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            PROLOGUE

         

         Most events in people’s lives have no consequence beyond their immediate, casual impact. A new haircut is a momentary change in appearance, which is noticed, commented on, and then forgotten. However, other common events start without fanfare but ultimately change the world.

         The act of gifting is one such common event. The consequence of gifting is typically a short-term burst of pleasure for the receiver. Once presented, the gift rapidly disappears into the receiver’s day-to-day life.

         In a very few circumstances, however, gifting has altered the world. In the early 1970s China gifted America a pair of adorable giant Panda bears, named Ling-Ling and Hsing-Hsing. The pair became instant celebrities; TV brought them into American homes on a regular basis. Panda dolls became the rage for gifting. This gift from China set a tone of peace between the two countries.

         Other gifts send a different message. The famous Trojan Horse gift of the Greeks to the besieged city of Troy was a gift with evil intentions. Troy accepted the gift and brought it inside their walled city. Subsequently the gift destroyed their city.

         A few gifts have within them unseen but unbelievably powerful forces. The ability to unlock and direct these forces is often called Science. Others call it Magic.

         The unlocking of these forces by magic can only occur in the rarest of situations. It requires a perfect alignment of people, events, and gods.

         Daniel’s simple act of searching for special gifts for his family will start a chain of events leading to such an alignment. This alignment will result in a world for his son, Edward, beyond anything Daniel’s scientific training could imagine or accept.
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            The Boston Gift Search

         

         Daniel was an inspired gift giver. Virginia, his wife, saw Daniel as having a wizard’s skill with gifting. Virginia thought that Daniel’s gifting skills were the result of his being a modern alchemist in his professional life. He successfully blended creative elements of engineering, medicine, and business. Edward, his five-year-old son, simply saw his dad as a magic man. His dad would pull a surprise out of his briefcase and Edward would be fascinated with the gift.

         It was late November and Daniel was sitting in a Boston hotel room preparing for a gift search. He’d been away on business for five days and knew his son, Eddie, would expect an exciting homecoming gift. Fortunately, any wrapped gift was exciting for a five-year-old. Still, Daniel held himself to a high standard of finding just the right gift for his son and, of course, his wife.

         Looking out the window, he saw the late fall weather invited a walking search. Daniel changed from his business suit into casual jeans and put on his new running shoes. He double layered his T-shirts and wrapped an all-weather jacket around his waist.

         Now that he was dressed for a walkabout search, he decided to change his normal Boston gift buying routine. Rather than leave out the front doors toward the major downtown shopping, he went out the back entrance of the hotel. The back exit opened to a side street that led directly down to the waterfront.

         As he approached the waterfront promenade, the air off the ocean was brisk and clean. Gulls were soaring overhead and diving to feast on tourist leftovers. Bobbing in the water were hundreds of boats of all descriptions from simple nineteen-foot lightning class sailboats to yachts of all sizes. Tourists, boaters, and fishermen were all in abundance. He took deep breaths and could taste the salt in the air; he felt amazingly alive and energized.

         As he was ambling along the harbor’s main street, it suddenly branched. The main street continued to follow along the waterfront while the branch moved in an inland direction. He decided to take the branch and quickly found himself alone.

         As he told his wife and son later, “I was clearly on the street less traveled.” Daniel had looked at his son, “Eddie, that’s a paraphrase line from a famous poem, by Robert Frost.” Edward nodded politely, “Sure, Dad. What’s a paraphrase?” Daniel had wisely pressed on with the storytelling.

         As he walked along the deserted street, it seemed out of place with modern Boston. It was more of a memory lane than a working street. After half a mile, the surface turned from asphalt into old cobblestones. Daniel could still smell the ocean and feel the salty breezes, but he was now a fair distance from the waterfront.

         As he continued walking, the diameter of the surrounding trees increased until he was looking at trees that had to be well over a hundred years old. While the trees had lost their leaves, the combination of the surface street and the surrounding thick trees formed a protective U-shaped tunnel. The tunnel was warm from the overhead November sun while offering shelter from the gusts of chilly breezes off the ocean.

         He discovered how much he enjoyed this casual search. There was no pressing goal except to live in the moment, enjoy nature, and trust that the right gifts would be found.

         Walking on old cobblestones may sound charming and look nostalgic in pictures and movies, but Daniel knew they are no walk in the park. Daniel’s footing on the curved stone surfaces grew increasingly tricky. From his medical practice, he knew the risk of twisted ankles. Prudence demanded he look downward and control his balance. There were no cabs around to get him back to the hotel.

         As the street headed further inland, it began a steep uphill climb. There were a series of twist backs as it ascended. As he climbed higher, he would stop and look back. He could still see the blue-green waves in the harbor being chopped by an ocean wind. He thought, As long as I can see the ocean I’ll never get lost. 

