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      Time waits for no man, but while it doesn’t have any patience it does have a sense of humor.

      At that moment Allie was too excited to have any patience herself.  She had her hands pressed against the glass wall of Drifter’s spaceship and watched them zoom past the twinkling darkness.  Planets and suns flew past, teasing her with adventure and danger.  She couldn’t be tempted as she thought about their destination.

      “Do you think Bina will believe us when we tell her what happened at the mine?”

      Drifter stood at the console and cast a covert glance at her.  A melancholy expression passed over his face, though his full thoughts were hidden in his eyes that were guarded by his thick glasses.

      He straightened and cleared his throat.  “Probably.  She’s quite old and has seen much of the galaxy.”

      Allie furrowed her brow.  “How old is she?”

      He returned his attention to the console and pressed a button.  The screen popped up as he shrugged.  “I’m not really sure.”

      Allie’s eyes showed her surprise as she half-turned to him with one hand still on the glass.  “Really?  I thought you knew everything.”

      A sly smile curled onto his lips.  “I know enough to get me into and out of trouble, but to know everything would mean life has lost its meaning.”

      Allie strolled over to the console and studied the screen in front of them.  It showed a map of the stars that passed outside the walls.  “So, your people built this machine, and you ‘permanently borrowed’ it?  Why?”

      He stared straight ahead without so much as a glimmer of looking at her.  “I thought I could have fun with it.”

      She snorted.  “I can believe that, but didn’t they try to chase you?”

      He grinned.  “How?  I have a time machine and they didn’t.”

      Her eyebrows shot up.  “You mean this is the only time machine they built?”

      “Well, the only one that worked.  The others tended to break apart on reentering normal time.”

      Allie leaned her rear against the console and folded her arms together as she studied him.  She was quiet for a long time, and at last Drifter squirmed beneath her attentions.  “What is it?  Do I have breakfast on my chin?”

      At mention of food Allie’s stomach rumbled.  He cast a bemused look at her stomach as she sheepishly grinned at him.  “Sorry.  I can’t remember the last time I ate.”

      He smiled as he pressed a few more buttons.  “Well, the stars willing we should be back aboard the Belmonte in a minute.  Now,” His finger hovered over one button.  “Let’s see what they’re having for breakfast.”

      He pressed the button and the machine shuddered.  Allie stumbled off the console and fell onto her hands on the floor.  She whipped her head up and saw that Drifter grasped the underside of the console to keep himself upright.  “What happened?”

      He pursed his lips as he pressed a few buttons.  “The time vortex has activated!”

      She climbed to her feet and clutched onto the console.  “Is that a bad thing?”

      “It means our breakfast with the Baroness has been canceled,” he mused as he watched the screen.  Numbers and maps flew past too quickly for Allie to comprehend them.  “And we’ve been thrown into the time stream.”

      Allie swept her eyes over the clear walls.  The stars and suns swirled about the ship like a sparkling tornado of color.  “Can’t you do something to control it?”

      Drifter shook his head.  “Only if I rip the control unit out, but the sudden stop might tear the ship apart.”

      Allie winced.  “Do you know where we’re headed?”

      Drifter pressed a few buttons and the screen stopped moving.  He scanned the contents and pursed his lips.  “Earth, the middle of the nineteenth century, and somewhere in Europe.”

      The machine made a soft humming noise.  Allie whipped her head back and gawked at the ceiling as the music echoed around the glass room.  It was a sweet lullaby that reminded her of nurseries and green summers.

      Drifter frowned and a few muttered words passed his lips.  “Damn these ghosts…”

      The ship shuddered and the music stopped.  The stars about them slowed, but their forms morphed into a sea of blue.  For a moment Allie’s heart leapt as she thought perhaps they had arrived at the right destination, but this blue water was smaller and darker.

      A lake formed beneath them, and surrounding it was a vast forest of ancient trees.  Night lay upon the fantastical land, but a moon shone brightly in the sky.  Its silver rays cast themselves upon the forest, and the silent sentinel that stood near the edge of the lake waters.

