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LATE SPRING HAD BLOSSOMED with vivid flowers exploding everywhere in Garden before seamlessly oozing into early summer, with a white-hot sun that made any mineral slab a torture to glide over. 

Only the sturdiest officers would dare to slime over a flat stone, spending precious moisture along the way. 

Given the pounding heat, it was an unusual occurrence to meet the GGPD Chief above ground level. His scarred shell brushed against the cabbage leaves as he chatted with his high-ranking officers, discussing the new recruits that were tested today. 

The orange and violet patterns of the seven-cycle-old veteran snail had faded under hundreds of scars. It was said the Chief had always been large for his age group, and that even death claws avoided his shell. 

Lots of conjectures circulated about the Chief, most false, all equally terrifying. Some thought he had unholy alliances with earthworms, others said he counted the current wasp nest’s queen among his informers. (I doubted the last one was true: the queen never left the papery globe-shaped nest hanging under the gables over Back Door Area.)

The Chief wisely let the rumors float, strengthening up the ones encouraging loyalty. 

Usually, he had his meals carried down his burrow where he could munch at it leisurely while conferring with his subordinates or listening to his informants. (The latter used a root-infested tunnel winding far away from the busy cabbage area.) 

At midday, most sloggers kept to the shade, some retiring inside their spiraled shell to wait for sunset. Accordingly, crime was low. 

It was a good time to gobble some lettuce without competition, even if evaporation gave their leaves a fibrous taste. I kept an eyestalk directed toward the knot of officers.

The Chief had planted himself under a leave, watching the ongoing action on the race track. Someone had pushed a tiny, pit-encrusted raspberry under his wide foot. 

Of course, the Chief ignored the gift, his short stalks waving and sniffing the air, emitting a joke to the officers around him. But the way his mottled foot was oozing around the delicacy told me he had appreciated the present. 

The yummy tiny strawberries so abundant in spring were getting scarce. It had become a competition between GGPD officers to get one of those delicacies to the Chief. 

If you wanted him to forget minor mistakes or a low rate of crime-solving, strawberry-chasing was the way to go. 

Not for me.  

Despite being only three-cycle-old, my sense of smell was the most refined in all divisions, giving me the best crime-solving rate of the GGPD, a feat I did not mind sharing with my talented patrol partner. 

I was too far to sniff what the Chief was talking about, probably some reminiscences of the famed Cabbage Wars that most of us hadn’t lived through. New territories had been gained or bargained, and Garden had expanded into the Greater Garden jurisdiction. 

The laugh emissions that followed were stained with an acid tang. Most officers hadn’t caught the gist of the joke, but they were emulating (badly) an enthusiastic response. 

An acrid signal drifted from the officers stationed at the perimeter of the race track. All stalks turned toward the flat stone rising from the granular soil of our vegetable patch. 

The slab's height reached two slogger lengths up from the moist soil where we congregated. Forming a stark contrast to the hazy sky, the shells of police candidates were heaving up and down, hurrying after a bigger one along the edge. 

Scents acrid, acid or sweet wafted from the crowd to encourage the racers. I smiled inwardly. 

The green candidate officers had no hope to catch up to the leading racer, his scarred shell with the GGPD mark advancing at an astonishing rate. Zgouish was my partner, a four-cycle-old slogger who used his muscular body as a screen to hide his astuteness. He could have risen in the ranks of officers, but he preferred the physical exertions of field patrols to the humdrum of a plush underground office. 

As he reached the scented finish line, his big shell tipping over the edge of the slab, an explosion of honeyed smells greeted his victory. 

I sensed mischief from the smaller one behind Zgouish, stinging disappointment from the second contender, a lean fellow, while the third one behind exhaled tints of fear to be stuck in such an exposed place, his mismatched eyestalks waving this and that way. The fourth broadcast his fear all around. Clearly, he had been in some scuffle, because a crack ran across his shell. 

Fear of exposed places was healthy, of course, but the GGPD trained his officers to dispel instinctive reactions that could hinder their service. 

At this time of day, the heat played in our favor. No predators would be darting from the sky to pounce upon unsuspecting Garden citizens. Most death claws observed the midday truce, none eager to waste precious energy and moisture by flapping their wings in the dry atmosphere. 

The fifth candidate lagging on the track was clearly more intent on munching than slogging, a juicy grass blade protruding from his wide mouth. No wonder his shell was so big for a two-cycle-old! 

I had thought all candidates accounted for when I noticed, way, way behind the other racers, three medium-sized spiraled shells advancing in such proximity that they were crowding each other. Not efficient.

Why couldn’t those quarter-brains hurry on? If not for the midday truce, their awkward clustering would have made them food for the death claws’ young. This pounding heat would suck them dry before they crossed the mucous end line... 

I concentrated on finishing my meal, relieved that recruit-training fell to Zgouish. 
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I SLOGGED MY WAY TOWARD THE CHIEF, wondering if he had guessed the provenance of the raspberry. Most heavyset officers couldn’t slime up a raspberry stem without bending it. My reduced size was an ally. 

A heavy shell bumped against mine. Correction: my reduced size was also a problem. 

