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It's funny how you can remember the oddest bits of a story you've otherwise forgotten. Like a book I read as a kid, something about this young man visiting an alien world and having Adventures – and in the process hearing this proverb about it being unwise to chain a dragon to cook your food.

I don't remember any of the circumstances, only the original formulation being far more gnomic than I could recall. Long after I'd completely forgotten title and author, characters and plotlines, I would ponder the perils of using a powerful resource for trivial tasks.

Maybe things would've gone differently if Terry had read that book too. He was one of the five guys I'd gone in with to rent an old house off campus. We'd all met through the local gaming group, and as the only grad student, I was able to get a better deal with the landlord. It probably helped that I'd spent three years in the working world before deciding I wasn't really cut out to be a software engineer and went back to school for a graduate degree.

Anyway, we were getting along great when Terry went off to his uncle's funeral and came back with a carload of crazy stuff. Seems his uncle had been career Air Force and had spent some time stationed in Japan and Okinawa. The old man had brought back a bunch of cool stuff, and pretty much anything the older relatives didn't see any value in, Terry got to bring back.

A bunch of anime and manga for the most part, so we were looking forward to some super-cool reading and viewing. But he also got a bunch of nicknacks, including an ornate box about the size of a cigar box and ornately inlaid with intricate designs of foxes. Naturalistic representatives on all four sides, but the artist had anthropomorphized the images on the top, giving us pretty fox maidens in kimono, drinking tea and twirling parasols in a formal garden of the sort a powerful daimyo might have on his estate.

Grif picked it up and his eyes went wide. “Woah. This thing's gotta be hollow, but I'm not seeing any fasteners for a lid.”

He started to shake it, and Terry just about ripped that box out of his hands getting it back. “Hey, be careful. That was my uncle's–”

“Chill, man.” Grif spread his hands in a placatory gesture. “It's not like I'm planning to smash it. Give me a little credit in the common sense department.”

Terry's back stiffened, and I could see a fight in the offing. Both guys might be upperclassmen, but they still didn't have the maturity that comes from spending three years working full-time in a professional capacity. I could just see them mixing it up over the perceived insult to the deceased uncle and winding up with the box smashed.

I cleared my throat to get their attention. “I think we'd better put it aside for a while until we all cool down.”

Something in my “supervisor voice” must've cut through that red haze of anger, because both of them gave me a sheepish look and mumbled something about my being right. Terry set the box atop the bookcase by the door to the kitchen. Having spent the last year and a half on an assistantship supervising the undergraduate student workers in the computer lab in the basement of the Languages and Cultures Building had just proved its worth far beyond the financial.

The box sat there, just high enough that you'd have to deliberately reach up to pull it back down, for two or three days. I swear everybody in the house looked at it – not just a passing glance, but side-eyed examinations as if nobody wanted to admit a curiosity, but neither could anybody just ignore it. And truth be told, I did my own fair share of looking at that thing, way too often when I really needed to get something else done. After a while, I started doing most of my studying at the library or at the computer room office, just to get away from the way that thing attracted my attention, as if it were calling my name.

Because of that, it took me a while to pick up my housemates' avoidance as well. But I couldn't stay out of the house altogether – for starters, I couldn't afford to eat all my meals out, and even if I could, we'd all agreed that Sunday evenings would be shared meals and we'd each take turns cooking our favorite meals for the whole house.

That Sunday, as I put the finishing touches on a pot of jambalaya and sat out dishes for everyone to serve themselves, I realized just how different the vibe had become. Until now, we'd all looked forward to discovering new foods, but today I couldn't shake the feeling that everyone had come out of a sense of obligation, and would prefer to be anywhere but here.

As we sat around the living room, munching away so we wouldn't have to make conversation, I finally decided it was time to broach the subject. “Hey, guys. What's the matter?”

After a few awkward mumbles, everybody avoiding the subject with ritual assurances of well-being, I could tell I might as well say the words nobody else waned to utter. “It's that box, isn't it? The one with the foxes?”

A moment of awkward silence, followed by a couple of uneasy nods, and then agreement. Yes, that box made everybody curious, but nobody wanted to take a closer look at it, not after the way Terry had gotten so possessive of it after Grif started to shake it. Nobody wanted to be the guy who started an ugly fight, because we all knew we couldn't afford half as good of digs singly as we had by pooling our money to rent this place. The kitchen alone, with its huge countertop and ample cabinet and pantry spaces, made communal living arrangements worth the necessary compromises.

I considered my next steps, and finally looked directly at Terry. “OK, so what do you want to do about it? Do we need to have you find a new home for it, or do you feel comfortable with looking into what is making it such a locus of disruption for us?”

Terry shifted his weight and looked around the room. Yes, he knew he'd become the center of attention. “It was my uncle's, and he always said he wanted it to be mine. I don't want to throw it away.”

“Then let's figure out a way that you can keep it without its presence being like a canker sore on all our minds.” I gestured for him to bring it over. “Let's take a closer look at it.”

Terry rose, visibly uneasy, and retrieved the box. No, he didn't like handing it over, but he made himself do it.

A tingling sensation ran through my fingers as Terry set the box into my outstretched hand. If this had been any of a dozen fantasy stories or games, I would've immediately suspected some form of malign magic. But this was real life, and the laws of physics I'd studied as an undergrad in electrical engineering left no room for curses or any other form of enchantments.

You're just nervous. I tried to put some real belief in those words, but couldn't shake the sense of whistling past the graveyard.

By force of will I gave the box a close examination. Yes, it felt lighter than a solid block of wood of those dimensions, which supported Grif's assertion of it being hollow.

A closer examination revealed faint lines consistent with very careful jointwork. I recalled a box my grandfather had brought back from his days in the Merchant Marine, probably from somewhere in East Asia. My siblings and I had spent an enjoyable afternoon puzzling out the method to open it. Our success had ended in considerable disappointment when we discovered the box to be empty, and Dad told us to close it back up.

I returned my attention to Terry. “I have reason to believe your uncle has bequeathed you a puzzle box.” I explained my family's experience. “With your permission, I'd like to see if I can open it.”

Terry paused, looking as uneasy as a cat on a window ledge. “All right.” His voice didn't sound all that right. “I guess we might as well go for it.”

As I'd expected, the middle piece at the near end slid to the right. However, that didn't enable me to slide the entire end upward as Grandpa's box had.

I applied a little more pressure, wondering if the lacquered edges had become stuck over who knew how many years of sitting in a basement or attic, exposed to Midwestern summers and winters. When it didn't respond, I decided not to force it, lest I risk breaking an heirloom that had clear sentimental value to its new owner, even if it had little or no financial value. Better to slide that middle piece back into position, then look for anything else that might move. I'd heard of puzzle boxes with false keys intended to frustrate would-be thieves.

When no other possible sliders presented themselves, I returned to the obvious one. After some careful manipulation of the slider, trying various positions, I finally found the trick and the entire side slid downward.

However, while the top would move a few millimeters, it refused to slide off as Grandpa's had. On one hand, it might be stuck, which left me with the problem of unsticking it without doing any irreparable damage. On the other hand, this box might have a more complicated mechanism than the one that had taken three grade-school children the better part of an afternoon to solve.

I wiggled each of the other sides in turn, trying to find any hint of a secret slider that would only reveal itself when one moved the end-piece. The further I got, the more respect I gained for the unknown craftsman who'd designed and assembled this puzzle box.

As it turned out, I needed to move a piece in the bottom about half an inch to release an internal block which kept the sides from moving to the positions that would enable me to slide the lid off. I'd been ready to find nothing but some musty air and a few dust motes
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