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To my darling niece, Janet and her sweet heart Jacob. Love you both and admire your strength and courage.
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“Who...who are you? What do you want?” I croaked.

A very quiet voice responded. “My name is Rayther. You called to me.”

“What?”

“You summoned me.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I looked down on the nightstand and found the TV remote. I picked it up and thought I might be able to use it as a weapon to protect myself.

“You called to me from Maud’s book.”
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Rayther

Can you hear me, Rayther? It’s time for you to wake up.

A woman’s voice whispered in my ear. I found it difficult to open my eyes and when I did, I looked around with some surprise. This place wasn’t where I expected to awaken.

It resembled a cave. The walls were gray and little rivulets of water ran down the sides creating pools. It felt cold and what I lay upon made my back very sore. I couldn’t move, and when I tried to speak, I could not find my voice.

Your strength will return to you, Rayther. It takes a little time. You must continue to try to sit up, the voice encouraged.

What it said turned out to be true. The strength did return to my legs and body. Within mere minutes, I moved myself on the rockhard bed to a sitting position. All parts of my body screamed with pain and felt stiff. 

The cavern appeared huge, and the bed on which I sat rested on a ledge. Around me were the bodies of many other men. I couldn’t tell if they were dead or like me, just asleep. I couldn’t remember how I’d come to be in this place, which bothered me.

Come to the entrance, Rayther and we will speak.

I pushed up onto my feet and stumbled a few steps. My knees gave way and I fell. I pushed up again and brushed off the dirt from the slacks I wore. In the dim light I could see they were wool and almost black. I also wore a gray shirt and a jacket that matched the slacks. None of these clothes were mine and I wondered where they’d come from. Looking down I saw my own boots, feeling grateful to have them on my feet. I’d saved many years to purchase the pair and didn’t want them lost. 

I moved to a tunnel and could see light down the way. Steam rose in vents along the path and created a bit of fog. When I got to the opening, I found a tall woman who wore a black cape. Her long, flaming red hair cascaded over the dark wrap. She turned to me and I saw that her eyes also were red.

I took a step back and whispered the word that had formed in my mouth. “Demon.”

“I am not a demon, Rayther,” she said. “I am a witch and I have protected you for over two hundred years.”

“Saint, achlesa ‘m.” 

I continued to move back and begged the saints to protect me. I crossed myself and fumbled to find my Saint Christopher medal, but it didn’t hang from my neck. A witch or a demon didn’t matter. I felt scared, but wondered why she would protect me. She confused me. Once I’d been very ill and knew death hung over me. Was this Heaven?

“No, Rayther. This is not Heaven. You suffered a very bad fever and went to the gypsies. Do you not remember?”

I thought about this and did remember. I’d been rude to them and when the sickness overtook me, I knew I’d been cursed and returned to them to give my apologies. That was all I could remember.

“They sent you to me for protection and I have done my part to keep you safe. Now, it is time for you to repay me for my generosity.”

I looked around the cave entrance and discovered it sat very high on a mountain. The drop looked to be thousands of feet down and I couldn’t see the bottom. There appeared to be no way to escape from this place.

“You have no choice, but to agree, Rayther. There is no way out of here for you unless you do as I instruct.” The woman smiled and seemed pleased with herself.

“What must I do to gain my freedom?” I asked and heard a language come from my lips I didn’t know.

“I’ve given you the ability to speak English. You will need it.” She turned and looked out at the sky. “There is a woman who will receive a book. It is my story that she must read. You will go to her and convince her to choose to keep you as her mate. You will have seven days to accomplish this task. If she makes you hers, then you will be free to live. If she decides to send you back, the rest of your existence will be in pain. You will be punished for your failure to me, forever.” 

She walked up to me and stared into my eyes. “You may not express your wants to this woman, the choice is entirely hers. If you tell her what you want, your soul and body will be sent for punishment. You may not tell her of what we’ve spoken. If you do...”

“I will be punished?”

“Such a smart man.” She laughed. “Your only job is to give this woman your care and convince her to keep you. The time is limited, so do not delay. If you make her happy and she loves you, it will be a success and you will live out the rest of your days in peace.”

“Who is this woman? What is her name?”