         The increasing angle of ascent required him to lean further into the incline. As he climbed, he felt his heart speedup. He was pleased that his body was getting a solid workout after the last five days of travel, business meetings, and hotel food.

         As his uphill hike continued, Daniel considered what the original purpose of this road could have been. In the middle of his musing, he noticed his breathing had gotten easier; the street had stopped ascending and had leveled out. He looked up from the cobblestones and saw that he was heading toward an old stone bridge.

         The structure was large and impressive; it had a distinctive curved arch in the center anchored at each end by stone bastions. It reminded Daniel of ancient Roman stone bridges across rivers and creeks in rural Italy and France. Monet would have painted it, while man-made it presented as a work of nature.

         As he got closer, he saw the bridge’s underpass had a fairly low height; however, the arch’s center was still tall enough that Daniel could bend down and pass through. As he stooped to enter, he noticed a name and date etched on the inside of the left support column. Both the name and date were worn down by the elements; however, he could still make out the dedication legend. The inscription read “John Winthrop 1640”.

         Daniel’s immediate reaction was Wow! John Winthrop, the first Governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, commissioned this bridge. This stone bridge is over 370 years old and still standing. He knew the Pilgrims believed in building solid structures in all aspects of their lives, from their religion to their family life and apparently their bridges.

         Daniel was surprised when he exited the bridge. Straight ahead was commercial Boston, or at least a downsized version. He could see colonial era New England style shops and homes lining a modern street.

         When he reached the beginning of the shopping street, he turned around and read the sign behind him: End of State Maintenance. So, this sign marks an elephant graveyard for one old, forgotten road. Sorry, we don’t need you anymore. 

         The single main shopping street had attractive walkways for pedestrians. There was the usual assortment of tourists of all ages cruising from shop to shop. Cars lined the metered street.

         Many of the merchants lived here in houses dating back to colonial times. Daniel could see that these colonial homes were upgraded to include modern conveniences such as plumbing, heating, and air-conditioning.

         Daniel walked past all the shops on the right side of the street, looking through their windows for special presents. Nothing jumped out at him. He noticed there were no side streets and that struck him as strange, even in a small village. When he got to the last shop at the top of the street, he crossed over to the other side and started back.

         As he walked back on the opposite side, he noticed the sidewalk was gradually narrowing. This must be the last side to be developed. Probably there was not enough demand to support any more commercial establishments. Commercial supply and demand, that’s what still makes the world go round. 

         His sightseeing and musings were abruptly interrupted; out of nowhere, a side street appeared to his right. The street was narrow and felt like more of an alley than a street. Daniel noticed that its surface had the same cobblestones that he had walked on before reaching the modern commercial street. This is one old street. 

         While standing at the alley’s entrance and looking down, he saw a flickering gas light lantern; the lantern indicated a possible store. He noticed that other shoppers and tourists passed by without looking down the alley; Maybe the locals know this is a dead end and the store is closed, he thought. Then his imagination suggested, Do they know something I don’t? Maybe this alley had an earlier reputation for evil and is still avoided out of habit. 

         Daniel continued to look down the alley and reflected, I would never enter a deserted side street in a city, but this is a tourist village not a city. Fear begone! Today I’m a Viking explorer and something about this alley is calling out to me. I think this is the place to find my homecoming gifts. When Daniel turned into the alley, the hair on his neck suddenly rose up. The scientist in him scoffed, Normal male reaction to an unknown place. It’s the old fight-or-flight instinct built into our survival DNA. 

         When Daniel reached the entry door, he paused; the gas lantern’s light illuminated an impressive entry structure. The door was constructed with heavy oak planks crossed with thick iron bars and was set into a stone arch. The effect of the entrance reminded him of a stout castle keep designed to protect those inside and keep out marauding Vikings.

         In the door’s center was a large iron knocker. The knocker was in the shape of a large cat-like creature’s head. Its green quartz eyes seemed to study Daniel as the gas light reflected off their beveled edges. Daniel lifted the heavy head and knocked twice. Having announced himself, he pushed down on the iron entry bar and the heavy door opened.
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            The Discovered Sanctuary

         

         Once he was inside, the door automatically closed behind him with a solid thump. Modern electronics, he thought. He stood in a ten-foot wide entryway passage, looked forward and was stunned.

         Both sides of the entry hall were lined with bookcases from floor to ceiling. The display cases were built from old oak, similar to the door. There were various figures carved into their sides and top and Daniel paused to study them. They were a mix of mythical creatures from dragons to unicorns to griffins. Each was a miniature work of carving art. Leather bound volumes filled the shelves.

         The entryway opened up to reveal a wonderful place. His first impression was of an Arabian bazaar. Twisting aisles of shelves and peeking nooks promised exotic findings. Thick overhead wooden beams created the effect of a forest canopy with openings that hinted at the heavens above.

         The welcoming message was “Enter friend, find a gift, sit down, and relax. Buying is optional.” It was a compelling contrast to modern, sterile bookstores with their profit-messages of “Look, Buy, and Leave.”

