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About the Book

Ants came to this planet long before man. Since then they have developed one of the most intricate civilizations imaginable – a civilization of great richness and technological brilliance. During the few seconds it takes you to read this sentence, some 700 million ants will be born on earth . . .

Edmond Wells had studied ants for years: he knew of the power which existed in their hidden world. On his death, he leaves his apartment to his nephew Jonathan with one proviso: that he must not descend beyond the cellar door. But when the family’s dog escapes down the cellar steps, Jonathan has little alternative but to follow. Innocently he enters the world of the ant, whose struggle for existence forces him to reassess man’s place in the cycle of nature. It is an experience that will alter his life for ever . . .

Empire of the Ants is an extraordinary achievement. It takes you inside the ants’ universe and reveals it to be a highly organised world, as complex and relentless as human society and even more brutal.
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Empire of the Ants

Bernard Werber

Translated by Margaret Rocques


To my parents

And to all my friends and fellow researchers
who have helped build this edifice 


THE AWAKENING 

‘I’M AFRAID IT isn’t at all what you expected.’

The solicitor explained that the building was listed and that some old Renaissance scholars had lived there, though he couldn’t remember who.

They went downstairs and emerged into a dark corridor. The solicitor groped about for a switch, then tried to turn on the light. ‘Damn, it isn’t working.’

They plunged into the shadows, feeling their way noisily along the walls. By the time the solicitor had found the door, opened it and turned on the light, he could see that his client was upset.

‘Are you all right, Mr Wells?’

‘I’ve got a thing about the dark. It’s nothing, really.’

‘You mean a phobia?’

‘I’m afraid so. I feel better already, though.’

They looked the place over. It was a large basement flat. Jonathan liked it even though the only openings to the outside were a few small windows at ceiling level. The walls were all papered a uniform grey and there was dust everywhere. But he could not afford to be fussy.

His present flat was about a fifth of the size of this one. Besides, he could no longer afford the rent. The locksmith he worked for had recently seen fit to dispense with his services.

It meant Uncle Edmond’s inheritance was a real godsend.

Two days later, he moved into number three, rue des Sybarites, with his wife Lucie, their son Nicolas and their dog Ouarzazate, a clipped toy poodle.

‘I don’t mind all these grey walls,’ announced Lucie, pushing back her thick red hair. ‘We’ll be able to decorate it any way we like. Everything needs doing. It’ll be like turning a prison into a hotel.’

‘Where’s my room?’ asked Nicolas.

‘At the far end on the right.’

The dog barked a couple of times, and started worrying Lucie’s calves, totally disregarding the fact that she was carrying a dinner service that had been a wedding present.

He was promptly shut in the lavatory and the door locked to stop him opening it by jumping up to the handle.

‘Did you know your prodigal uncle well?’ went on Lucie.

‘Uncle Edmond? The only thing I can really remember about him is that he played aeroplanes with me when I was very small. I was so frightened once I wet all over him.’

They laughed.

‘Bit of a hero already, were you?’ teased Lucie. Jonathan pretended not to have heard.

‘He didn’t mind. He just remarked to my mother: “Well, now we know we’ll never make a pilot of him.” Later on, my mother told me he kept track of me but I never saw him again.’

‘What did he do for a living?’

‘He was a scientist. A biologist, I think.’ Jonathan looked thoughtful. In point of fact, he didn’t even know his benefactor.


6 kilometres away:

BEL-O-KAN,

1 metre high.

50 floors below the ground.

50 floors above the ground.

The biggest city in the region.

Estimated population: 18 million inhabitants.

Annual production:

– 50 litres of greenfly honeydew.

– 10 litres of ladybird honeydew.

– 4 kilos of agaric mushrooms.

– Gravel expelled: 1 tonne.

Kilometres of practicable corridors: 120.

Surface area at ground level: 2 square metres.


A ray of sunlight passed over. A leg stirred, the first thing to move since the start of hibernation three months earlier. Another leg moved slowly forward, the two claws in which it ended gradually opening. A third leg stretched. Then a thorax. Then a whole individual. Then twelve individuals. They trembled to help their transparent blood circulate through the networks of arteries, thinning as it went from paste to liquor to liquid. Little by little, their hearts started to beat again, pumping the life-giving fluid to their extremities. Their biomechanisms warmed up. The hyper-complex joints pivoted. All around, the ball and socket joints, covered in protective plates, twisted and turned to their full extent.

They stood up. Their bodies started to breathe again, moving in an uncoordinated slow-motion dance. They shook themselves slightly. Their forelegs met in front of their mouths as if in prayer but they were only wetting their claws to polish their antennae.

The twelve who were awake massaged one another, then tried to wake their neighbours. But they scarcely had the strength to move their own bodies and had no energy to offer. They gave up.

