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Temperatures in the Garden had climbed steadily since dawn, spurring a mating frenzy in the ant colonies. You could almost taste the strong formic acid odor emanating from the aggressive males along with the musky pheromones wafting off the selected females’ glands. The latter were enjoying a last polishing by their sexless attendees before their maiden flight.  

Of course, I couldn’t see the spectacle I was describing to my class of police recruits. 

All I could distinguish was a dark gleaming mass of exosqueletons covering the wide sunken slab that we were about to slime across. The slab was not natural stone, but a giant-made concrete, a mass of sand grains stuck together by a powerful glue and incredibly hard. 

If I got lucky, I could get a flash of an enormous female abdomen before its long, translucid wings propelled her up in the blurry sky. 

A snail’s sight was average at best, and acute for rather short distances. We relied a lot on olfactive clues to assess our surroundings, which included most speech emissions. 

“What do we do, officer Gowoon?” Brag asked, oozing to a stop.

He was the smallest my trainees and surprisingly fast-footed in a race, but he did not have the long-term endurance to be a messenger, like Murr. 

However, he had another, non-negligible, talent. 

I pulled in my smell receptors. Brag’s newfound control over his pheromones tended to slip when confronted with an unexpected spectacle, like that of hundred of chitinous bodies swelling all over our path. My first impression of him had been of a braggart of the worst type, an undisciplined slogger endowed with command pheromones too powerful for his tiny shell. 

The Trio reacted instantly to the mix of ants and snail pheromones. They emitted a wordless « Oooh! », united in every way except in bodies. They were emotional sloggers, hyperreactive to any mating pheromones inadvertently released by Brag. The three were also inseparable, an advantage they had demonstrated in a recent emergency. They had been wonderfully efficient, but I wondered how they could react to carrying individual missions. 

I sent the Trio a stern reminder to behave, hoping my command pheromones would get across the mating emissions of excited ants. The Trio dispelled their fantasies as soon as my molecules reached the shorter receptor stalks under their eyestalks.

Similar questions erupted from the rest of the group. 

“Do we have to wait?” Murr asked, his skin exuding impatience. He was sweating profusely, as he had just carried a message to and returned from the Greater Garden Police Department HQ in a record time. I hoped he had taken time to replenish his water reserves en route. That summer promised to be hot.

“Do we have to pee?” Boon asked, his mismatched stalks waving in unison.  

An accident had left him with one good eyestalk, but when signing he used both (the stump of the other moving in an awkward fashion), sending garbled messages. I did not have much hope for that one, but he behaved nicely to all other candidates. I guessed that Boon was simply echoing Murr’s question. 

Behind Boon, I glimpsed the scarred shell of Nool, another accident-prone slogger who generally stayed at the last place in the line. He was not a talkative type, a trait I appreciated.

Gol, the heaviest among the two-year old police candidates, oozed to a stop, his monstrous shell producing its own shade.

“They smell tasty,” he emitted, his eyestalks waving hungrily at the chitinous sea. 

Tip for the unwary: Big Gol was always hungry. Which, in the present situation, could become a problem. 

“Don’t even think about tasting one!” I sent. 

Ants formed an organized net of underground colonies that vied for more territories. 

In the present case, the path going on the side of the giant’s house was occupied not by one, but two different colonies, the big glossy black ants and the small reddish ones. The two were intent to provide the maximum space for their chosen ones’ nuptial flight, while doing their best to kill their competitors’. 

Such a battle-com-nuptials could go on for a full morning, which was annoying. Sloggers needed to get under shade before the sun baked their shell. Waiting for the stupid ants to clear the path wasn’t an option. 

Problem was, in their current excited state, the ants would not respond well to our attempt to cross their path or taste their chitinous hide, as Gol proposed. They would react accordingly to what they perceive as a threat.

Lighting-fast ants, despite being tiny, could make a feast of snail meat. And, contrary to expectations, the smaller red ones were way more dangerous than the black ones.

I assessed the situation. 

We were slogging mid-distance along the giant wall, covered with a layer of moving vine leaves. Our path followed a series of the slabs put in place long ago by the giants. 

Giants liked to walk on those flat stones, which was a good thing, as they saved countless lives by doing so (except the stupid mating ants). The path made by those square stones started in the backyard as raised platforms. The slabs were dangerous to cross, unless you wanted to offer a meal for the birds. 

As we trekked along, the slabs gradually sunk to ground level. By mid-wall, the corners of the slabs disappeared under grass, roots, and red strawberry stems. (But no yummy strawberry, alas. Their season was over.)

Ants were spilling all over the flat surface, climbing over each other in mounds that were three or four ant-bodies high. 

“Ok, class, ooze down!” I called. 

They crowded over the bright red strawberry stems. 

“This is a perfect occasion to test your crowd control skills. We will cross that slab, forming a straight line.”

Brag waved one slim eyestalk in doubt.

“In the middle of those ants?” he signed.

“Our slime trail will ward off the ants,” I signed back. 

Ants had the second-best olfactive sense in Garden. (The best sniffers of all being the eyeless earthworms.) Their segmented antennas would smell our presence, no way around it, but some acid in our slime was repulsive to them, so their six-packs of legs would stay clear of it.  

At least, that was the theory the Chief had floated out at Headquarters. Now was the time to put it to the test. 

“You, Gol, take point.” 

“Yessir!” he emitted, raising his foot to expose his wavering mouth. I could see his ragged teeth palettes brushing against each other. He was salivating profusely.

“No eating,” I said, adding my sternest command pheromones to my emissions.

I disliked using command pheromones. First, my body had to fabricate those molecules, and the best period to do so was while at rest. Second, I was carrying a batch of eggs, which affected my command pherom’s effectiveness among the hermo candidates. 

“Why him?” whined Murr. “I’m the fastest.”

He was right, but I detected the faint scent of sweat coming from his wrinkled skin, a tell-tale sign of exhaustion. His recent mission had tired him, but being a typical hermo, Murr was too proud to display any weakness in front of his comrades. 

Except the ants would sniff out that weakness and sound the alarm. No way I would let Murr take point in his current state, pride or not. 

He needed a respite, but the shelter I envisioned was two slabs away. 

“You take second, in case Gol get eaten.”

“What?” Big Gol exclaimed, signing with his stalks and emitting some healthy fear molecules.  

I didn’t want to elaborate the point, so I simply did what superior officers did, and used my authority. 
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