The medical examiner, a hefty slogger, made his way without even saluting me. He planted his rank foot right in front of me, the swirls of his five-cycler shell hiding the Chief to my view. 

I oozed around him. 

Sensing my move, the ME lifted his head and twisted his earth-sucking foot suggestively, the edges rippling in a fast 4–8 cadence. Thankful for the open space, I turned away from him. 

Since a freak accident had transformed me from hermo to egg-layer, several officers either snubbed me or tried, repeatedly, to mate on the job. 

On this last topic, the ME’s assistant had mimicked his boss fixation on me, doubling the annoyance of sliming alone in the narrow corridors outside the lab. I learned to keep a safe distance, or have my patrol partner close by.

The Chief tolerated me because my high crime-solving rate reflected well on the GGPD. Only my partner had shown genuine interest—and once, more than a purely professional interest—in me as a fellow police officer. 

By now, Zgouish was oozing vertically down the slab, taking his sweet time, basking in the glorious odors emanating from his patrol colleagues. 

The Chief emitted a faint recognition scent, waving his lone eyestalk. The Cabbage War had left traces on his heavy body, his seven-cycle shell almost discolored, one eyestalk missing, his foot muscles undulating as he raised his head, exposing a wavy lip from which a lone drop of red juice glistened. 

The ring of subordinates crowding the chief was by now assessing the provenance of the tasty fruit he was happily digesting. I let them speculate: it was an enjoyable groveling moment. 

Invariably, one of them would pretend he had climbed a raspberry plant to get the gift. I was painfully aware of the difficulties of climbing along those hairy stalks to get the sweet fruit. It was not my first offering to the Chief, but the first I had risked while his being outside. 

Stealth was the name of the game, and I had become a master at it. 

I expected the ME’s horny assistant to brag about it, mentally preparing my witty rebuttal. It would be a sweet revenge for his unwelcome mating attempts. The tech was heavy and way out of shape. And that coward would never dare ascending a stem to get food. 

(It was dangerous to rise over the grass blades, making oneself a juicy target for the winged predators. Fortunately, raspberry plants clung to each other in a tight and spiny embrace that I had learned to navigate.) 

But the stupid ME assistant did not emit the tiniest whiff of pride. The bragging, this time, came from a new direction. 

I heard a mushy shock as the closest contender, a two-cycle-old, let himself fall from the edge of the slab, head and foot pulled inside his shell. The small slogger touched ground before Zgouish did. His shell rolled a short distance until inertia prevailed. He stuck out his glistening head and unrolled his long eyestalks, emitting a triumphant I did it! 

The small, strongly scented slogger advanced almost under the Chief and sent a puff of fruity brag. His shell was so shiny that his fresh GGPD mark stood out in vivid contrast.  

“Was it good? Those are quite hard to come by!”

Oooh, the arrogant little prick! 

The candidate was small enough that his claim would not be challenged by any officers. And if I came along claiming the gift-taking, it would come across as the reaction of a frustrated egg sack. 

Dung.

I drew a small consolation that the Chief’s big foot was exuding a watery juice, his sides undulating in a slow pattern of annoyance. 

The trio of slow sloggers paused while oozing down the vertical wall, sending very clear olfactive signals to the braggart. The three of them wanted to … mate! 

And, yes, the small show-off was releasing powerful “I-want-U” pheromones, to the officers’ consternation (or excitement). Only the air moving away from me toward the sex-starved candidates prevented me from falling shell over foot into a mating frenzy. 

The emissions were abruptly cut down by a stern command from the Chief. The steamy candidate vanished in the direction of Headquarters’ entrance. The trio of slow sloggers was greeted with the same acidic scold and disappeared as fast. 

The other contenders had already vanished under some cabbage leaves, except the big one, still munching a whitish root. 

What a pathetic bunch! I hadn’t even got their scent signatures. 

Sloggers didn’t get a name before they had managed to survive their first cycle. Police candidates were recruited on their second spring, their shell marked with the GGPD badge. 

They were tested and trained through the summer. If they survived the training, a permanent mark would be etched on the main spire of their shell. The GGPD mark, an olfactive and visible badge, gave some protection. Besides, it did wonders for the morale of the candidates. 

Some older officers had balked at the idea of marking candidates, but the Chief had floated the idea last fall, after a whole unmarked bunch of would-be officers had been lost to elements and predation before midsummer. 

I had enrolled after a second call for candidates and passed the trials with a fair success, despite the black mark of my accidental sex change. I saw the GGPD as a refuge from my past. I would glide over a clean slate and forget I had ever been so stupid and light-footed. 

For a time, the flurry of oozing this and that way in the office burrows, with scent calls crossing each other in the morning air had felt exciting. Of course, it hadn’t stayed a liberating experience for long, as the opposition I quickly encountered shown me. The Medical examiner had taken to trap me in the narrow corridors. His stupid tech followed his pattern, and only judicious moves had spared me from mating on
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THE END

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
"AERAMBOISE

;

BACK
DOOR

Training. re:;ruité o
can kill'a career..,;
or kill you ! /