Then they moved with difficulty between the statue-like bodies of their sisters, making their way towards the Great Outside. Their cold-blooded organisms needed to absorb calories from the sun.

They went on, harassed, every step painful. They longed to lie down again and rest in peace like all the millions of others. But it was impossible. They were the first to wake. Now they must bring the whole city to life again.

They crossed the fabric of the city. The sunlight blinded them but the touch of pure energy was so comforting.


Enter our empty bodies, sun,

Move our aching muscles

And assemble our divided thoughts.



This old dawn chorus had been sung by the russet ants ever since the hundredth millennium. Even then, there had been a singing in their brains when they first felt the warmth of the sun.

Once outside, they started to wash methodically. They secreted white saliva and smeared it over their jaws and legs.

Their wash and brush-up followed an unchanging ritual. First, the eyes. The one thousand three hundred little portholes which made up each spherical eye were dusted, moistened and dried. Then the antennae, lower limbs, mid-limbs and upper limbs received the same treatment. Finally, they polished their beautiful russet shells until they sparkled like drops of fire.

Among the twelve ants who were awake was a reproductive male. He was a little smaller than average for the Belokanian population. He had narrow mandibles and was programmed to live no more than a few months but he had advantages unshared by others of his kind.

The first privilege of his royal caste was to possess five eyes, two big globular eyes which gave him a 180º field of vision plus three small simple eyes set in a triangle on his forehead. These additional eyes were actually infrared receivers which allowed him to detect any source of heat from a distance, even in pitch darkness.

This was a particularly valuable characteristic since most of the inhabitants of the big cities of the hundred thousandth millennium were completely blind, having spent their whole lives underground.

But this was not the only thing that was different about him. Like the females, he also had wings which would one day allow him to make love in flight.

His thorax was protected by a special shield plate, the mesonotum.

His antennae were longer and more sensitive than those of the other inhabitants.

This young reproductive male remained on the dome for a long time, gorging himself on the sun. Then, when he was nice and warm again, he went back into the city. He temporarily belonged to the ‘thermal messenger’ caste of ants.

He moved along the corridors of the lower third floor. Everyone there was still sound asleep, their frozen bodies transfixed, their antennae abandoned.

The ants were still dreaming.

The young male stretched out his leg towards a young worker he wanted to wake with his body heat. His warm touch gave her a pleasant electric shock.

The patter of feet could be heard after he had rung the doorbell twice. The door opened, with a pause while Grandmother Augusta removed the safety chain.

Since the death of her two children, she had lived alone in the two-roomed flat, going over old memories. It could not have been good for her but had in no way diminished her kindness.

‘Mind you don’t slip now. I’ve just polished the floor.’

Jonathan promised to be careful. She trotted ahead of him and showed him into a living room full of furniture shrouded in dust-sheets. Jonathan perched on the edge of the big sofa but it creaked anyway when he sat down.

‘I’m so glad you’ve come. You may not believe it but I’ve been meaning to call you for the last few days.’

‘Really?’

‘Believe it or not, Edmond gave me something for you. A letter. He said: “If I die, it’s vital you give Jonathan this letter.”’

‘A letter?’

‘Yes, a letter. Now, where did I put it? Let me see. He gave me the letter, I told him I’d put it away and I put it in a box. It must have been one of the tin boxes in the big cupboard.’

She started to go over to the cupboard but stopped after a few steps.

‘Really, how silly of me! What a way to welcome you! How would you like a nice cup of herb tea?’

‘That’d be lovely.’

She disappeared into the kitchen and put the kettle on.

‘How’re things with you, Jonathan?’ she called.

‘Not that fantastic. I’ve lost my job.’

Grandmother poked her little white head round the door for a second, then reappeared fully, wrapped in a long blue apron and looking serious.

‘Did they fire you?’

‘Yes. It’s a funny sort of a job, being a locksmith. Our company, SOS Locks, operates twenty-four hours a day all over Paris. Well, ever since one of my colleagues got mugged, I’ve refused to go into the rough districts so they sacked me.’

‘You did the right thing. It’s better to be out of work and in one piece than the other way round.’

‘I didn’t get on very well with my boss, either.’

‘How did you get on in those communes of yours? In my day, we called them New Age communes.’ She turned her head away to hide a smile.

‘I gave all that up when the farm in the Pyrenees folded. Lucie had had enough of cooking and washing-up for everyone. Some people were only out for a free ride. We fell out. It’s just Lucie, Nicolas and me, now. How about you, Gran, how are you?’

‘Me? I’m alive. It’s a full-time occupation at my age.’

‘I envy you. You were around for the millennium.’

‘Oh, that. What’s really surprising is that nothing has changed. When I was a girl, we thought something wonderful would happen but nothing’s really changed, you know. Old people still live alone, plenty of people are still out of work and cars still give off toxic fumes. We even have the same old ideas. Last year, for example, surrealism was rediscovered, the year before, it was rock ’n’ roll and the newspapers have already announced that miniskirts will be in again this summer. If we carry on like this, the old ideas from early last century will be coming back: communism, psychoanalysis and relativity.’

