a problem, is it?”

“Good
grief no! I'm loving the company. Most of our guests are either men
or couples, I feel I'm being spoiled rotten. To be honest, our
bookings tend to be a bit sporadic—a long-term visitor is a bonus
from the business side as well. We need to look at giving you some
sort of discount, though.”

“There's no need to do that. I'm happy enough with what I'm
paying.”

“No,
it's only fair. When someone stays for a while, the daily costs are
a fair bit lower, especially transport and such.”

“I
shouldn't really say this, but I'm not actually paying out of my
pocket. My university is subsidising all my expenses and they can
afford it. Let's just leave it as it is.”

“If
you're sure?”

“I'm
sure. Now I'd better get back to work.”

Late the following
evening, Juliet sat back in her chair with a tired smile on her
face. She now knew what it was that the Professor had been
attempting, and it was based on a fascinating new idea, an idea
that, while it was something that she had not considered herself,
directly answered all her concerns about ants' abilities to
communicate with one another.

That they used
pheromones was not in any doubt, but Professor Makel considered
that they were used in the same way that humans would use the
written word. To leave a message for others not present at the
time. His initial research focussed on 'face to face' communication
and originally was based on the idea of some sort of sign language.
The bee, a close cousin of the ant, has long been observed passing
information from one individual to others in the hive by performing
an elaborate dance.

Using this as a
logical starting point, the Professor looked for parallel behaviour
in his ants and although they demonstrated considerable physical
responses, waving antennae and legs about in vigorous fashion, he
could not isolate any distinguishable pattern. But the one thing he
did notice, the one thing that was consistent and immediate
whenever two ants met, was the touching of antennae, touching tip
to tip.

Closer examination
revealed that if several ants were present an individual would
commonly touch antennae with two different ants simultaneously and
the others likewise. The result was a whole group of individuals
all linked together.

A tingle of excitement
gripped Juliet. Suddenly she, like Professor Makel before her, saw
where this was leading and saw what the implications might be. For
a while she sat back in her chair and stared out the window. The
hills in the distance caught the glow of the full moon and the
landscape had an eerie, alien look. Suddenly and inexplicably, she
felt very small.

She returned to the
notebooks. To substantiate his theory, the Professor set up a
series of controlled experiments. First a small colony was
presented with a food source as far from their nest as was
practical. Between the nest and food he placed a wide sheet of
paper flat on the floor of the enclosure. Once the ants had
discovered the food and had established a well marked trail back to
the nest and when all the ants were back at the nest, he removed
the paper over which they had been walking.

The first ants to
emerge started out along the trail in the direction of the food. On
reaching the gap in the trail, the point at which the paper had
been removed, they hesitated. For a while they milled around
apparently trying to find the scent but when they failed to do so,
they returned to the place where the trail was broken then
unerringly set out straight towards the food.

That they used the
scent to mark a trail was clear, but they weren't dependent on it.
They also had the location of the food source in their memories.
This was not, of course, entirely original, as other experimenters
had established much the same thing. It was, however, an important
starting point for the more difficult task the Professor was about
to attempt.

Despite the way that
ants seem to run around in mindless fashion, they actually have the
ability to measure distance and time, marked in relation to the
position of the sun, with remarkable accuracy. This is most evident
with the Cataglyphis ant of the Sahara. In a landscape with
scarce food and shifting sand devoid of landmarks, it was always a
mystery as to how they could find their way back to their nests
after wandering the desert for hours at a time. It was not
realistic for them to retrace their entire journey, and nor did
they. Invariably they headed directly back to the nest in a
straight line.

By picking up an
individual far from home, putting it in a closed container and
moving it in relation to the nest, researchers found that the ant
returned exactly to the spot where the nest would have been if they
had remained undisturbed. The ant knew its exact location by
measuring the distance it had travelled with a sort of built in
pedometer and relating that to the time taken and the angle of the
sun, a feat made even more remarkable because the position of the
sun had been changing slowly throughout its journey.

What the Professor
needed to establish was not whether an ant could remember such
information and return to a particular place when there was no
scent to guide them, but whether it could convey this information
to another. To do this he needed to prevent all but a few selected,
marked individuals from reaching the food. They would then be
allowed to return to the nest and contact the others in the colony,
but not allowed to return themselves.

