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This tale begins the way many do. Two good friends sat together in the kitchen, watching the pink and orange splendor of the sunset wink from the icicles outside the window. The day's work was done, the animals fed.

Bachelor farmers, the two men had known each other from childhood and owned neighboring farmsteads. They had chickens, pigs, a horse, a couple of cows. Bernhardt Braun and Franz Fischer were always together and had such camaraderie, people often thought them brothers.

Now they relaxed in Bern's rambling kitchen. He turned up the lamps as dusk deepened.  Blue shadows spread over the patches of snow and mud of wheat field and yards. Franz put a birch log on the fire, broke up the embers with a poker and made the sparks dance. Bernhardt uncorked another jug of cider and poured. They toasted and clinked mugs and drank.

"This one's left from the year before last," said Bern. "Since it's Fat Thursday we should drink it before it goes to vinegar."

Franz laughed. Fat Thursday in February was the traditional day to eat the remaining meat and fat of last year's abundance, as the weather warmed and natural refrigeration faltered. For Franz and Bern the rule also applied to cider.

About a decade before, they pooled their resources and bought an orchard on a piece of adjoining land. The work was hard but it paid off. What produce they didn't use they sold locally. Franz and Bern's apple cider won a prize at the Fair almost every time. At the market, bakers and housewives alike sought the zesty sweet apples.

"What kind are they?" people asked.

"Hybrid," they said, because they hadn't a clue, and their apples became known around town as Franzundberns.

Now, they stretched in their chairs by the warmth of the fire. After Fat Thursday, spring preparations around the farms began in earnest. The farmers fixed fences, cleaned out the barns and checked their fruit trees. Early calves were on the way and cows rich with milk. Autumn abundance carried the farmers through winter. Now their winter stocks were low and they looked forward to the generosity of springtime.

"What you doing tomorrow?" said Bern.

"Dunno," said Franz. "What you doing?"

"Need to clean out the hen coop and reinforce that fence."

"Right. I'll help. Did you see the fox again?"

Bern shook his head. "Gave him a butt full of buckshot, I hope."

"Scared him off."

"Nah, I got him. There was blood."

"How d'you know it wasn't from the chicken?"

Bern shrugged. "I followed the blood trail but it ended at the creek. It's fast and overflowing with the spring melt coming down from the hills. He probably ducked through the bushes to the old bridge."

"We could look for his den."

"Might never find it. Better fix the fence. He got two chickens already, not to mention fresh eggs."

A loud crack came from outside, and they jumped. Bern ran for his shotgun while Franz shaded his eyes and peered out the window. "Sounded like a tree splitting," he said. It could happen as weather changes caused wood to swell or shrink. He turned down the lamps and looked out the window, but saw nothing unusual in the misty night.

Bern came up beside him, shotgun in hand. "I'll just take the lantern out and look around."

"I'll come with you. Where's the dog?"

"Dog?"

"Don't you have a dog? Floppy ears, green collar?"

"Mangy fleabag ran away three months ago. You never noticed?"

They each took a lantern and went onto the front porch. A night bird called. Pigs snorted in their shed. The elm tree in the front yard was split down the middle of the trunk. Boughs swept the sky at misshapen angles.

"Well, I'll be darned," said Bern. "It's totally burnt inside."

They approached with caution, holding up their lanterns. "Lightning?" Franz looked up at the night sky emblazoned with stars. A few wispy clouds passed overhead. He listened for a distant rumble of thunder, but heard only the yowl of a tomcat looking for love.

Half the tree stood straight and tall, while the other half teetered at a dangerous tilt. Bern shook his head. "If it falls it'll crush the feed shed and fence."

"Better cut it down," said Franz. "The damaged part, anyway." He went to the tool shed to get saws and ropes. After a couple hours of sweaty work, with the obliging help of heavy horse Hubert, the men succeeded in cutting the broken half of the tree into pieces, roughly stacked by the fence.

Bern wiped his forehead. "Perfectly healthy tree," he said.

"What's this?" A glint caught his eye and Franz leaned down, reached into the charred crevice of the trunk and brought out a golden box. Both men stared with wide eyes.

It was a small box, decorated with floral flourishes and curlicues, encrusted with shimmering stones of many colors. It opened to reveal a velvet setting, wherein rested a golden key. A red stone shone one side of the key, and a green stone from the other. Light danced within the gems. Emerald? Ruby?

Franz gave the box to Bern and shone his lamp into the crevice again. "Here." He pulled out a tattered yellow scroll. It read,

Who takes this box a frightful curse shall face, until the key has found its rightful place.

Bern dropped the open box. Franz caught it before it hit the mud. A warm glow filled his hands. He gazed at the key and the interior of the box, seeking a symbol, a word, a sign, a false bottom, but none of these could he discern.

"This calls for cider," said Bern.

Franz couldn't agree more.

In the kitchen, they placed the golden box on the table between them. Questions plagued them. Was it a joke? A hoax? If not, what? The jeweled box was pure gold, they quickly determined, and so was the key. If lightning came out of a clear sky with enough force to burn and break a tree, how did the box survive? At best it would have melted into a puddle of stained velvet murk.