         Daniel stood by the checkout counter and studied the room. Twenty-five feet from the entrance was a magnificent bronze fountain; it was a work of art. The fountain went up at least fifteen feet. Water cascaded down from a top figure onto a series of descending catch basins, each basin was larger than the one above. The top figure was clearly a figure from mythology but was hard to identify; it was shrouded by the darkness caused by the heavy overhead beams. To Daniel’s squinting eyes it seemed that it could be a giant holding a spear.

         Each catch basin permitted the water to flow downward through sculptured figures from mythology. As the water tumbled downward, it changed color at each plateau. The cascading water gave a soft lyrical sound reminding Daniel of wind chimes.

         An ornate marble-topped iron table was located beside the fountain. The table would comfortably seat three people on deep leather armchairs. Daniel noted that the cascading water never hit the table or the chairs. The engineer who developed this fountain is the Michelangelo of fountain builders. 

         Daniel’s eyes progressed from the fountain to the opposite sidewall. On the far side, across from the fountain, was an elaborately carved marble fireplace. Figures from history and mythology lived in the carved marble. The fireplace could be featured in Architectural Digest.

         There was a cheery wood-burning fire in progress. The fireplace was close enough to the fountain to throw a bit of heat as well as a scent of cedar logs burning. It was also far enough away to avoid overheating the table space.

         Daniel’s eyes were drawn from the fireplace carvings down to a giant sleeping cat by the hearth. The cat’s size was difficult to determine. It seemed far bigger than any domestic cat; panther in size, possibly even tiger size. It curled upon itself in a way that defied an accurate assessment. Even the tail’s length was hard to determine given the curled-up body.

         For a brief moment, the young boy in Daniel wanted to walk over and pull out the tail. The adult man thought, Better I go and pet a hungry crocodile than pull that cat’s tail. Best to leave sleeping dogs and large cats lie. 

         Daniel noticed that his mouth had started to water; there were delightful bakery odors drifting on the air. They came from an arched doorway to the left of the fireplace. Likely, the owner is preparing baked goods for sale. He’ll put them by the checkout counter where people impulsively buy what catches their eye. Easy profits, the businessman in Daniel reflected.

         He called out “Hello” several times. Receiving no response, he decided to continue a Viking’s exploratory search for special gifts. His instincts said, Absolutely this is the right place to be and I’ll know the gifts when I see them. 

         Daniel left the entry area and moved into the rows of shelves. It felt like entering a bookshelf maze. As he entered the first grouping of tall cases, his spider senses tingled again on the back of his neck. Get a grip, Daniel. Vikings have no fear. Relaxed, he moved forward into the maze.

         He was intrigued as he moved through the aisles. To the sides were frequent display nooks. The layout reminded Daniel of his visit to Notre Dame in Paris. The most interesting areas of the Paris church to him were the many alcove areas that presented stories and artifacts from distant centuries.

         The aisles zigged then zagged then curved around. It was hard to say exactly how large the place was. He thought of Dr. Who and his TARDIS police box; the place seemed far bigger on the inside than was apparent on the outside.

         As he wound around the curving shelves, he imagined he was Theseus exploring the fabled Cretan maze. Will the minotaur suddenly appear to challenge me or hit me with a book? He smiled at the image of a bull, wearing glasses, carrying a large book and walking on two legs.

         The rational part of Daniel’s mind knew he was just in a store, yet he was bothered by constantly changing direction. As a doctor and engineer he instinctively wanted to know where he was at all times. He also found it disconcerting not to know a quick way out.

         His Boy Scout training came back to him. When you are in the woods without a compass, and are concerned about getting lost, establish visual frames of reference. Go from one reference point to another, remember them, and you can always backtrack. 

         Suddenly inspired he looked up and secured his navigation points. One huge beam seemed to run in a straight line and became his North Star. The crossed tie beams were the constellations. Like all Vikings, I’ll follow the stars to find my way home. Problem solved. 

         Eventually his aisle opened and presented a hidden oasis. The oasis offered both a resting area as well as an entertainment center. The oasis seemed to be toward the back of the store, but after so many twists and turns, Daniel was not sure where “back” was.

         The focal point of the entertainment area was an antique billiard table. The billiard table and legs were carved from the same rich dark wood that appeared everywhere. The wood appeared so old that it could have come from first cut trees.

         Each of the table’s legs was a masterpiece of sculptured art. Each leg presented a famous conqueror from antiquity. As a student of ancient history, Daniel was captivated by the carvings. He recognized renderings of Cyrus the Great from the year 550 BC, Alexander the Great from 340 BC, and Caesar from 50 BC. The last leg was loveable Attila the Hun, the Scourge of God as well as the scourge of Europe, from 440 AD.

         He noted that their lives covered almost a thousand years and thought, Was somebody keeping a celestial calendar using this billiard table? 