It was difficult and
painstaking work, but the Professor's lab staff, people from the
local village, were both diligent and well trained. They understood
that it was vital that they recorded only the results they got, not
those that they wanted, and any result had to be absolutely
unambiguous.

Although the results
right from the beginning showed that the Professor's assumptions
were correct, that the ants were indeed communicating accurate and
detailed information to their fellows, it took three months of
painstaking work to have sufficient statistical data to prove that
the process was incontrovertible.

This was not, however,
what he was looking for, but it was a necessary step on the way.
What he really was after was the process by which this information
was passed from one ant to another. But, as is always the case in
science, he needed to build each step on a foundation of provable
fact.

Juliet got up from her
desk and, arms above her head, stretched to her full length. She
was a tall woman and her hands almost brushed the low ceiling of
the bungalow. Enough for one night, she had plenty to think on. She
went off to the bathroom to get ready for bed. The house was in
semi-darkness with just a few very low-wattage lights still on, and
she realised that the generator had been switched off and everyone
had long since gone. She looked at her watch; it was ten past two
in the morning.

Despite her late
night, Juliet rose just before dawn. The house was still quiet, so
she took herself off to the kitchen to make a coffee. She found
that the kettle was already hot and now she noticed the low throb
of the diesel generator, so she wasn't the first to rise, but there
was nobody about in the house. It was possible that Wally was
already out attending to chores, but Juliet preferred to think that
he had made an early cup of tea for Marie and himself to enjoy in
bed. It was those small details, little acts of companionship and
shared quiet that Juliet envied. The lust, the romance, all the
excitement she could find if she really felt the need, but not that
deep sense of belonging.

She took her coffee
out onto the verandah on the east side of the house and settled
into a comfortable old wickerwork armchair to watch the sun rise
and plan her day. Her intellectual half wanted to return straight
to the Professor's notes, but Juliet knew from years of experience
that it was vital to pace herself. To truly absorb all the years of
work recorded in the books, she would need to review it in
manageable sized chunks.

This morning she would
read some of his personal journal until the household sat down for
breakfast, read it out here on the verandah, then take the
four-wheel drive rental out to the research station and make a
start on a detailed survey of the exotic ants in the area. It
didn't have any direct bearing on what she was looking for, but it
was going to have to be done by someone and, modesty aside, she
doubted whether there was anyone in Namibia more qualified to do
the work. In an odd, and completely irrational way, she felt some
responsibility for what had happened. Perhaps it was a sense of
collective guilt, the damage having been done by a fellow
researcher, but she thought it was more a case of her having in her
own mind 'adopted' the Professor as her own, almost like the
responsibility one would feel for a wayward child.

Wally came out onto
the verandah behind her.

“You're an early bird, can't say I expected to see you up and
about this soon after last night.”

“Sorry
about that, I tend to get carried away with what I'm doing and not
notice the time. I hope I didn't disturb anyone.”

“Not
at all. To be honest, you are the ideal house guest. Most of our
visitors who stay up until the early hours of the morning are
roaring drunk and partying as if their lives depended on it.
Sitting in your room reading is not even in the running when it
comes to making a nuisance of yourself. You'll have to try a lot
harder than that.”

“I'll
work on it, I promise. I'm planning to go out to the station this
morning. I need a break from the books and thought I'd make a start
on finding out exactly what has managed to establish itself out
there that shouldn't have.”

“I
thought you were going to leave that to the
authorities?”

“I'll
leave getting rid of them to the powers that be, but I feel it's my
profession that's created the problem, so I should deal with it.
Besides, it will require an expert, and I don't think they will
find one out here.”

“Will
you stay out there again?”

“Not
this time. I need to keep working on the Professors research. I'll
go out there during the day and work here at night.”

“Do
you need any help?”

“If
you have a smart young lad with time on his hands, one who can
follow instructions, it would be a help.”

“How
smart?”

“Enough that I can explain the importance of doing exactly as
he is told. Or she. It's only a question of using lines to mark out
search grids and such like. It's just a question of being
thorough.”

“I've
got just the girl. She's a bright kid, but has gone as far as she
can with her schooling here in Ruacana and her mother, a widow,
can't afford to send her away to high school. She doesn't get a lot
to simulate her. To work alongside you could show her there's a lot
more the world has to offer than there is in Ruacana.”