Jonathan smiled.

‘There has been some progress, though. The average life expectancy has gone up, as well as the number of divorces, the level of air pollution and the length of queues in the underground.’

‘So what? I thought we’d all have private planes and take off from our own balconies by now. You know, when I was young, people were afraid of atomic war. Terribly afraid. I thought I’d go up in a nuclear holocaust and die with the planet when I was a hundred. That would have been quite something. Instead of which, I’m going to die like a rotten old potato. And no-one will care.’

‘Of course they’ll care, Gran.’

She wiped her forehead.

‘It’s getting hotter and hotter, too. In my day, it wasn’t this hot. There were real winters and real summers. Now the heatwave starts in March.’

She went back into the kitchen and nimbly organized everything she needed to make a nice pot of herb tea. After she had struck a match and the sound of the gas blowing through the ancient pipes of her cooker could be heard, she came back looking much more relaxed.

‘You must have had a special reason for coming, though. You young people don’t visit us oldies without a particular reason these days.’

‘Don’t be so cynical, Gran.’

‘I’m not being cynical, I’m just being realistic. Now, stop prevaricating and tell me what brings you here.’

‘I’d like you to tell me about “him”. He left me his flat and I didn’t even know him.’

‘Edmond? You mean you don’t remember Edmond? He used to like playing aeroplanes with you when you were little. I remember one time . . .’

‘Yes, I remember, too, but apart from that one story, I can’t remember anything else.’

She settled herself in a big armchair, taking care not to crease the dust cover too badly.

‘Edmond is, well was, quite a character. Even when he was very small, he used to give me plenty to worry about. It wasn’t easy being his mother. He used to break all his toys systematically, you know. He liked to take them to pieces but didn’t often put them back together again. And it wasn’t just his toys. He used to take everything apart: the clock, the stereo, the electric toothbrush. Once he even took the refrigerator to pieces.’

As if to confirm what she was saying, the old clock in the living room started to chime lugubriously. It had been through the mill with little Edmond too.

‘His other craze was building dens. He used to turn the house upside down to make hidey-holes. He built one out of blankets and umbrellas in the attic and another out of chairs and fur coats in his bedroom. He just liked to burrow inside them with all his treasures. Once when I looked in one, it was full of cushions and bits and pieces of machinery. It actually looked quite cosy.’

‘All children do that.’

‘Maybe but it got really out of hand with him. He wouldn’t sleep in his own bed any more, only in one of his little nests. He sometimes stayed in them for days at a time without moving. As if he were hibernating. Your mother said he must have been a squirrel in a previous life.’

Jonathan smiled to encourage her to go on.

‘One day, he wanted to build a hut under the living-room table. That was the last straw as far as your grandfather was concerned. He was absolutely livid. He gave him a good hiding, got rid of all his nests and made him sleep in his bed.’

She gave a sigh.

‘From that day on, we lost him. It was as if we’d cut his umbilical cord. We were no longer part of his world. I think it had to be done, though. He had to find out he couldn’t get his own way all the time. It caused problems later on when he was growing up. He couldn’t stand school. I know you’re going to say, “Like all children,” again but it went much deeper than that with him. Do you know many children who hang themselves with their belts in the toilets because their teacher has told them off? He hanged himself when he was seven. It was the cleaner who took him down.’

‘Maybe he was too sensitive.’

‘Sensitive? You must be joking. A year later, he tried to stab one of his teachers with a pair of scissors. He was aiming for the heart. It was lucky he only damaged his wallet.’

She raised her eyes to heaven. Scattered memories were falling on her thoughts like snowflakes.

‘Things got a bit better later because some of the teachers managed to capture his interest. He got As in the subjects he liked and Es in all the others. It was always either A or E.’

‘Mum said he was a genius.’

‘Your mother was fascinated by him because he’d told her he was trying to attain “absolute knowledge”. Your mother had believed in reincarnation since the age of ten and thought he must have been Einstein or Leonardo da Vinci in a previous life.’

‘As well as a squirrel?’

‘Why not? According to Buddha, it takes many lives to make a soul.’

‘Did he take any IQ tests?’

‘Yes. He did very badly in them. He scored eighty-five, which meant he was slightly retarded. The educational psychologist thought he was disturbed and should be sent to a special school. I knew he wasn’t, though. He was just “elsewhere”. I remember once, he can’t have been more than eleven, he challenged me to try and make four equilateral triangles using only six matches. It isn’t easy. Here, have a go and you’ll see.’

She went into the kitchen, had a quick look at the kettle and came back with six matches. Jonathan hesitated for a moment. It seemed feasible. He tried arranging the six little sticks in various ways but was forced to give up after a few minutes.