The witch smiled. “Good, you take the challenge. Her name is Laura.”

“Where can she be found? How do I get there?”

I felt the air around me begin to heat and before I could blink I stood in the corner of a room. I looked around and saw a window. I started to move to it, but heard a noise come from what looked like a bed.

I tried to make no sounds and stood by the foot of the mattress. There was a lump under a blanket and light brown hair splayed on a pillow. An arm appeared and a head started to come out from under the covers. I jumped back to the corner where I’d started out.

***
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Laura

WHEN I WOKE UP THIS morning it felt like the type of day where something ginormous would happen...like I’d win the lottery or meet a man who’d sweep me off my feet. 

That was until I got into my car to drive to work. Monday through Friday I’m in my car for up to three hours on the interstate into Seattle. I watch the taillights on the cars in front of mine, and the nutcases who refuse to use signals when they change lanes, and I try to not let my blood pressure go too high. If it weren’t for Mike and Ike on talk radio I would have been killed years ago. Those two help me stay awake in the afternoon and give me good laughs. Other days, I listen to CDs or tune into a Mariners game on A.M. radio. Please, don’t think I love sitting in my car. 

This morning it poured down rain, standard for Seattle, and it made traffic more difficult than normal. It took me two hours to get to work and I made it just in time. 

I parked my little blue Scion, grabbed my purse, umbrella and lunch bag, and headed into the hospital office building. I used my picture badge to swipe the card reader, heard the door start to buzz and pushed it open. 

As I reached my desk in the back of the office, I saw my cubicle mate, Jo Wolfe, at her desk, headphones on and typing madly. On my desk sat a cupcake, card, and wrapped present. I heard Jo stop typing and could tell she’d turned in her chair.

“Holy snark bottoms, girlfriend. What did I do to deserve this?” I asked and set my purse and lunch down. “It’s not my birthday, what are we celebrating?”

“I don’t know where you got that line, but it’s better than frickin-fracken. It’s been fifteen years since we started to share a cubicle and ten years to the day you broke up with Alex.” She smiled.

I leaned against the desk and crossed my arms. “I’ll never understand how you keep track of this stuff. I haven’t thought about him in years.” I shook my head. “Doesn’t the fact we’ve known each other for over twenty years count, too?”

“Open your present.” She grinned and clapped her hands.

“Demanding woman. You are going to grow up some day, right?” I opened the card. It was a standard congratulation on ten years of survival card. Jo never did like Alex and if I’d thought clearer at the time, I would have listened to her. I picked up the package and shook it. “Hmmm, not my marbles, is it?” 

Jo pursed her lips and gave me an evil eye squint. 

I undid the wrapping and found a beautiful leather bound book. I felt the cover. “Oh, where did you find this?”

“I was at the Olde Curiosity Shop down by the waterfront - about six years ago. It just begged to be bought.”

I looked at her. “Are you giving me one of your treasures?”

She squeaked, grinned, and pretzeled her arms in front of her. “Uh-huh, but I have to be honest, it’s been in a box in storage for who knows how long.”

I looked at the writing on the cover which appeared to be some sort of gold ink. It read, Maud’s Book of Songs. I flipped it open and found a page that slightly resembled a title page. In fancy script it, too, read, Maud’s Book of Songs and then a line - Beware if you choose not to commit.

I turned my attention back to Jo. “Who’s Maud? Why is she singing and what am I committing to?”

“Beats me.”

“Beats you? You’ve never read it?” I looked through the pages.

“Yeah, I read it.” Her brow creased. “I don’t really remember what it’s about. I just knew I needed to pass it on to you. Don’t look at me like that, I really can’t remember. You’ll just have to read it.” She started turning back to her computer. 

I tilted my head and frowned. “It looks to be written in an old language. How’d you read it? You took Spanish in school.”

“I didn’t read it. I just know you like that old stuff and thought you should have it.”

“It is a beautiful book. Do I have to sing?” I ran my hand over the leather again and something stabbed my index finger. I looked at it and saw a little bubble of blood that dripped onto the cover. “Damn.” I grabbed a tissue from the box on my desk and wrapped it around my finger. When I looked at the cover, the drop of blood wasn’t there. I turned on my desk lamp, examined the cover and found nothing.