“Sounds great. Can I go and pick her up this
morning?”

“Sure,
I'll go and ring the Stones, they live near her, and get them to go
and tell her you're coming.”

“Don't
you need to ask her first?”

Wally, who had already
got up and was disappearing inside, called over his shoulder, “No,
she'll come. She'll jump at the chance.”


Chapter Ten: Research Station

Juliet, squatting in
the dust, tape measure in hand, looked up at the young girl
assisting her. She smiled to herself. This kid, thirteen years old,
had everything stacked against her. She lived alone with her
widowed mother in abject poverty, she couldn't afford to go to
school any longer and nor was there any meaningful work available
and, Juliet was shocked to discover when she went to collect her,
she only had one arm. When she was barely five she'd had the other
ripped of by a hyena. As if this wasn't enough, her mother had seen
fit to bless her with the incongruous name of Beatrice.

Juliet could
understand Wally's motives for recommending her, but he was hardly
doing it for Juliet. Not at all the sort of assistant she would
have chosen. But Wally was right. The girl, rather than sullen, was
absolutely irrepressible. She was fast, she was efficient and she
was very, very smart. Juliet never had to explain anything twice,
and by mid-morning Beatrice's understanding of the task was such
that she didn't have to explain anything at all.

When she had picked
Beatrice up from the Stone's, Juliet had been concerned about what
the girl would expect to be paid. Money was not an issue, that
wasn't the point, but Juliet knew it was important that she paid
the girl well, but didn't pay her too much. She needed to be
rewarded well for her efforts, but not feel she was receiving
charity. Had she remembered, she would have asked Wally before she
set out, but fortunately the girl hadn't raised the matter.

Now Juliet had both
the opportunity to evaluate the girl's work and discuss the local
wage rates with Wally before she made a decision.

“Madam
Doctor.”

“Beatrice, call me Madam or call me Doctor if you must, but
please, not both. However, I would much prefer it if you called me
Juliet.”

Her jet black
colouring made it difficult to tell, but Juliet was sure she had
made the girl blush. She went over to where she was working and
squatted down beside her.

“I
don't bite, you know. Well, not unless I'm really excited. How
about I go and fix us both some lunch? You hungry yet?”

“No
Madam Doc... Juliet. I'll do the lunch for you.”

“Beatrice. I'm not employing you as a servant, to wait on me,
I'm employing you as a scientific field assistant. You still have a
little bit to do to finish this grid and I'm all done, so I fix
lunch.”

The girl, obviously
uncomfortable but understanding what Juliet was saying, nodded and
returned to her work.

Ten minutes later the
girl joined Juliet at the table under the large shade tree.

“All
done, Juliet. What are these grids we are laying out
for?”

Juliet smiled to
herself at Beatrice's use of 'we', but she was pleased.

“Get
some food into you, and I'll explain while you eat.”

Beatrice looked
hesitant, then did as she was told.

“Well,
it's really quite simple. We need to locate all the colonies of
ants within the vicinity of the old laboratory and mark their exact
locations. Then we need to conclusively identify the species of
each colony. You know what I mean by species?”

“That's kind of ant, isn't it?”

“That's right. What we are looking for is any ant that
shouldn't be here, that escaped from the laboratory when it was
abandoned. This is important, because they could do a lot of damage
to the local animals and plants.”

“Like
when the white man ca...” Beatrice, realising what she had said,
buried her head in her hands. Juliet reached across the table and
with a hand under her chin, gently lifted Beatrice's head and
looked her straight in the eye.

She said softly,
“Exactly like when the white men came. It works for animals and
plants in the same way as it does for people. We can't do anything
about the people—the world has changed—but we can try and do
something here.”

“But
you're white.”

“So is
Wally, and Marie seems to think he is OK. It's not being white that
is the problem. In nature, over time, things find some sort of
balance. When something new comes along that balance is upset and
all sorts of unexpected things can happen. Over a long period of
time a new balance will be found, but we need to be very careful
about causing these changes. Most of the ants native to this area
have originally come from other places, but bit by bit and over
thousands of years. Things have time to adjust.”

“I
shouldn't have said that.”

“Don't
ever be afraid of the truth, just make sure you understand it. Now,
the idea is that we need to find which kinds of ant have escaped
from the laboratory and established themselves in the
area.”