‘How do you do it?’

Grandmother Augusta concentrated.

‘Well, I don’t think he ever told me, actually. All I can remember is the clue he gave me: “You have to think about it differently. If you think about it in the usual way, you don’t get anywhere.” Can you imagine, a kid of eleven coming out with things like that? Ah, I think I can hear the kettle whistling.’

She came back carrying two steaming cups of herb tea.

‘You know, I’m really pleased to see you taking an interest in your uncle. Nowadays, when someone dies, people forget they ever existed.’

Jonathan put the matches aside and took a few sips of herb tea.

‘What happened after that?’

‘I can’t remember. Once he started studying science at university we didn’t hear from him any more. I heard vaguely from your mother that he got a brilliant doctorate, worked for a food manufacturer, left to go to Africa, then came back and lived in the rue des Sybarites, where nothing more was heard of him until the day he died.’

‘How did he die?’

‘Oh, don’t you know? It’s quite incredible. It was in all the papers. He was killed by wasps, would you believe it!’

‘Wasps? How did it happen?’

‘He was walking by himself in the forest. He must have accidentally disturbed a nest. They all rushed to attack him. The pathologist claimed he’d never seen so many stings on one person. He had over 0.3g of poison per litre of blood when he died. It was unheard of.’

‘Where’s he buried?’

‘He hasn’t got a proper grave. He’d asked to be buried under a pine tree in the forest.’

‘Have you got a photograph of him?’

‘Yes, look, over there on the wall above the chest. Your mother, Suzy’s, on the right (have you ever seen such a young-looking picture of her before?) and Edmond’s on the left.’

He had a receding hairline, a small pointed moustache and lobeless ears that extended above his eyebrows. He was smiling mischievously and looked quite a devil.

Beside him, Suzy was resplendent in a white dress. She had married a few years later but had insisted on keeping her maiden name, Wells. As if she wanted her husband to leave no trace of his name on her offspring.

Moving closer, Jonathan saw that Edmond was holding two fingers up above his sister’s head.

‘He was always playing jokes on people, wasn’t he?’

Augusta did not answer. Her eyes had misted over with sorrow as she looked at her daughter’s radiant face. Suzy had died six years earlier. A fifteen-tonne lorry in the hands of a drunken driver had pushed her car into a ravine. She had taken two days to die. She had asked for Edmond but Edmond had not come. Yet again, he had been elsewhere.

‘Do you know anyone else who could tell me about Edmond?’

‘Mmm. He used to see a lot of one of his childhood friends. They went to university together. He was called Jason Bragel. I must still have his number.’

Augusta quickly consulted her computer and gave Jonathan his address. She looked at her grandson affectionately. He was the last survivor of the Wells family. A good boy.

‘Drink up now or your tea’ll get cold. I’ve got some little sponge cakes as well, if you like. I make them myself with quails’ eggs.’

‘No, thank you, I’ll have to be going. Come and see us in our new flat one day. We’ve finished moving in.’

‘All right. Wait a minute, though. Don’t go without the letter.’

She delved frantically among tin boxes in the big cupboard and at last came up with a white envelope bearing the words ‘For Jonathan Wells’ written in a feverish hand. The flap of the envelope had been stuck down with several layers of sticky tape so that it could not be opened by mistake. He tore it open carefully. A crumpled page from an exercise book fell out. He read the only sentence written on it:


‘ABOVE ALL, NEVER GO DOWN
INTO THE CELLAR!’


The ant’s antennae were trembling. She was like a car that had been left out in the snow too long and would not start. The male had several tries. He rubbed her and bathed her in warm saliva.

Life flowed back. At last the motor started again. A season had gone by. Everything was beginning anew as if it had never slept the deathlike sleep.

He rubbed her again to generate some calories. She was all right now. He carried on with his efforts and the blind worker pointed her antennae in his direction. She wanted to know who he was.

She touched the first segment of his head and read his age: a hundred and seventy-three days. On the second, she discovered his caste: a reproductive male. On the third, his species and city: a russet ant from the mother city of Bel-o-kan. On the fourth, she discovered the clutch number by which he was known: the 327th male laid since the start of autumn.

She ceased her olfactory decoding at this point. The other segments were not emitters. The fifth acted as a receiver for trail molecules. The sixth was used for simple dialogues. The seventh made more complex sexual dialogues possible. The eighth was intended for dialogues with Mother. The last three, finally, could be used as small clubs.

There, she had examined the eleven segments of the second half of the antenna but it had nothing to tell her. She moved off and went in turn to warm herself on the roof of the city.

He did likewise. He had finished his task as thermal messenger and it was time to get down to repairs.