         He remembered that each of the four great conquerors had died an unexpected and untimely death. At the peak of their power and glory, they were suddenly gone. Looking at the four generals he said aloud to the table, “Sic transit gloria mundi.” Later he would tell his son, “That’s Latin, Eddie, for, ‘So passes the glory of the world’.”

         His eyes moved from the table legs to another stunning piece. It was about fifteen feet away and safe from any misdirected pool stick movement. It rested behind a remarkable bar. It was an ornate, ancient mirror that ran the length of the bar.

         As he was looking at himself in the ancient mirror, childhood fairy tales came to mind. In the Walt Disney stories, magic mirrors were never a good thing for the beholder. As he stared at himself, he felt his reflection seemingly shift. He instinctively looked away, and then felt silly.

         As he studied the mirror’s frame, he found it to be another work of complex carved art. The frame had various mythical creatures carved into it in bas-relief. The creatures ran forward or backward in an apparent series of chases.

         There were unicorns chasing dragons, who in turn were chasing goat-footed Pans. Everybody chased laughing nymphs. Who was the hunter and who was prey was unclear; it seemed to depend on your starting point. When he tried to establish the starting point to follow a specific chase, it all got blurry. He found himself squinting to better focus, but the figures would still get mixed up and he had to start over.

         What was clear to Daniel was that he was starting to get a first-class headache. As a doctor, he knew it’s not wise to focus too long on small, complex figures. In medical school, they teach you to frequently look up from microscopes or risk losing your clarity as well as your perspective.

         He moved down the bar to examine a number of bottles resting toward the end. He noted how well the bar’s surface was polished, the surface created a mirror effect to showcase the bottles. The bottles were old, ancient really. Their glass had the look of translucent pottery found in archeological digs in Egypt, Persia and Greece. It was incredible that the glass for these bottles was still intact. They had somehow survived millenniums of possible breakage.

         Daniel picked up a bottle and discovered it had a fluid inside. Since the bottles were resting on a bar, their contents were obviously available to customers. He recalled the bottle in Alice in Wonderland labeled “Drink me”, and thought, Caution is the best approach here. 

         Each bottle was a unique work of the glassblower’s art. Each stopper presented a carved crystal figure from mythology. His eyes were drawn to one large stopper carved from black onyx. It was a black cat, which was not quite a cat. It reminded him of the knocker on the front door. The cat had well-defined ears that slanted forward. Its eyes were inset green crystal and changed their focus depending how he faced them.

         The cat’s tail wound back on itself and reminded him of a Mobius strip from his sixth-grade math class. The physical bottle was intriguing; it looked like a rendering of a curving topology surface illustrated by a Klein bottle.

         When he attempted to remove the stopper, he found it was tightly sealed. He attributed this tightness to the liquor creating a sugary seal over time. He gently twisted the stopper side-to-side, being careful not to snap it. The stopper suddenly broke its seal and came out. Later he told Virginia he heard a purring sound rather than the expected pop. Was that weird or what? Virginia’s look said the “or what” was the proper explanation.

         With the bottle open, he carefully sniffed the emerging vapors. This initial sniff presented him with a transcendent olfactory sensation. His tongue demanded a taste of what his nose had enjoyed. There was a convenient tasting glass beside the bottles and he proceeded to pour out a small amount of the amber liquid. He took a careful slow first taste, just a small amount on the tip of his tongue.

         The taste sensation exploded throughout his mouth and his brain. It was incomparably better than any liquor he had ever tasted. It was a little like brandy, a little like old Port wine, caramel ice cream, chocolate cupcakes, and exotic spices. If ambrosia, the nectar of the gods exists, this must be what it tastes like. 

         The liquor was so amazing he immediately wanted to buy the entire bottle and bring it home as a gift to Virginia, then his practical mind spoke up. Homeland Security will want a full examination, including a possible tasting. Once tasted it would likely disappear into the black hole of TSA Security. Rats, the perfect present for Virginia is gone, he thought sadly.

         Since I can’t take it home, at least I can treat myself right now. There was a variety of drinking glasses on the bar and Daniel selected one that fit his Viking adventure. The cup was shaped like a Viking drinking horn. It had a gold rim and a jewel at the base. Daniel filled the horn, offered a salute to the Norse god, Odin, and took a deep sip. Ambrosia. And not of this world. Holding his horn, he proceeded to a soft leather chair, sat down, and let his mind soar.
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            The Gift Finds Daniel

         

         While sitting there, sipping ambrosia from his Viking horn, his eyes drifted to the nearby bookshelf. The shelf curved in a way such that each book tended to stand out. Many of these cover titles were in languages he had never seen. There were various alphabets including hieroglyphics and Nordic runes, and some appeared to be Sanskrit.

