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      The lockbox without a key, or even a keyhole, was the size of two of the regular pastrami sandwiches which Captain Arlon Stoddard had taken a fancy to of late.

      A fat slice or rye bread, some whisker-thin circles of Alnaster spicy pastrami, a whole mess of basil leaves and rocket, a hint of mustard and maybe a couple of oily sundried tomatoes. The perfect size for his hands, and the perfect balance of nutrition.

      Still, Holly would tell him to go easy. One was enough, two was one too many.

      Odd how this little lockbox would make him think of sandwiches. Size was the only thing they had in common.

      The lockbox looked as if it was made from sintered silver. There were scuffs on the surface all over, and one of the corners was dinged in a millimeter or so, with angled deformations around the injury.

      Six centimeters high with a top eight centimeters on a side. It had a seam a centimeter from the top running around three sides. The back side had a tiny cylinder the thickness of a mechanical pencil lead, where the seam would have been.

      Arlon sat at his low desk in his ready room. The desk curved out from the wall as if a giant finger had pinched out the material while it was still hardening. The seat had folded up from the floor, and would fold back when he was done. Everything aboard the ship was a class in efficient use of space.

      With a crew of six, Saphindell was a lean and efficient ship over ninety meters long. She boasted her own little fleet of tenders, the capacity to set down on a planetary surface herself, and a stunningly gorgeous metallic blue and stone white paint job.

      The envy of the fleet, really.

      Arlon turned the box in his hand. It was always cool to the touch. Could it truly be called a lockbox with little to suggest that it could be unlocked?

      He and his crew came across so many artifacts as they plied the stars. Obelisks and pyramids, stone adzes and apothecary instruments, glass coils and intricate obscure mechanisms made from impossible alloys.

      Mostly they got handed on to museums and local governments.

      This one, though, this was something new.

      Gifted by the locals here on Binkcarra—a cold world out on the edges of the star’s habitable zone. Hardy settlers who liked the snow and ice. People who embraced living where few others would.

      Part of the appeal, apparently, was the remarkable lack of crowding. If a new colonist wanted to live five hundred kilometers from the nearest settlement, then that was an easy ask.

      He ran his fingers over the box again.

      It had one single distinguishing mark—an image of an animal of some kind embossed on the lid. Quadruped with a long, possibly furry tail, spines along its back and a narrow, pointed snout. A simple line-drawing really, so it showed just enough detail.

      He tried pressing on it. Tried rubbing the ball of his thumb across it. Tried tapping different parts with his index fingernail.

      It didn’t open.

      He blew across it.

      Nothing.

      The ready room door swished open. Holly stood there, in gray-blue ship overalls and her hair tied back.

      “Are you trying to open that thing?” she said. “Don’t.” She smelled of lavender.

      “I’m curious,” he said. “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course. But these people here have all kinds of odd rituals. You never know what might be in it.”

      “Could be ice,” Eva called from along the companionway outside. “Could be dust. Could be ashes, you know, someone’s ashes.”

      “Exactly,” Holly said. “Maybe it’s a one-time thing. Open until the ashes go in, and when it’s closed, it’s closed for good.”

      “Simple mechanism,” Eva called. She was the ship’s pilot, but never short of an opinion on anything else. “Probably just a set of teeth angled the right way, and some tiny slots for them to latch onto. Simple.”

      “Simple, yes,” Arlon said. “But then why gift it to us?”

      “Did it not come with instructions?” Eva said.

      “Come in,” Arlon said. “Shouting into another room is frustrating.”

      “You’re not shouting.”

      Arlon sighed. He was in charge, but there were days where it seemed less so.

      They’d set down on Binkcarra three days ago to assist with investigating a murder that had stumped the locals officials. To be fair, there were little more than twelve hundred people on the planet, scattered, as the saying went, far and wide.

      There were already drifts of snow building up around Saphindell’s landing gear as she stood at the edge of Tandheim, the closest thing to a town the planet boasted.

      A population of one hundred and three. There were a few other ‘settlements’, some of them with as many as ten people.

      Mostly folks were off in pairs, or small family groups. Autonomously-constructed log-cabins were popular, as were A-frames. Sleds and sledges and toboggans to get around. Hothouses to grow food.

      The murder victim had been one of the solo inhabitants.

      Chester Murtadge. Age fifty-two, standard. Still had his own hair, though it was gray, heading to white as the snow around his home.

      He loved tomatoes, and had had a little local business loading up freeflying delivery crates with his crop and sending it off around the planet. He carved chess pieces from the wood of the hardy pine-like trees that surrounded his home.

      Discovered dead when several weeks worth of expected tomatoes had not shown up.

      Save for the clear wound in the man’s sternum, there was little in the way of evidence.

      And the local officials had nothing like the capacity to make a genuine investigation into the event.

      Arlon’s crew had progressed rapidly with examining the scene, gathering information and interviewing neighbors. Assuming that someone who lived over eight kilometers away could be considered a neighbor.

      There was sufficient evidence already to charge a suspect. One Musgrove Cangrot. Not the adjacent neighbor, but a grower of peppers, in a similar fashion to Chester’s tomatoes, and a wooer of their mutual neighbor Jenaby Lim.

      Jenaby Lim was forty-six years old, standard, twice widowed and once divorced. Some would say that would be enough to ward off most men.

      But then, according to interviews and other records, neither Chester nor Musgrove were most men.

      Apparently Musgrove had flown in one of his own freeflyers right to Chester’s doorstep. He’d driven a stake into the man and left him right there in the open doorway of his mudroom.

      Musgrove had flown back, set fire to the stake, recalibrated the telemetry on the freeflyer crate and continued on with tending to his own peppers.

      Fortunately, Binkcarra had, despite the low population, a plethora of operating satellites used mostly for communications, weather analysis and ground observation.

      Kilo, the Saphindell’s navigator, had dug his way through the data and parsed sufficient for some excellent extrapolations.

      Musgrove was the man.

      In custody now, with those local officials. They had a two-cell lockup. Enough for the occasional drunks and fistfights. Enough for essentially anything that came their way.

      “Are we all going to the ceremony?” Kilo said.

      “Yes we are,” Holly said. As first officer, second in command, Holly was excellent at delivering bad news.

      Not that going to the ceremony was really bad news. It might drag out a while, but it was culturally important, and acknowledging culture was a huge part of their job. Customs and mores varied so much from place to place, and it was important to fit in as much as they could.

      Besides, allowing people to give their thanks wasn’t necessarily all about the people receiving those thanks.

      The ceremony should, in theory, be relatively straightforward. A gathering of numerous people from all around the planet—they might live in chilly isolation, but they did have an extensive transportation network of automated parabolic flight aircraft. Most people could get to any other place within a few hours.

      A banquet, of sorts, in a longhouse dining room. A vestiture of medals. A gifting of a few items—in both directions. Thanks for a job well done.
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