When he reached the top, the 327th male assessed the damage. The city had been built in the shape of a cone to offer less resistance to the elements but the winter had been destructive. The wind, snow and hail had torn away the first layer of twigs. Some of the entrances were blocked with bird droppings. He must start work at once. 327th bore down on a big yellow stain and attacked the hard foul matter with his mandibles. Through it he could see the outline of an insect digging towards him from the inside.

The spyhole had got darker. Someone was looking at him through the door.

‘Who’s there?’

‘Mr Gougne. I’ve come about the binding.’

The door opened a crack and Gougne looked down on a fair-haired ten-year-old boy, then noticed even further down a tiny dog which poked its nose between the boy’s legs and started to growl.

‘Dad’s out.’

‘Are you sure? Professor Wells was supposed to come and see me and . . .’

‘Professor Wells is my great-uncle. He’s dead, though.’

Nicolas tried to shut the door but the man stuck his foot inside the door-frame and insisted.

‘I’m very sorry to hear about the Professor’s death but are you sure he didn’t leave a big file full of papers? I’m a book-binder. He paid me in advance to bind his working notes in a leather cover. I think he was hoping to make them into an encyclopedia. He was supposed to call me but I haven’t heard from him for a long time.’

‘He’s dead, I tell you.’

The man stuck his foot further into the flat, pressing his knee against the door as if he were going to push the little boy out of the way. The tiny dog started to yap furiously. He stood still.

‘You must understand I’d be very unhappy not to stick to the deal, even posthumously. Please check. There really has to be a big red file somewhere.’

‘Did you say it was an encyclopedia?’

‘Yes, he used to call it the Encyclopedia of Relative and Absolute Knowledge when he was talking about it, but I’d be surprised if that’s written on the cover.’

‘We’d already have found it if he’d left it at our house.’

‘I’m sorry to insist, but . . .’

The toy poodle began to bark again. The man started back just enough for the boy to slam the door in his face.

The whole city was awake now. The corridors were full of thermal messenger ants hurrying to warm up the Tribe but motionless citizens were still to be found at some crossroads. They failed to move even when the messengers shook and pummelled them.

They would never move again. They were dead. Hibernation had proved fatal for them. Having a practically non-existent heartbeat for three months is a risky business. They had not suffered. They had passed from sleep to death when a sudden draft enveloped the city. Their bodies were taken out and thrown on the rubbish heap. That was how the city disposed of its dead cells each morning, along with any other rubbish.

Once the arteries had been cleansed of their impurities, the insect city started to hum. All around, legs scurried and jaws dug. Everything began again as before, before the anaesthetizing winter.

As the 327th male was dragging along a twig a good sixty times his own weight, he was approached by a warrior over five hundred days old. She tapped on his head with her club-segments to attract his attention. He raised his head and she put her antennae close to his.

She wanted him to stop repairing the roof and go on a hunting expedition with a group of ants.

He touched her mouth and eyes.

What hunting expedition?

The other ant let him sniff a scrap of dried meat she was hiding in a fold of her thorax joint.

Apparently, someone found it just before the winter in the western region at an angle of 23º to the midday sun.

He tasted it. It was obviously a beetle. A chrysomelid beetle, to be precise. How odd. Beetles were normally still hibernating. As everyone knew, russet ants woke up when the air temperature was 12º, termites when it was 13º, flies when it was 14° and beetles when it was 15º.

The old warrior was not put out by this argument. She explained that this piece of meat had come from an extraordinary region artificially heated by an underground spring. There was no winter there. It was a microclimate which had developed its own fauna and flora.

The Tribe’s city was always very hungry when it woke up. It needed protein quickly to start working again. Heat alone was not enough.

He agreed.

The expedition consisted of twenty-eight ants of the warrior caste. Most were sexless old ladies, like the one who had solicited his help. The 327th male was the only member of the sexual caste. He scrutinized his companions from a distance through the grid of his eyes.

With their many-faceted eyes, ants do not see the same image repeated thousands of times but a single latticed image. They find it hard to make out detail but can perceive the slightest movement.

The explorers of this expedition all seemed accustomed to long journeys. Their heavy bellies were gorged with acid. Their heads were bristling with the most powerful weapons. Their cuirasses bore the scars of mandible bites received in combat.

They had been walking in a straight line for several hours and had passed several Federation cities standing high against the sky or under trees. These were daughter cities of the Ni dynasty: Yodu-lou-baikan (the biggest cereal producer), Giou-li-aikan (the killer legions of which had defeated a coalition of the termite hills of the south two years previously), Zedi-bei-nakan (famous for its chemical laboratories which produced hyper-concentrated combat acids) and Li-viu-kan (the ladybird alcohol of which had a much sought after taste of resin).

For russet ants do not only organize themselves into cities but also into coalitions of cities. There is strength in union. In the Jura, there have been federations of russet ants comprising fifteen thousand anthills, covering an area of eighty hectares and with a total population of over two hundred million individuals.