         While skimming the covers, one book drew his eye then his hand. He found himself automatically removing it from its resting place. As Daniel removed the book, he sensed a deep vibration pass through the shop; his instincts told him a surge of power had just been released. For a moment, he was very still waiting for an outcome. After the moment passed, he relaxed and studied the book.

         His first impression was that he was holding a warm puppy. His second impression was that the cover was a work of art. The title lettering was Nordic using calligraphy with inlaid gold leaf. Runes surrounded the Nordic letters. All Daniel could decipher was that both the Nordic words and possibly the runes referenced Ragnarok, the great battle between the Norse gods.

         The front cover presented an elaborately engraved picture of an old-world version of St. Nick. He was in good cheer in his sleigh resting beside a forest cottage. The side of the sleigh had detailed carvings of Old Norse runes. These rune writings likely represented to earlier people the magic that permitted his sled to fly.

         Immediately behind him was the overflowing gifting sack. Poking out of the sack were assortments of hearty foods such as hams, slabs of bacon, fowl of all kinds, decorated cakes and thick hearty breads. Food was obviously the best gift Santa could bring. Of course, simple toys also peaked out from between the surrounding larder.

         The back cover was a darker scene with a giant looking down onto deep woods. Resting beside the giant was a large dark cat. The giant and cat both appeared relaxed but watchful. The giant had a stout staff that he was leaning on. The muscles in his forearm and arm were massive and his fingers were sausages.

         Daniel looked at the giant and thought, He’s a beat cop doing his job. He looks like a good cop and a tough judgmental cop rolled into one. Maybe his beat is to protect Santa. 

         Holding the book, he knew without question that this was Eddie’s special gift. He had no idea how special. The book was sentient, he had not found the book, the book had found him.

         He had a sudden sense that it was time to leave. He rose up, found the overhead North Star beam and headed back to the checkout counter.
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            Daniel Meets Two Strange Occupants

         

         There was a tall young man standing behind the checkout counter. Daniel briefly wondered where he had been, then considered that he was possibly the cook. He must have heard me enter and now he’s waiting to check me out. The young man gave Daniel a pleasant, “I live to serve the customer smile,” and asked if he had found what he was looking for.

         “Indeed,” replied Daniel as he put the book on the counter. “I have the perfect coming home gift.” The man inspected the book and said, “I concur. This is the perfect choice.” He began to carefully wrap the book in protective, thick brown paper.

         With just the two of them, Daniel decided to make light conversation as the man slowly wrapped the book. “This is quite an amazing place you have here. I’m a history buff in my spare time. Your book collection is outstanding, truly museum worthy. Is the shop owner a collector?”

         The man looked up from the wrapping and stared directly into Daniel’s eyes. For a moment, Daniel felt like a prey fixed by a predator’s stare. His heart sped up and he felt his blood pressure jump. The man sensed Daniel’s changed mood, broke the eye contact, and answered with a relaxed chuckle. “Actually, I’m the owner. Well to be more precise, my friend over there is the owner,” and he pointed toward the resting cat beast. “I’m his companion and a permanent resident.”

         Daniel relaxed after the man’s smile and humorous answer, Sure, he thought, the beast owns this place. Then he said, “I’m a businessman as well as a doctor, so I must ask, how do you get enough traffic to support the store?”

         The young man smiled again. “We’re not in business to make money. We have independent funding that permits us to pursue our interests. This store is really our personal sanctuary. We carry on our affairs here without disruptions from uninvited visitors. Actually, we have very few visitors.”

         “So, I’m the unexpected tourist who discovered your sanctuary. Lucky for me that I decided to come down the alley; I was looking for a special gift and I found it. At the risk of making a bad pun, I guess by selling me the book you’re rewarding a doctor who still makes house calls.” Both Daniel and the man chuckled.

         “Anyway, thank you again for selling me this book from your personal collection. What, may I ask, is the damage to buy it?” Daniel mentally braced himself; he knew the sky’s the limit in pricing rare books.

         “Fifty dollars will settle up just fine.”

         Daniel was stunned “Really? Are you sure? I feel like I’m stealing it.”

         “Oh, that’s a proper price; we set prices to ensure our books go to their proper homes. Our books have a job to do and they need the proper reader to share their unique content with.”

         Weird answer, Daniel thought, but the price is sure a bargain. No need for me to look a gift horse in the mouth, and he smiled to himself at another clever pun.

         As the young man was ringing up the purchase, using an old 1920s National Cash Register, Daniel studied him more closely. Being a doctor, Daniel naturally studied people.

         On the surface, the man appeared normal yet something about him was off. Physically he was tall with long, straight, dark brown hair, dark eyes, and a strong posture. He had a darker complexion implying a possible Middle Eastern origin. He had a strong chiseled face and exuded both confidence and power. He actually reminded Daniel a bit of himself.

         As Daniel studied him, he had an insight. I know what bothers me. He projects an aura that I’ve never encountered before. 