“But
it's been thirty years, they could be a long way from
here.”

“A
good point, but the Professor didn't have any of the nomadic
species—kinds—of ant. Only sedentary ones.”

“Ones
that stay in one place?”

“That's right. Now, they will also spread as their numbers grow
and they need new territory to survive, much like people, but they
do this by establishing new colonies further afield. It's true that
when a young queen leaves to start a new nest she takes flight, but
the types that were here don't fly very far, so to start with we
only need to look nearby, in an area surrounding the lab. If we
find a colony, then we extend the search, using that colony as a
new centre.”

“I
understand. How do we know which ants shouldn't be
here?”

“We
employ an expert. Me.”

“Sorry, of course—I didn't mean to be rude.”

“Beatrice, if you and I are going to get along, and I really
hope we are, you are going to have to stop apologising all the
time.”

Beatrice looked up
uncertainly, then smiled. She returned to her food without
comment.

By three in the
afternoon they had completed the layout of the grid and Juliet
decided to call it quits for the day. They had noticed a couple of
colonies of ants in the process but, apart from a brief note or
two, had let them be. They would pick them up when they did the
detailed survey.

Juliet was anxious to
get back to her notes, she was starting to get a picture of what
the Professor was up to, and she particularly wanted to make a
start on his personal diaries, which she had so far barely
touched.

“Beatrice, if Wally is agreeable, would you like to stay at the
guest house? It would mean we could get an earlier start in the
mornings. To complete the survey will take us about a
week.”

“I
can't, Mada... Juliet. I've got to help my mother with the day's
chores.”

“Oh,
you poor thing! I shouldn't have kept you so long.”

“Please, it is no problem. I have plenty of time and this has
been the best day—it's so interesting. You will use me again, won't
you?”

“Until
the job is done, I promise.”

Juliet looked at the
girl beside her. Her clothes were clean, but well worn and heavily
mended, and she thought back to the voracious appetite Beatrice had
revealed during lunch, something more than youthful enthusiasm. The
girl and her mother obviously had it hard—very hard. But for her to
help was not easy. The money Juliet was paying would obviously ease
things a fair bit. She thought for a moment, then said, “You and
you mother keep animals? Hens, goats?”

“Yes,
and one cow, but she is getting old now.”

“There
was quite a bit of food left over from our lunch, how about you
take it back for your chickens. It'll only get thrown away
otherwise.”

Beatrice looked at
Juliet and for a moment their eyes met. Juliet thought to herself
this is a smart girl, she knows why I made the offer, that the food
is intended for her and her mother, yet she also understands that
she can accept it without losing face.

The girl nodded.
“Thank you, they'll appreciate it.”

“Right, now before we go we need to set the baits. At the point
where each of the grid lines cross we need to place a container
with a small amount of honey in the bottom. There's a jar in the
back of the pickup, in the green back-pack.”

Juliet opened a bag
full of small plastic screw-top pots, not unlike the type chemists
use for dispensing pills and handed one to Beatrice, who placed the
honey inside and positioned on its side where the grid lines
intersected.

“This
is so the ants will come? So we can find them?”

“Yes,
but we need to give them a chance. That's why we are putting it out
now, by the time we get out here again in the morning we should
have a result. We'll have to repeat the process at least once to be
sure we've got all the different species, though. OK, let's do this
then get you home, I need to get back to my books.”

That evening, after a
splendid meal, Juliet sat with her hosts on the verandah and
watched the sun go down. She was feeling relaxed and deeply
contented to be back at work. The morning at the research station
had gone better than she could have hoped, thanks to the speed with
which Beatrice had picked up on what was required. Indeed, by
mid-morning they were each working independently, co-operating only
when a task required it.

Juliet made a point of
telling Wally how impressed she had been with the girl's abilities
and asked whether it was not possible for her to get some sort of
scholarship to further her education.

“Possible, yes. In fact I offered to help her get one, but she
won't leave her mother.”

“Surely her mother would be pleased for her to better herself
in any way she can?”

“The
problem is not that her mother wants her to stay, Beatrice refuses
to leave her. She is smart, as you have seen for yourself, and she
knows how important a chance like that would prove, but she also
knows that among her own people there is no place for an elderly
widow on her own. The elderly are cared for by their children, not
by society. Her mother would quite literally be reduced to begging
in the street. She wouldn't survive long.”