As yet, Bel-o-kan was nowhere near so large. It was a young federation, the original dynasty of which had been founded five thousand years previously. Local legend had it that a young queen blown astray by a terrible storm had ended up here long ago. Failing to reach her own federation again, she had created Bel-o-kan, and from Bel-o-kan was born the Federation and the hundreds of generations of Ni queens who formed it.

Belo-kiu-kiuni, meaning ‘lost ant’, was the name of that first queen but also the name taken by all the queens who occupied the central nest.

For the time being, Bel-o-kan only consisted of a large central city and sixty-four federated daughter cities scattered in the neighbouring vicinity. But it was already making itself felt as the foremost political force in that part of the Forest of Fontainebleau.

Once they had gone beyond the allied cities, and in particular La-chola-kan, the most easterly Belokanian city, the explorers arrived at some small mounds, the summer nests or ‘advance posts’. They were still empty but 327th knew that hunting and wars would soon fill them with soldiers.

They carried on in a straight line. The troop made its way through a vast turquoise meadow and down a hill edged with thistles. They left the hunting territories behind. Far away to the north, they could already make out the city of their enemies, Shi-gae-pou. But its occupants would still be asleep at that hour.

They pressed on. Most of the animals around them were still in the grip of their winter sleep. Here and there, a few early risers poked their heads out of their burrows. As soon as they saw the russet armour, they took fright and hid. Ants are not especially well-known for their conviviality, especially when advancing in formation, armed to the antennae.

The explorers had now reached unknown territory. There was no longer a single daughter city or advance post on the horizon or even a path dug by pointed feet, just a trace of an old scent trail to show that Belokanians had passed that way before.

They hesitated. The tall foliage ahead did not appear on any olfactory map. It formed a dark roof no light could penetrate. The plant mass strewn with animal presences seemed to be lying in wait for them.

How could he warn them not to go down into the cellar?

He put down his jacket and kissed his family.

‘Have you finished unpacking everything?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘Good. By the way, have you noticed that door at the far end of the kitchen?’

‘That’s just what I wanted to talk to you about,’ said Lucie. ‘It must be a cellar. I’ve tried to open it but it’s locked. There’s a big crack in it. You can’t see much but it looks as if it goes down a long way. You’ll have to break the lock. There must be some point in having a locksmith for a husband.’

She smiled and came and snuggled up in his arms. Lucie and Jonathan had been living together for the past thirteen years. They had met in the underground. A hooligan had let off some tear-gas in the carriage one day just for fun. All the passengers had immediately found themselves lying on the ground, crying and coughing their lungs out. Lucie and Jonathan had fallen on top of each other. When they had recovered, Jonathan had offered to see her home. Then he had invited her to join one of his first communes, a squat near the Gare du Nord in Paris. Three months later, they had decided to get married.

‘No.’

‘What do you mean, no?’

‘No, we’re not going to break the lock and we’re not going to use the cellar. We mustn’t talk about it any more or go near it. Most of all, we mustn’t open it.’

‘Are you kidding? What do you mean?’

Jonathan had not had the presence of mind to invent a logical reason for prohibiting access to the cellar and had unwittingly caused the opposite of what he wanted. His wife and son were now intrigued. What could he do? Explain to them that there was a mystery surrounding his benefactor uncle and that he had wanted to warn them that it was dangerous to go down into the cellar?

That was not an explanation. It was at best superstition. Human beings like things to be logical and there was no way Lucie and Nicolas would ever fall for it.

He mumbled: ‘The solicitor warned me about it.’

‘Warned you about what?’

‘About the cellar being infested with rats.’

‘Ugh! Rats? But they’re sure to get through the crack,’ protested the boy.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll seal it off completely.’

Jonathan was pleased with the effect this produced. It was lucky he had thought of the rats.

‘All right, then. No-one will go near the cellar. OK?’

He made for the bathroom. Lucie immediately joined him there.

‘Have you been to see your grandmother?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Did it take you all morning?’

‘Right again.’

‘You shouldn’t be wasting your time like that. Remember what you told the others on the farm in the Pyrenees: “Idleness is the root of all evil.” You’ve got to get another job. Our savings are running out.’

‘We’ve just inherited a big flat in a nice district on the edge of the forest and all you can do is talk about work. Why can’t you take it easy?’

He tried to take her in his arms but she took a step backwards.

‘Yes, I know but I also know I need to think about the future. I haven’t got a job and you’re out of work. What’ll we live on in a year’s time?’

‘We’ve still got some savings left.’

‘Don’t be stupid, we’ve got enough to get through the next few months but after that . . .’

She put her hands on her hips and stuck out her chin.

‘Listen, Jonathan, you lost your job because you didn’t want to go into dangerous districts in the dark. I can understand that but you must be able to get another one somewhere.’