         This insight had such a strong impact on Daniel, that he described the experience in detail once he was back home. He started by explaining what an “aura” was to his son. “Eddie, all living things, people and animals, have an electromagnet aura that their body generates. It’s not visible to the eye but is visible to various medical and scientific measurement devices.

         “While I could not literally see his aura, I sensed its unusual presence from my years of observing patients with many different medical conditions. Several of my patents are based on detecting these radiated body fields.”

         Daniel looked at Virginia and added, “His eyes were strange, actually disturbing. The best way I can describe them is to say they looked ancient. If the Sphinx could really see, that’s what its eyes could look like.

         “To make matters even weirder, I noticed that the large fireplace cat was watching me. It seemed to be studying me either out of a cat’s natural curiosity or as a possible meal. It reminded me of one of the old Egyptian cat sculptures from the time of the pharaohs. Whatever it was, it was quite unsettling.”

         As Daniel stood by the checkout register, he remained in his thoughts. The man smiled knowingly at him, then interrupted his musing by handing Daniel the wrapped book. Daniel snapped back to the present moment.

         His reflections had him intrigued by the man and he found he wanted a little more conversation. “I enjoyed a Viking horn of the liquor from the cat stopper bottle. I left payment on the bar and assume you picked up the payment. Was that payment enough to cover the house tab?”

         The man nodded that the payment was fine. “You’ve made two excellent selections today,” he said. “You and your son will find this book is a wonder. You two will have many enjoyable nighttime readings together.

         “Regarding your choice of libations, you chose my personal favorite. It’s the top-shelf brand, we call it ‘Theo’s Liquor.’” He motioned toward the resting cat and said, “Care to meet Theo?”

         Daniel flinched at the invitation. No way was he going to get up close and personal with the man’s pet beast. “Thanks, I’m an animal lover, but not right now. Weather is changing and I’m running late, maybe next time.” The man smiled knowingly.
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            The Vanished Shop

         

         Once outside, luck was still with him. He fast-walked to the top of the main street, caught a cab, and was soon back at his hotel. After a fast shower and a room service meal, Daniel was sleeping like a baby.

         The next morning Daniel awoke refreshed with great energy. He had a free morning until his afternoon return flight. Because the weather was again favorable for walking, he decided to return to the hidden antique store. He thought that he would try to purchase the Klein bottle of Theo’s Liquor for Virginia and risk Homeland Security seizing it.

         Following a hearty breakfast of French toast and sausage, Daniel left the rear of the hotel. He was back on the same side street and headed toward the waterfront. He found the branching street and was again the sole person on it.

         He walked briskly since he knew the destination and did not trust Boston weather to remain peaceful. He reached Mr. Winthrop’s bridge and gave a quick pat to the inscription. Once through the underpass he moved quickly to the village. It was mid-morning and the village was bustling with tourist traffic.

         Daniel immediately started up the left-hand sidewalk searching for the alley’s entrance. He got to the top of the street without success. He reversed direction and came back down. When he got to the street’s end, he saw the End of Road Maintenance sign.

         As he was standing there befuddled, a resident dressed in period clothing came past him. Daniel made a hand motion to the person that he wanted to talk, and the man paused.

         “Pardon me, sir. I’m a doctor and I’m having trouble finding a location.” Daniel knew that most people respond to doctors with respect, indeed Daniel had the man’s full attention.

         “I’ll try and help if I can,” the man said with a warm smile.

         Daniel described the alley in detail, the gas light and then the store. The man was listening carefully, and then Daniel sensed that the man was studying him. The man cautiously smiled and said, “Is this a prank? Are we being filmed for a TV show?”

         Daniel was puzzled, he shook his head and said, “No prank and no TV show.” He removed a business card from his suit jacket and handed it to the man. The man stepped back a pace and carefully read the card. The card was clearly expensive and declared Daniel as both a doctor and CEO of a medical firm.

         Daniel saw the man had accepted his credentials. The man shook his head and said, “Doc, I’ve lived here for twenty years. I can assure you no such alley exists. You must have our little tourist village confused with another place. Sorry.” He smiled briefly and entered his house.

         Daniel stood on the street feeling like a confused Rip Van Winkle. In the famous 1819 story by Washington Irving, Rip had fallen asleep and woken up twenty years later. Something had changed overnight in this small village. Obviously, he had not slept twenty years; so, what had happened? Very strange, he thought. Then he noticed that the weather was changing. He realized he had been given a grace period for his return visit, but the grace period was ending.

         Fortunately, the weather lasted long enough for him to catch a cab. Once inside the cab he pondered the vanished store, but no reasonable explanation came to his mind.

         Then his mind changed gears and he focused on the pleasant image of returning to his wife and son. He relished the excitement that they would all feel when he walked in. We have our own special sanctuary, he thought, and it’s called home.
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            The King Returns: Hail to the King

         

         Edward was excited and had to burn off energy. He ran back and forth from his mother in the kitchen to the living room. His dad was due to return at any time and great things happened when Dad got home.