“Couldn't her mother find some sort of work in whatever town
Beatrice went to school?”

“She
hides it well, but her mother is too infirm to hold out any sort of
job. This is one reason Beatrice wanted you to pick her up and drop
her off at the Stone's. They and we help out when we can, but we
have to be sensitive to the local norms. The only way we can easily
help is by giving casual work to young Beatrice, and even then we
have to be careful that it's really something we need help
with.”

“It
all sounds rather harsh.”

“It
does. It is. My theory is that you are looking at a society that
has evolved in a very harsh environment, so harsh that they can't
afford to support unproductive members. It is not uncommon in
nature for social animals to drive out or even kill individuals
that can no longer contribute. I believe this is a similar thing,
albeit less extreme. I can't accept it myself, but I'm not sure
that it doesn't work. These people have survived here for a very
long time.”

“And
how does Beatrice feel about this?”

“She
just accepts it, its the world she belongs to.” Wally looked across
at his wife, “Marie also doesn't really see what all the fuss is
about. People grow old, people die, it's just part of
life.”

Juliet turned to
Marie, “You said that your people were predominately Christian. How
do they reconcile this with the idea of Christian charity?”

“To be
honest, they don't really. Like a lot of religious belief, people
learn the words, the rituals, but it has little or no impact on how
they live their lives.”

As they were speaking
the last, blood red rays of the Sun faded and died, and Juliet got
up from her chair.

“Enough philosophising, I need to get to work. If you'll excuse
me.”

Marie frowned, “You
drive yourself too hard, do you always work so hard?”

“Yes,
I suppose I do, but it isn't work, it's a passion. If I had time
off, if I go on holiday, whatever my intentions might be I always
end up scrabbling about in the dirt looking for ants. Sad, isn't
it.”

Marie said nothing and
Wally smiled, “When it gets too bad, do they send you to rehab for
a couple of weeks?”

“Something like that.”

She left them sitting
there on the verandah and returned to her room and the Professor's
books. During the afternoon after she had returned from taking
Beatrice home she had returned to the Professor's lab notes.
Although not the best practice, she had decided to skip ahead to
try and find the first reference to the so called 'Formica
nobilitatis' that had appeared on the label in the laboratory.
After about three quarters of an hour she came upon a
reference,

“...starting to get a bit uneasy when I dwell upon the
implications of the changes we are seeing in Formica
nobilitatis. Their adaptive behaviour is remarkable and I'm not
sure if I should allow it to continue...”

Juliet felt a surge of
adrenaline. Quite what the Professor meant was not clear, obviously
this reference was not the first, but it was clear that he had
discovered something of considerable importance. She started
working back in time from this point, but much more
methodically.

By ten that night she
had isolated the exact point when the events that had led to the
existence of Formica nobilitatis occurred. The Professor's
work on establishing how ants might communicate had reached a point
where he felt he had identified the mechanism, a mechanism he
labelled “tachopathy”.

He knew that the ant's
nervous system was, like most insects, composed of a series of
ganglia that are distributed throughout its body, each controlling
a specific function—the human brain is not dissimilar, but all the
individual components are collected together in the cranium—and
that the ant's brain, when compared to ours was impressive. In
relation to its body size, it is three times larger, and a typical
colony of around forty thousand ants—not big—has a collective brain
actually larger than our own.

 


It was already known
that there was considerable nervous tissue in the ends of the
antennae, they carry important sensory organs, but the Professor
postulated that they included what he described as an external
synapse. A synapse, a minute break in the continuity of the nerve,
forces the electrical impulse carrying information to jump the gap,
which cleans and boosts the signal.

This external synapse
and the structure of the ant's brain meant that when two ants
touched antennae, synapse to synapse, their nervous systems and the
brains became one. All knowledge, all information, was shared
instantly. And with two antennae apiece, each ant could connect
with two others, so creating a network that in theory could involve
the entire colony. He coined the word tachopathy to describe it, a
word he derived from telepathy.

Juliet sat with her
elbows on the desks and her face buried in her hands. Her mind was
screaming. All the years of digging, of wondering, searching for
some explanation and here it was. Written down in the clear and
careful script of the old Professor. She knew, knew to her very
core, that this was right.

