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Slime & Crime

  

“I DIDN’T SEE A THING.”

Melizz’s skin was a riot of wrinkles and folds. Creamy sweat beads dribbled down his body, ending in a sticky puddle. He would have to shift his weight soon.

I shifted myself away from the witness, then opened my scent channels to assess his signed words. I smelled his sweat: neutral, devoid of the tang coming from badly metabolized water.

Liars couldn’t help retaining their water.

Keeping more water inside meant the body’s sweat would be saturated with salts. Droplets with high levels of salt induced an oxidation of the lipid complexes that maintained the skin’s optimal elasticity.

Sweat told a lot about a slogger’s dispositions. I had learned to minimize my own output to better smell others’. This particular skill gave me the best crime solving rate of the GGPD.

Most investigators concentrated on the slime trail.

Alas, this case could be a career-stopper. A strong scent of aster pods suffused the crime scene, a bare sun-kissed granite rock, so much that a liar’s sweat could get unnoticed.

I regretted not ordering Zgouish to get rid of the horrid, spiky pods. Those big sun-petaled umbrellas were annoying enough, without having to deal with their pods. Besides being spicy junk food, their scent messed with ambient smells.

But Zgouish was busy interrogating another witness. This one was a first-cycler, not even named yet. He was the one who found the desiccated body. Melizz had sent the olfactive call.

From my position, I could only glimpse a pale, slim eyestalk behind my partner’s squat mass. His sheer size made Zgouish very apt at drawing information. His scarred shell was intimidating.

The witness’ eyestalk was waving up and down, a sign of panic or of an urgent need to shift.

Excellent.

I left Zgouish working the witness and oozed back to the body.

The crime scene technician had finished sampling the tissues and the blood, but there was a hitch for the sweat.

Because of the afternoon discovery, the victim’s skin had had time to dry, so there wasn’t enough sweat left to smell out his last moments. Even the tell-tale slime trail had mostly evaporated.

It didn’t bode well for the investigation.

“What do we have here?” I signed.

The technician’s left eyestalk hovered about his evidence bag. Hardened brown pieces were floating in the semitransparent membrane.

“Not much to go. This hot spell has dried up the sweat.”

He shrugged, sending ripples through his sides, in a two-four frequency wave. The dual frequency betrayed his annoyance, which had two causes.

First, there would be scant evidence to prove a murder, and much less to identify the perp. So he was wasting a perfectly good mid-afternoon.

Second, despite my being considered an unusual talent in the service, he was annoyed at being ordered around by an egg-sack. Of course, he couldn’t express his discomfort, because the “egg-sack” was also the GGPD chief investigator.

 *

 AS ZGOUISH AND I SLIMED BACK to the GGPD headquarters, a sickly stench of corruption disturbed our familiar scent landscape. Sniffing a danger or a trap, I signaled to my partner to keep his stalks open.

“Take care,” he signed back.

I inched along the path, tension racking my nerves. I could retract in my shell almost instantly, but that knowledge didn’t help. A shell gave some sloggers a false sense of security.

A grey furred wall blocked the path. I retracted my stalks: it was positively stinking.

Zgouish undulated to a small erect branch and slimed up it. Then, his powerful foot and sides clinging to the branch, he extended his torso.

“It’s a mouse,” he signed. “Dead.”

“Any wounds?”

“Marks on the neck. A deathclaw, I think.”

I contracted in fear, grateful that Zgouish had turned his eyestalks toward the dead mouse.

Most deathclaws ignored us, because of our hard shell. But the flying ones could lift a slogger and crash his shell by letting it fall from a tree’s height. Hence our age-old habit of treading undercover.

This was why Glam’s body location made no sense. No slogger in his right mind would let himself bake in the midday sun.
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