         Dad’s return followed a long business trip and Edward wanted to be the first to meet him. His dad always greeted him by swinging him high in the air and giving him big bear hugs. It was a father–son bonding ritual and Edward loved it. Plus, his dad always had a special present tucked away in his briefcase.

         This time, however, Edward knew he should not expect a gift. His mother had warned him that it was just a few weeks before Christmas and that Santa was coming shortly. “Having Dad home will be the best gift we can have,” Virginia said. Edward nodded in full agreement.

         Both suddenly heard Daniel’s car pull up and the garage door open. Edward raced to the door and was immediately swept up into the air. “Eddie, you’ve grown while I was away. You’re really getting big!” Eddie loved to hear how big he was getting.

         Holding his son in one arm and his briefcase in the other, Daniel entered the house and called out, “Virginia, wait till you see what I found.” Edward knew that once again his dad had come through with a present.

         Virginia came running to greet him with a big hug. “So, you are bringing back more than just your kingly presence?” she said with a warm smile on her lips and in her eyes.

         “Indeed, I have,” said Daniel, “the returning king has presents for his queen and the young prince.” Virginia fell into the playful banter and said, “Please make yourself comfortable your highness. Would a welcome-home libation be in order?”

         “You read my mind. Next to seeing you and Eddie, a hot mug would warm this king’s body as well as the king’s soul. It’s miserable outside and the traveling was exhausting.”

         Daniel put his brown leather briefcase down beside his living room chair, draped his suit jacket over the back of the chair, took off his shoes, and stretched his long legs out in front of him. He settled into the leather recliner that was beside an oversized fireplace and gave a deep sigh. Home at last! he thought contentedly.

         There was a cheery fire going and he felt an internal glow at how thoughtfully his wife had prepared this welcome home setting. He smiled at his young son and exclaimed, “Eddie, it’s really, really good to be home.”

         Edward beamed at his dad, “It’s great to have you home, Dad.”

         Virginia returned with two mugs that had bright green Christmas trees hand painted on their sides, “Seasonal mulled wine for his lordship.”

         “Outstanding choice, my queen,” said Daniel as he took the first deep sip. He nodded in appreciation and quickly took a second deep sip.

         Daniel settled further into his leather recliner throne and motioned for Edward and Virginia to have a seat on the couch in front of him. “I’ve got something here for Edward that is unique and I’m not using the word ‘unique’ lightly. Unique fits both the gift and my tale. Believe me, my tale is a show stopper.

         “But first, the queen of the manor needs to be recognized.” Daniel reached into his open briefcase and pulled out a large golden box. This is a small token of appreciation for all of her lonely duties while the husband is off on a business crusade.”

         Virginia opened the box of Godiva chocolates, smiled, then offered them to Daniel and Edward. Edward rapidly looked for his favorites, the caramels, seized one and took a large bite.

         Daniel smiled at them both and said, “This next gift is a two-part present for both my son and my wife. The first present is the tale of the gift’s discovery. The second gift is…well you’ll just have to listen to the discovery tale before that gift is presented.”

         Just as Daniel was starting, Virginia paused him with a hand signal. “Sorry to interrupt before you start, dear, but is this a long story?”

         “Yes, it will be. But trust me, you’ll never mind the time it takes to hear it.”

         “Well, please hold up the story for a couple of minutes, my lord, while I get us some fresh baked cookies. While I’m getting them would his highness like more mulled wine?”

         Daniel vigorously nodded his head, “You are a sorceress mind reader as well as a master cookie baker and a beautiful wife. I’m a lucky king.” Virginia blushed slightly as she rose.

         As she headed for the kitchen, she glanced at her son, “Hold off on the chocolates, Eddie, so you can enjoy the cookies.” As an afterthought she added, “I’ll bring you milk to wash them down.”

         Once Virginia was out of sight, Daniel grinned at Edward, gave him a small napkin, and said, “Take a few more from the bottom layer, Mom will never notice they’re gone.” Daniel and Eddie loved sharing little secrets that Virginia didn’t know about. Little secrets added to their father–son bonding experiences.

         Edward knew all the assorted Godiva candies and immediately found two more caramels in the bottom layer. He quickly slipped it them into the napkin then into a pajama pocket.

         Virginia returned with a wooden tray holding the mulled wine, milk, and cookies. “We need our energy to really enjoy this story,” she said. “We don’t want any stomach distractions. Enjoy them, they’re made from scratch.”

         “They are absolutely delicious,” Daniel said as he washed the first one down with the mulled wine. After his second cookie Daniel smiled at Virginia and Edward, “It’s really good to be home, it’s better than good, it’s great! I don’t like travel and I hate it over the holidays.”

         Virginia nodded and said, “We miss you a lot, Daniel… any time you’re away.”