It answered all her
questions. Not just how the ants could construct such complex and
sophisticated societies, but also why their behavioural evolution
was so slow, why they were so conservative.

It was easy to think
of the power of a tachopathic—or telepathic—society, but there is a
down side. Evolution in thought comes from individuals, individuals
who for one reason or another fail to conform. In a society where
every thought is shared, such innovation, such individuality, would
be next to impossible; the collective mind would not tolerate them.
Evolution in behaviour would only come as a response to a clear
threat to collective survival.

Her head awash with
the implications of what she was reading, Juliet returned to the
old man's notes.

... is clear that, to
have any chance of proving these behaviours, I need to show that
the patterns can be broken, be altered. To do this I will start
with a series of experiments isolating an individual from its
colony and exposing it to situations where it has no learned
response. It won't be easy...

... Jala has suggested
that we try introducing two individuals, of similar but different
species, with different behavioural patterns and see if there is
any interaction. It is a good idea in principle, but I think they
will either simply ignore each other or kill each other. But it's
worth a try. If we can get a pair that at least tolerate one
another, then a long exposure may produce some sort of result. Ants
don't like to be alone...

At this point the
notebooks returned to the day to day problems of running the
station and Juliet decided she needed a break. She closed the
notebook and went out onto the verandah into the cool night
air.

The next morning
Juliet rose early, she was wanting to get out to the research
station just as the ground was starting to warm. This would be when
the nests were most active and, having finished laying out the
first stage grid, they were ready to start cataloguing. But first
she had to go and collect Beatrice.

On the drive over she
thought about all she had learned so far from the Professor's
notes. His experimental programme had initially shown little in the
way of results, although they had managed to get disparate
individuals to interact on a number of occasions. However, in most
cases there seemed to be no reaction when they were returned to
their respective colonies, something that was unlikely if there had
been any interchange of thought. In two cases, however, the
returning ant was killed.

This was more
significant, as it showed that contact with the other species had
marked the ant in some way. But inconclusive, as it was not
necessarily its thoughts that were contaminated, it could be its
smell.

Part of Juliet wanted
to ignore the situation at the station and focus exclusively on the
Professor's research, but she knew that to get the most out of it,
out of work that he had spent years obtaining, she needed to
regularly step away and think over what she had read.

The fact that the work
at the station needed to be done and—if she was honest with
herself, more importantly—that Beatrice desperately needed the
money had made the decision a lot easier. When Juliet had taken
Beatrice home the previous evening she'd ignored the girl's
protests and insisted on taking her to her mother's house. She was
confident she managed to hide it from both the girl and her mother,
but in truth she had been appalled at the poverty in which they
lived.

She knew there was
little she could do, but she could make sure that there was as much
work for the girl as possible and for as long as possible. Charity,
in any form, was something that Wally and Marie had made quite
clear would be unacceptable.

Beatrice was standing
outside their house—hut would be a more accurate description—and
ran across to the car as Juliet pulled up. Juliet, however, was not
going to be rushed and got out of the pickup and walked over to
Beatrice's mother, who was standing in the doorway. She knew the
old lady didn't speak any English, but she stood in front of her
and inclined her head in respectful greeting. The woman met
Juliet's gaze and hesitated for a moment, then bowed her head in
reply. In truth, Beatrice's mother was only in her late forties,
but abject poverty and disease had added another twenty years or
more to her physique. She was able to walk, but with difficulty,
and carrying any worthwhile burden would have been quite beyond
her.

Juliet felt a wave of
sadness and so, smiling at the woman, turned back to the
pickup.

“OK
Beatrice, you drive.”

The girl jumped. She
looked terrified.

“I
can't drive! I don't know how.”

“You
will by the time we get to the station.”

“But... but I have only one arm.”

“There's a lot of things you do with one arm that would be
easier with two. You're just making excuses.”

Beatrice looked
uncomfortable but Juliet just smiled.

“It's
not all that difficult and out here it is an important skill to
have, now get into the driver's seat.”

With an uncertain
glance at her watching mother, she did as she was told. Knowing
that the girl was smart and a very quick learner, Juliet started by
explaining how a motor vehicle worked. Understanding why you do
something, rather than simply what you do, makes learning much
easier.