“You must have missed it. You don’t have to sing, but we could do a duet, off-key style.” Jo laughed and noticed me hold my finger. “What did you cut it on? Do you need a Band-Aid?” She picked one up off the top of her desk.

“Something on the cover caught my finger and stabbed me. It must have known I might start singing.” I took the tissue off. “All better. Thank you for thinking about me. Hey, haven’t you and Al got a fifth anniversary coming up?”

“Yep, as usual, you haven’t checked your e-mail.” She turned back around. “Next Wednesday is the blessed day, but we’ve decided to celebrate tomorrow night at Dante’s and your presence is expected.”

“I’ll be there. Going back to the scene of the crime, are we?” I asked.

“Crime? Pfft. All I know for certain is that I fell for him hard and he’s mine. It also helps that he works at Dante’s and we get a thirty percent discount on food.” She grinned. “If you’re 

planning on presents, gift cards to California Burger are always acceptable.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

We began work, transcribing x-ray reports. Jo and I decided some time ago we couldn’t think of anything on the planet that could be considered duller, but we’d both done it for so long it become routine. We laughed because we could correctly spell words the doctors mispronounced. 

Jo became my best friend even before we started working together. We met about twenty years ago, when I worked at reception in a doctor’s office on the hospital campus, and she worked in registration. Seventeen years ago she’d transferred to transcription and when the other seat opened up, she called me right away and talked me into giving transcription a try. I’d always thought the main reason we’d become friends was because we both knew how to spell medical terms. We shared mutual dating horror stories. I bought you dinner...what do you mean I don’t get to spend the night? Or, I prefer petit women, were phrases we’d heard many a time. We were well-built and exercised regularly, but agreed our looks were pretty plain. It made us both nuts. After a while, we discovered other interests in common, primarily antiques and shopping. 

About five years ago she met Al, and, after a whirlwind romance of maybe two weeks, Jo asked me to be her bridesmaid. I felt so honored. Al is a very good man who spoils her rotten. I love that one of us found happiness. I know my time will come but have almost decided my man lives in another state, country or planet. It drives Jo nuts when I refuse to date, and she’s tried to fix me up several times. She’s accused me of being too judgmental and untrusting. In the long run, she’s right. I just haven’t found one I’d be patient with if he left the toilet seat up.

“I have a staff complaint session at lunch.” Jo stood and grabbed a notepad. 

“Better you than me,” I said and took off my headset.

“It’s a pain, but I can tolerate once a month. We’ll do lunch tomorrow.”

Jo headed out for the meeting. She often is roped into things like that. She’d worked here a couple of years longer than me and our boss, Richard, felt she had more experience. It made her senior candidate for the meetings. I didn’t have a thing to complain about. Lunchtime reports about output could make me fall to sleep faster than bad TV. 

I sat at my desk and pulled my sandwich out of the lunch bag. While I chomped on a chicken salad croissant, I leafed through Maud’s book. The paper the words were written on felt old. I wondered if Jo might have given up a real treasure. I couldn’t find anything with a publisher’s name, copyright or Library of Congress facts.

After the title page, there was a blank piece of paper and then what appeared to be the first chapter. As I looked at the cryptic writing I noticed things on the page began to change. Some of the words turned into English and I could read some of it. There were still others that could be French, for all I knew. I thought my eyes were going wonky. It struck me as very strange. Did the words change or was I caught in some weird hallucination. I flipped a couple of the pages that appeared to be a foreign language and when I turned back to the first page I saw English. It looked to be handwritten, too, with what reminded me of quill or old ink pen strokes.

I sat back in my chair and felt a frown on my face. Where did Jo find that Band-aid so fast? It struck me as weird that she’d have it on her desk. How did she know I’d cut my finger?

Setting my sandwich down, I picked up the book and started to read. The first lines seemed to be a poem. It read, He comes to me in the night and holds me tight and dear. He touches a part of me, lost, but easily found. When I look for him, he is never far. And through the storm and fire I am forever bound. After I read this my head began to feel a little dizzy and my eyes became fuzzy. 

As the lunch hour wore on, I continued reading some of the pages, but the dizziness grew stronger. I understood what was written since it now appeared as English.