         While eating the cookies and sipping the wine, Daniel cleared his mind. He knew every good tale starts by pulling the listeners into the story right at the start. Daniel reflected on the events that created the story. He placed himself back in time and began his tale of discovering the sanctuary.

         “I had an amazing experience. Even though I experienced it, without the gift I bought,” and he nodded at the briefcase, “I would question whether it was real. I discovered a mysterious hidden shop purely by accident or maybe it was kismet at work.”

         Edward looked at his dad, “What’s a kismet, Dad?”

         Daniel smiled approvingly; he liked the fact that his son was naturally curious. “Kismet is another word for fate. Kismet is when something extraordinary happens that could never have been expected or predicted.”

         Daniel then proceeded to tell his tale of discovery. He described the shop, with its strange owner and the even stranger pet. Daniel concluded his story with the powerful punch line. “The second time I returned to the village I could not find the shop. A local told me that no such place existed in this village. ‘So where is it?’ I thought.

         “Unable to find the place, I gave up, grabbed a cab, and got back to my room. It was time to pack up and head home.

         “Once I was back in my room, I immediately picked up my present. I carefully unwrapped it and confirmed it was intact. If I didn’t have this gift, I’d think I had suffered some type of memory lapse or worse, a mild stroke. But I was holding the gift firmly in my hands.”

         Daniel grinned at Edward and Virginia and said, “So, what do you two think happened? Could I have discovered a magical sanctuary that was gone when I returned?”

         Virginia had listened carefully to Daniel’s story and was sure he was not pranking her or Eddie, so she gave him a serious answer. “I think one rational explanation is that your Viking horn ran over with some mild hallucinogenic; maybe a touch of Harvard Professor Timothy Leary’s LSD. That extra ingredient would explain the drink’s relaxation impact and the effect on your mind.”

         Virginia continued with her Nancy Drew analysis, “Maybe you were in one of the Irish pubs in that village. Possibly, you had a jacked drink and bought this book from a local Irish Paddy who preyed on tourists. The whole magical alley and antique shop could just be a creation of Paddy’s tale and your drugged mind. Naturally it was not there when you visited the next day with a clear mind.”

         Daniel considered Virginia’s rational explanation. His scientific mind thought this could be the practical answer. Edward had a different answer, “I think it really was a magical place! Dad, you believe in magic, don’t you?”

         Daniel considered his answer to Edward’s simple, trusting question. Daniel knew that some of these childhood questions and answers would remain for a lifetime. Is the best answer to a five-year-old one that’s based on rational science or is there a better answer that will help develop a child’s imagination?

         Daniel knew that many of his own inventions were the result of his imagination and willingness to think outside the scientific box. He knew science did not have all the answers, not by a long shot. Additionally, Christmas was around the corner, and he wanted his son to feel the magic of that season as long as possible.

         “Eddie, everyone has a different view on magic. I have certainly experienced things I can’t explain despite all my scientific training. Sometimes you just need to accept the unusual. Call it ‘magic’ if that seems to fit.”

         Virginia knew this was the time to dump logic and join the Christmas spirit. “I’m with Eddie, I vote for a magical place!”
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            The Gift

         

         “Well, that story was a long introduction to presenting the gift. Without further ado, here is the early kickoff to our Christmas.”

         Daniel opened his briefcase and lifted out a package wrapped in heavy brown paper. He handed it to Edward whose hands were instantly in the air reaching forward. “Take your time opening it, Eddie. It’s very valuable and very old.”

         Once the package was in Edward’s hands, he followed his dad’s request. He avoided his usual rip, tear, and shred for opening wrapped presents and slowly untied the holding string then unfolded the brown paper. As he reached inside the brown wrapping paper Edward felt the leather, it was warm and inviting. He felt he was holding a lovable animal, images of “puppies and bunnies” came to his mind.

         Edward lifted out the book, feeling its weight and thickness. Then he examined both covers. Virginia was sitting beside Edward and her eyes opened wide, “Daniel, it’s beautiful! May I look at it with you, Eddie?”

         “Sure, Mom,” and he handed her the book then snuggled next to her.

         Something surged up Virginia’s arm when she held the book. She felt her mind calm. Weird, she thought. She felt like she was walking onto her college drama stage opening night. Jitters disappeared, and calmness swept over her.

         She focused on the covers. She saw the front cover had a detailed picture of a beaming Santa sitting in a sleigh in front of a small cottage. There was a light in the upper window of the cottage and smoke was rising from a stone chimney.

         The back cover presented a giant leaning on a long thick staff. The giant appeared to be standing on a snow-covered mountaintop looking down at a thick snow-covered forest. Standing beside the giant was an unusually large black cat. Both giant and cat appeared to be friends studying the woods ahead while going for a walk in the winter snow.

         Looking at the giant on the back cover, Virginia had a sudden insight. “He looks like a Norse god,” she said to Daniel. “I know my mythology but have no idea who his companion is, do you?”
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