‘Of course I’m going to look for a job. Just let me have a break. I promise you after that, in about a month’s time, I’ll have a look at the ads.’

A fair head appeared, quickly followed by a ball of fur. It was Nicolas and Ouarzazate.

‘Dad, a man came while you were out. It was something about binding a book.’

‘A book? What book?’

‘I don’t know. He said something about a big encyclopedia written by Uncle Edmond.’

‘Did he, now? Did he come in? Did you find it?’

‘No, he didn’t seem very nice, and as there isn’t a book anyway . . .’

‘Good for you, son. You did the right thing.’

Jonathan was both perplexed and intrigued by the news. He ferreted about in the vast basement but drew a blank. He then stood for some time in the kitchen inspecting the cellar door with its big lock and wide crack. What mystery lay behind it?

They had to enter the undergrowth.

One of the oldest explorers suggested they adopt the ‘big-headed serpent’ formation as the best means of advancing in hostile territory. There was immediate consensus. They had all thought of it at the same time.

At the front five scouts, arranged in an inverted triangle, acted as the troop’s eyes. With small, measured steps, they checked the lie of the land, sniffed the air and inspected the moss. If all was well, they sent an olfactory message signifying ‘All clear ahead’, then they moved to the rear of the procession to be replaced by ‘new’ individuals. This system of rotation transformed the group into a sort of long animal whose ‘nose’ always remained hypersensitive.

The ‘All clear ahead’ rang out loud and clear twenty times. The twenty-first was interrupted by a sickening squawk. One of the scouts had just gone too near a carnivorous plant, a Venus’s fly-trap. She had been attracted by its heady scent and her legs had got stuck in the glue.

From then on she was done for. Her contact with the plant’s hairs had triggered the mechanism that activated the organic hinge. The two broad, jointed leaves closed inexorably, their long fringes acting like teeth. Once crossed, they became solid bars. When its victim had been completely flattened, the predatory plant secreted powerful enzymes capable of digesting even the toughest shells.

The ant was melting away, her whole body turning into effervescent sap. She let out a haze of distress.

But it was too late to help her. It was one of the imponderables common to all long-distance expeditions. It only remained for them to signal ‘Look out, danger’, in the vicinity of the trap.

They put the incident out of their minds and set off again along the scented path with the trail pheromones pointing the way. Once they had crossed the thickets, they carried on westwards, always at an angle of 23° to the sun’s rays. They only stopped to rest when it got too cold or too hot. They had to act quickly if they were to avoid being caught up in a war on their return.

Explorers had returned to find their city surrounded by enemy troops before and it was never easy to force the blockade.

At last they came across the trail pheromone showing the entrance to the cave. Heat was rising from the ground. They plunged into the depths of the rocky earth.

The deeper they went, the more clearly they could discern the trickle of water. It came from a fuming, hot-water spring, from which rose a strong smell of sulphur.

The ants quenched their thirst.

At one point, they came across a strange-looking animal: it looked like a ball on legs but was really a dung-beetle pushing along a sphere of dung and sand with its eggs safe inside. Like Atlas in the legend, it was carrying its ‘world’ on its back. When the ground sloped down, the ball rolled of its own accord and the beetle followed. When it sloped up, it wore itself out pushing and sliding and often had to go back down to the bottom to retrieve the ball.

The Belokanians let it pass. It did not have a very nice taste and its shell made it too heavy to transport anyway.

To their left, a dark silhouette scurried off to hide in a crevice in the rock. This time, it was something really tasty, an earwig. The oldest explorer was first off the mark. She tipped her abdomen over her head, took up the firing position balancing on her hind legs, aimed instinctively and fired a drop of 40 per cent formic acid from a distance. The corrosive liquid sliced through the air.

A hit!

The earwig was struck down in its tracks. It was strong stuff! Formic acid stings at forty parts per thousand, so at forty per hundred, it really shifts things! The insect collapsed and they all rushed to devour its burnt flesh. Last autumn’s explorers had left behind good pheromones. There seemed to be plenty of game in the region. It would be a good hunt.

They went down into an artesian well and terrorized all sorts of underground species they had never come across before. A bat tried to cut short their visit but it took flight when they enveloped it in a cloud of formic acid.

As the days went by, they continued to comb the hot cave, piling up the bodies of small white animals and pieces of pale-green fungus. They laid down new trail pheromones with their anal glands so that their sisters would be able to hunt there without mishap.

The mission had been a success. The territory had pushed an arm way beyond the western scrub. As they were about to set off on their return journey, heavily laden with food, they planted the chemical flag of the Federation. Its scent flapped in the air: ‘BEL-O-KAN’.

‘Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.’

‘Wells. I’m Edmond Wells’s nephew.’

The door opened on a man over six feet tall.