Then, my stomach started to feel bad. I put my head in my hands, needed to lean over my garbage can, and tossed up my sandwich. 

When Jo came back from her lunch meeting, she found me still bent over the trash bin. She took one look at me and her mouth dropped open. “What happened? You look terrible.”

“Thanks, I started to read that book while I ate lunch and began to feel weird.”

She put her hand on my forehead. “Woman, you are burning up. It’s too soon for food poisoning, it must be the flu bug that’s going around. Didn’t you get a shot this year?”

“Yeah, I did. I guess it doesn’t cover this particular strain. I’ll be all right.” I sat up and wiped my mouth with a tissue.

“Nope, nope, nope. I’ll e-mail Richard. You’re sick and going home. You”—she pointed toward the door—“home and to bed. I love you for wanting to share, but I refuse to sit here with something that might mess up my anniversary. Please, don’t die by tomorrow night. You stood up for me and I want you at Dante’s in one piece.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I shut my computer down and packed up my desk. Putting the book into my purse, I stood up and wobbled a little. “Blah, I haven’t had the flu in a long time. It’s weird. I felt fine before lunch.”

“Will you be okay driving home?” Jo asked and looked concerned. “I can always call Al to give you a lift.”

I pushed my chair in and picked up my bags. “I’ll be all right. If I have to upchuck again I’ll pull over.”

As I turned around to leave, our boss appeared at the cubicle door. “Yikes, Laura, you look terrible. John said you were throwing up.”

“Thanks, Rich. I’m heading home.”

“Good, call us if you need anything or any help.” He backed away from the door and appeared to not want me to breathe anywhere near him.

I just nodded at him as he moved away. I looked at Jo and rolled my eyes. She mouthed the word dick. I’m afraid we don’t have much respect for our boss.

I put my bags back on the desk and while Jo watched, I pulled the garbage bag out and tied it in a knot. I set it back in the plastic bin and moved it under the desk. “Make sure the housekeeping dudes don’t open it, okay?”

Jo patted my back. “Will do. I’ll call you tonight and make sure you’re still alive. Feel better.”

“Thanks, Chief Bottle Washer.” I pulled my jacket on and headed out of the building.
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Chapter Two
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Rayther

I continued to stay in the corner. After the woman got up from the bed and prepared for her day, she left the room and I could hear movement outside the door. It became obvious that she couldn’t see me and walked past me several times. When she came into the room naked with wet hair, I turned my eyes away, but before I did I saw she had a very beautiful body. The noises I heard made me curious and I hoped at some point I’d be able to leave this corner.

I watched her put on a coat and the light went out in the room. A door slammed and I moved from the corner and looked out the door to the other dark room. It seemed to be bigger than the room where I stood. Walking down a hallway, I could see a table and chairs as I emerged into a long living space. A sofa sat against one wall and shelves, with many books stuffed onto the boards, took up many corners. The divan looked hard and very uncomfortable.

A smaller room sat to the left with cupboards and counters and a couple of things I’ve never seen before. I looked around and saw something on the wall. When I touched it the cover felt slick and I moved the button on it. A light came on. I moved it up and down several times and realized this gave me light. I nodded and turned to two big bowls that sat in the middle of the counter. There was a strange metal fixture in it and when I touched the longnecked thing, I felt water on my fingers. It took a few minutes, but when I twisted a knob marked with an H, water came out of the long piece of metal. It got too hot to hold my hand under and after I fiddled with the button again, the water stopped. I open a door underneath the bowls and thought I’d find the fire burning to heat the water, but there were bottles of liquids and papers neatly stacked. In my head I couldn’t for the life of Jesus figure out how the water warmed.

I felt the hairs on my neck rise and turned. The witch stood in the other room and wore an amused smile on her face.

“You will learn about all these new things, Rayther. In time you will grow to take them for granted. When the woman starts to read the book, you will begin to feel grounded. She will then be able to see you. Once that happens, you must touch her to form the connection. The magic from the book will make it possible for you to exist and be seen in this time. Do you understand?”

I watched Maud and nodded. “What am I to do until then?”

“You may explore this domain. The woman will be back in several hours and your clock will begin to tick. Remember, you have seven days only to capture her heart. She must choose to keep you for all to be well.”