And what about the curse? Was it real? What kind of curse? And which of them was cursed? Or both?

"It's you who's cursed," said Bern. "You found it."

"Yes," said Franz, "but it's your tree."

Bern examined the box again. "You know how much gold and gemstones are here? Enough for me to retire."

"You?" said Franz. "But I'm the one who found it."

"Maybe enough for both of us to retire."

"Retire from what?" said Franz. "We're farmers. You've been looking at lifestyle magazines again, haven't you?"

Bern gazed into the air with a dreamy smile. "Maybe buy a modern apartment in town. They say we'll have electricity within a few years. Lights that need no gas. Get a little wife. A telephone."

"Don't even think about it. You're cracked. And just to make sure, I'm taking this box and key back to my house."

Bern jumped to his feet. "You're not taking that anywhere."

A mighty peal of thunder shook the house. Dishes rattled as the skies rumbled and crashed. A picture fell and glass broke. Franz and Bern held onto furniture until the quaking subsided.

They edged to the front door and eased it open, expecting a shattered world.

All was still. Nothing had changed. They stepped down from the porch.

"There he is. Where's my shotgun?"

As Bern went for the gun, Franz saw the graceful red fox slink along the fence. The fox paused on neat black feet and pricked up its furry ears. It sniffed the air. It looked at Franz and its pink tongue lolled in a smile. The fox faded back into the shrubbery.

"Where'd he go?" Bern panted as he arrived with weaponry.

Franz shrugged. "He got wind of us and left."

Bern looked up at the starry sky. "What about that storm?"

"What storm?"

"Exactly. Lightning and thunder strong enough to tear trees apart and shake houses, yet no storm to be seen."

"This is weird, Bern."

Back in the house, they put wood on the fire, turned up the lamp and examined the box again. Franz ran his fingers over the key and the glittering stones embedded in the grip. It was heavy, about three inches of smooth solid gold. He searched again for a maker's mark or stamp, knowing he wouldn't find one.

They examined the velvet setting and searched the smallest crannies for a clue. Gold surfaces shone, and corners showed not even a speck of dust. Despite the stunning jewels, the exterior had no recognizable markings.

With care they unrolled the small scroll. The paper seemed old and possibly hand-made, filled with handwriting all around the basic message in the middle. Who takes this box a frightful curse shall face ...

Not exactly poetry, but the point was made. The writing around it was cramped and wobbly and contained symbols unfamiliar to Franz and Bern. Latin? Old High German? An eldritch language known only to a chosen few?

"We could sell it for the gold and gem value," said Bern.

"What about the curse?"

"Superstition," said Bern, though his mein was wary. "Anyway, maybe the curse transfers to the new owner. We won't have to worry about it."

"We better be sure," said Franz. "Did the lightning bring it, do you think?"

"Or someone snuck it in there after the lightning strike, and before we went outside."

"Sure. Hard to predict a lightning strike out of a clear sky." Franz rubbed his chin. "Suppose whoever put the box in the tree is also responsible for the lightning?"

Bern shook his head. "You mean someone with godlike powers?"

"Or a sorcerer," said Franz.

"Superstition." Bern filled their mugs with strong cider.

"Do you smell smoke?" said Franz.

"Probably from the lightning strike."

Glowing shapes flickered in the night. Franz went out the front, then to the back porch. From there he could see his house in flames. Barn animals uttered fearful cries. He screamed and ran inside. "Fire! My house is on fire!"

Someone banged on the front door. Neighbors had seen the fire and made haste to form a bucket brigade to nearby wells. Two lines of people passed buckets of water to the front, and sent them back for refills. All the neighboring farmers raced to help, but the fire was greedy. Lascivious flames consumed the house.

By the time the fire department arrived with horses and hoses and steam power, the house was beyond saving. Franz could only watch in despair as it collapsed into itself, fired off a few earth-shattering explosions and crashed to the ground in a massive pile of embers and flames.

It was only through the tireless work of the neighbors and firemen that the fire didn't spread to the barn or outbuildings, or to neighboring houses. Franz checked the animals in the barn, the horse and two cows and a goat, and a pregnant cat who recently moved in. They were nervous but safe. The hogs further out in the pig shed rooted in their feed trough as if nothing had happened.

Finally the flames flickered their last. Firemen sprayed water around the property and on the outbuilding roofs, just to be sure no wayward spark found a place to alight. Half in tears, Franz and Bern thanked the firefighters and invited folks in for cider. "Need to drink it before it goes to vinegar."

Several people took up the invitation, more lamps were lit and Bern's place was soon swinging. Theories abounded as to how the fire started.

"We heard the crack when lightning hit your elm tree," said his neighbor Walter Feldmann. "That's a serious split. Maybe a spark traveled over."

"Did you leave a lamp on?"

"Were there burning embers in a fireplace?"

"Did you anger a Kobold?" House spirits could be nasty if displeased.

Walter's son Willie, whose farm was down the road, perked up with interest. "Hey, what's that?"

Bern had stashed the gold box on a shelf when the neighbors came in. Franz stepped in front of it.

"Nothing," said Franz.

"Where'd you get it?" Willie tried to look around him.
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