‘Mr Bragel? Forgive me for disturbing you but I’d like to have a word with you about my uncle. I never knew him and my grandmother told me you were his best friend.’

‘Please come in. What do you want to know about Edmond?’

‘Everything. I never knew him and wish I had.’

‘Oh, I see. Edmond was always a bit of a mystery, anyway. He was that kind of man.’

‘Did you know him well?’

‘Can we ever really know anyone well? Let’s just say we often found ourselves in each other’s company and neither of us minded.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘At university, in the Biology Department. I was working on plants and he was working on bacteria.’

‘Two parallel worlds.’

‘Yes, except that mine’s far more savage.’ To underline his point, Jason Bragel indicated the mass of green plants filling the dining room. ‘Look at them. They’re all in competition with one another, ready to kill for a ray of light or a drop of water. As soon as one of its leaves is in the shade, a plant abandons it and the neighbouring leaves develop more. The plant kingdom is really merciless.’

‘What about Edmond’s bacteria?’

‘He said himself that he was only studying his ancestors. You could say he was just tracing his family tree a little further back than most.’

‘But why bacteria? Why not monkeys or fish?’

‘He wanted to understand the cell in its most primitive form. For him, man is a mere conglomerate of cells and only a thorough understanding of the “psychology” of a single cell will allow us to understand the workings of the whole. He took literally the saying, “A big complex problem is really only a combination of small simple problems.”’

‘Did he only work on bacteria?’

‘No, no. He was a kind of mystic, a real generalist. He would have liked to know everything. He got ideas into his head . . . like the time he tried to control his own heartbeat.’

‘But that’s impossible.’

‘Apparently some Indian and Tibetan yogis can do it.’

‘What’s the point?’

‘I really couldn’t say. He wanted to be able to do it so that he could commit suicide whenever he liked simply by stopping his heartbeat. He thought it would allow him to opt out whenever he chose.’

‘Why would he have wanted to do that?’

‘Perhaps he was afraid of growing old.’

‘Perhaps. What did he do once he’d finished his doctorate?’

‘He went to work for a private company, Sweetmilk Corporation, which produced live bacteria for yoghurt. He did well there. He discovered a bacterium which developed aroma as well as taste. He was awarded the prize for the best invention of 1963 for it.’

‘And after that?’

‘After that, he married a Chinese girl, Ling Mi. She was sweet-natured and cheerful. He’d always been grouchy but he changed overnight. He was very much in love with her. I saw less of him after that. It’s often the case.’

‘I heard he went to Africa.’

‘Yes but that was after.’

‘After what?’

‘After Ling Mi’s fatal illness. It was a tragedy. She developed leukaemia and was dead within three months. Poor Edmond. He’d always been so convinced cells were everything and human beings nothing, it was a cruel lesson for him. And he’d been powerless to help her. While this disaster was taking place, he also fell out with his colleagues at Sweetmilk. He left his job and shut himself in his flat, a shattered man. Ling Mi had restored his faith in humanity and when he lost her, he became even more unsociable.’

‘Did he go to Africa to forget Ling Mi?’

‘Possibly. He wanted to heal the wound by throwing himself heart and soul into his work as a biologist. He must have found a fascinating topic to study. I don’t know what it was exactly but I know it wasn’t bacteria. He probably moved to Africa because it was easier to work on it there. He sent me a postcard simply explaining that he was with a team from the National Centre for Scientific Research and was working with a Professor Rosenfeld. I don’t know him.’

‘Did you see Edmond again after that?’

‘Yes, I met him once by chance in the Champs-Elysées. We had a chat. He’d obviously recovered his zest for living but he was very evasive. He didn’t answer when I asked him about his work.’

‘Apparently he was writing an encyclopedia as well.’

‘He was doing that before. It was his big idea. He wanted to put everything he knew into one book.’

‘Have you seen it?’

‘No. I don’t think he ever showed it to anyone. If I know Edmond, he will have hidden it in the depths of Alaska with a fire-breathing dragon to guard it. He liked to be mysterious.’

Jonathan was preparing to leave.

‘Oh! One more question. Do you know how to make four equilateral triangles with six matches?’

‘Of course I do. That was his favourite intelligence test.’

‘How do you do it, then?’

Jason burst out laughing.

‘I’m not telling you. As Edmond used to say, “Everyone has to find out for himself.” You’ll see, you’ll get far more satisfaction out of it that way.’

With all that meat on their backs, the way home seemed longer than the way out. The troop kept up a good pace in order not to be overtaken by the rigours of night.

Ants are capable of working twenty-four hours a day from March to November without rest but a drop in temperature sends them to sleep. That is why expeditions rarely stay away for more than a day.

The russet ant city had discussed the problem at length. It knew that it was important to extend the hunting territories and find out about distant countries, where there are different plants and animals with different customs.

In the eight hundred and fiftieth
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