As I watched, the witch disappeared from the room. I went to the divan and sat. The cushions were hard. I stood back up, went to the other room and sat on what looked like a chest. There was a tall cabinet across from me and on top sat a big, black box with what looked like a window in it. I stared at it and waited.

***
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Laura

THE NICE THING ABOUT leaving work early in the day is the traffic hasn’t picked up and I got home in half an hour. I changed into my favorite grey fleece jammies and crawled into bed. I did the hot-cold jitterbug and pulled on and pushed off my blanket for several hours. When I took an ibuprofen and sipped some water, I promptly threw it up. 

Around six o’clock in the evening, I noticed the light in my bedroom started to fade and thought I should get up and try to eat something, but I didn’t want to move. I lay on my back and stared at the inside of my eyelids. If I didn’t move, I didn’t feel sick.

Just as I began to doze off, I thought that something in the room moved and could swear I heard breathing. The air seemed humid and I saw a flash of light through my eye lids. My hand rested on my forehead and I thought the fever must have started to make me hallucinate. I glanced at the window and thought there must be a storm with lightning outside. There was another flash of light and it felt as though someone, or something, watched me. 

I sat up in bed and peered around the room. I held the blanket up to my chin and checked all the corners around the bed. Just as I began to think I was paranoid, I moved my eyes to the left corner across from the bed. I wasn’t sure, but it looked as though someone stood in that corner. I shivered with instant fear and pushed myself against the headboard. 

I didn’t want to look away from the corner and reached out my hand. It hit the lamp. I felt for the button and, just before I switched it on, I accused myself of hitting the panic button too quickly. The light came on and I briefly couldn’t see anything. I squinted my eyes and looked in the corner. Sure enough, a man stood with his back against the wall. His light blue eyes watched me as I peeled the sheets and blanket off and stood on the opposite side of the bed.

“Who...who are you? What do you want?” I croaked.

A very quiet voice responded, “My name is Rayther. You called to me.”

“What?”

“You summoned me.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I looked down on the nightstand and found the TV remote. I picked it up and thought I might be able to use it as a weapon to protect myself.

“You called to me from Maud’s book.”

I stood up straight, opened my mouth to say something and then the phone rang. I almost jumped out of my skin. Grabbing the phone, I continued to stare at the blue eyes. “What?” I said into the phone.

“That’s a nice way to greet someone. Are you feeling any better?” Jo asked.

“Jo, sorry, something weird just happened...”

“Is there a strange man in your apartment?”

I felt my brows furrow. “Yeah.”

“It’s okay, he won’t hurt you.”

“What are you talking about? Did you set this up?”

“Yes and no. The flu symptoms are a part of it, they’ll go away. The guy in your house will make you happy, if you let him, and you might keep him. I kept mine.”

“Jo, I’m feeling confused. What do you mean, ‘keep himʼ?” I asked.

Mr. Blue Eyes in the corner started to move forward and caused me to jump back. I hit the corner of the nightstand with the back of my thigh, sending immediate pain down my leg into my foot. The lamp wobbled and tipped over onto the bed. I moved around the stand and hit the wall as I watched him walk.

He put his hand up, and said, “I’ll not hurt you,” and continued to come toward me.

The room grew very warm—or I did. I thought my fever might have spiked again. I could hear Jo’s voice, but felt the phone slip out of my fingers and heard it bang on the stand. I couldn’t move or turn my gaze from his.

The room started to spin, and I felt my knees give way.

***
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Rayther

THE WOMAN FOLDED UP into my arms and, as I caught her, I looked down on her beautiful face. Her hair fanned over my arm and in the light that lay on her bed, the strands were golden brown, and seemed to glow. 

I held onto her as she was light as a feather. Holding tight, I leaned over to capture the light and move it back to its original place. Once I’d righted it, I turned to the bed, gently laid her down, pulled the blanket over her, and brushed the hair off her face. Her forehead felt warm and it occurred to me she was ill with a fever. My stomach tightened and for the second time since I’d awakened, I felt fear. What if Maud sent me to someone who wouldn’t survive? Would I be in this time alone and with no one to explain to me the strange gadgets I saw in this place? 

She will survive the fever, Rayther. You will not be alone. 
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