After about fifteen
minutes the girl had a good picture of the mechanisms involved and,
on Juliet's prompting, she started the engine. She spent a moment
or two getting the feel of the throttle then gingerly depressed the
clutch and, taking her hand off the wheel, engaged first gear.

“Right, now slowly let the clutch pedal come up until you feel
the truck wanting to pull forward and the engine starts to slow.
When you feel it, push the clutch back down.”

Beatrice did as she
was told.

“Right, now repeat that four or five times 'til you get a feel
for where the clutch is engaging.”

The lesson continued
in this methodical manner until, after a number of passable stops
and starts, Juliet told the girl she was ready and to take them to
the research station. With a grin from ear to ear, Beatrice turned
off down the track and, with barely a jerk, engaged second gear for
the first time.

The trip to the
station was slow but uneventful and Beatrice acquitted herself very
well. It did mean that they started the survey somewhat later than
planned but there was no particular deadline for the work. Soon
they had checked the baits left the day before, capping the
containers that had collected ants and recording their locations.
Then they settled into the task of minutely examining each active
site and tracking back to locate the nest that the ants came from.
When they discovered the entrance to a nest they marked and
recorded its position in relation to the grid, then they continued
from where they had left off. No attempt was made to identify the
species, Juliet would do that with each grid in turn once all the
colonies had been marked.

To begin with, Juliet
led the search with Beatrice looking on, but by mid—morning they
were working in parallel and things proceeded much more quickly.
Beatrice straightened up from her work,

“I
never thought there were so many nests of ants. Are all these from
the laboratory?”

“No,
from a glance I would say they are mostly indigenous—native—but
we'll sort that out later.”

“Will
you teach me how to tell the different kinds?”

“Yes,
of course I will. You probably know some of the local ones
already.”

“Some,
but I don't know their names. Their proper names.”

“The
local names are just as proper as any other, but you mean their
scientific names, right?”

“Yes.”

“I'll
try, but it's not simple. The scientific names for plants and
animals are designed so that you can tell about their origins and
how they relate to other species, so it's quite complicated. But it
is useful to a scientist to do it that way.”

“How
do you mean?”

“Well,
these little fellows here” she said, pointing at the ants clustered
around the bait they were examining, “look to be Formica
occulta, one of our foreigners, though we'll check that
later as it's sometimes difficult to be sure. The Formica
tells us which group of ants it belongs to, and that tells us quite
a lot about it, occulta is one of around sixty known species
in this group, and they are arranged into twelve smaller
groups.

“Ants
themselves are from a family of insects called Formicidae,
which belong to the order Hymenoptera which includes the
ant's closest relatives, wasps, bees and saw- flies. Termites,
despite their appearance, are no more related to ants than
butterflies are.”

“It's
very complicated.”

“Worse
than you think, I've left out a couple of stages. Anyway, then you
go on up. Insecta, the class, tells us its an insect.
Arthropoda, meaning it has jointed legs, is its phylum and
next comes it's kingdom, Animalia, it's an animal. I know
it's confusing, but for us scientists it means we can tell from the
names exactly what something is and how it relates to others of its
kind and the wider animal kingdom. You have to remember that in my
speciality alone there are over eleven thousand species, trying to
remember where they all fit into the scheme of things would be
impossible.

“Think
of it as a tree. When we look at a particular ant, we are looking
at a single leaf. That leaf is connected to a small twig, which is
connected to a minor branch, which is connected to a major branch,
which is connected to the trunk.”

“I see
that now. It makes sense, I suppose, but we don't have to use all
the names, do we?”

Once again, Juliet
found herself smiling at the use of 'we'.

“No,
if we know we are talking an about ant, we only need the genus and
species—Formica and occulta in this case.”

Juliet straightened up
from examining the entrance to the nest she had been tracking down
while they were talking. “Right, that's the last grid done, all the
colonies are located and recorded.

“Why
are we collecting them? Can't we just write down their
names?”

“We
could, but I would only be guessing, even if I used a magnifying
glass. The differences between species can be very hard to spot. At
the guest house I have a low-powered microscope, it makes the job
much easier—and more accurate.”

“Will
you kill the ants we take?”

Juliet looked at the
young girl with interest, “Would that bother you?”
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