      The sentinel was a small castle of gray stone.  Its fortifications had long been torn down and crafted into an elegant patio that stretched out to the sandy shores, but the formidable walls still stood proud and imposing to the ground some fifty feet below their parapeted peaks.  Flickering lights cast their brilliance through the windows of the ground floor.  The picture was finished off by a detached garage and a winding dirt road that led up to the front door.

      Or rather, that’s what Allie surmised as they approached the foreboding structure from its rear.  The time machine slowed and descended so close to the surface of the lake that she could see her face reflected in the calm waters.  The ship touched the surface and skipped like a stone.  Their velocity toward shore, however, promised for something a bit more bumpy.

      “Get down!” Drifter shouted as he lunged at Allie and pushed her under the console while he protected her by placing his back outward in the direction of the walls.

      The ship struck the shoreline and bounced like rubble.  The world turned upside down as the machine flipped end-over-end across the green lawn.  They struck the edge of the high-stones patio and came to a jerking halt in an upright position.  The walls flickered like a light bulb before the translucent view changed back to solid.

      Drifter stood and most of his body disappeared out of Allie’s sight.  A sharp hiss didn’t escape her, though.  “Damn it…”

      Allie’s heart skipped a beat as she slid out from her hiding hole.  “What is it?”

      Drifter looked down at his open palm where the locket lay.  The front cover was cracked.  “We’re stranded.”

      Allie’s eyes widened.  “What do you mean stranded?”

      Drifter closed his fingers around the compass and pursed his lips.  “Without this compass in perfect condition the ship won’t fly, or rather, we would be putting our lives at a great risk by trying to use it to guide the ship even out of this planet’s atmosphere.”

      “Who’s in there?”

      The shout came from outside the ship.  Drifter tucked the compass into his coat and grabbed his hat that tumbled onto the floor.  He half-turned to the door but cast a quick look at Allie.  “Let me do all the talking.”

      “Step out right now!”

      Drifter strode over to the door with Allie behind him and opened the portal.  Two pairs of hands grabbed him about the shoulders and yanked him out of Allie’s view.

      “Drifter!” she shouted as she rushed into the doorway.

      Another pair of hands grabbed her about the arms and pulled her into the dazzling light of the starry sky.  Whoever held her was a head taller and stronger than she.  They gave her a hard shake.  “Who are you?  What are you doing here?”

      “Stop that, you fool!” one of the party shouted at him.  “That’s a woman you’ve got there!”

      Her captor stopped his roughing her up and Allie was able to see that Drifter and she were held by three men.  They wore simple but clean uniforms with side-buttoned tops and crisp pants.  Their clothes had no adornment except for a small purple flower pinned to their left breasts.  Belts around their waists had two tasks, that of holding up their pants and holding the holsters from which the butts of revolvers stuck out.  Allie had no doubt they were loaded.

      One of the men who held Drifter nodded his head at the ship.  “What sort of contraption is this that can fly across the waters?”

      Drifter smiled.  “A new-fangled one of my own invention, but I would rather speak to the master of the house about such a sensitive subject.  I assume with the presence of so many armed guards that he is home.”

      “The master is away.  Only our mistress is home, and she will not see anyone-”

      The pair of French doors that led into the main body of the castle opened and heavy candlelight streamed onto the porch.  The light fell short of where they stood but was bright enough to cast in shadow the front of the person who stood in the doorway.  The lights, however, only accentuated their regal feminine form.

      Their voice floated over to them.  “What have you found, Olaf?”

      Allie furrowed her brow.  The voice sounded familiar.

      Olaf inclined his head to the woman.  “A couple of trespassers, my lady.  You needn’t worry about them.”

      “That is for me to judge,” the woman countered as she walked toward them.  Her high heels clacked against the stone and with each footstep the shadows that hid her features fell away to reveal them.

      By the time she stopped just a few feet from the edge of the patio Allie had a full view of her, and her jaw dropped open.

      It was Bina, and she was standing.
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      The name of her friend burst from from Allie’s lips.  “Bina!”

      The woman wrinkled her nose.  “Who in the world is Bina?”

      The guard to Allie’s right scowled at her.  “You shall address her as Lady Douglas.”

      Allie blinked at them.  “But-” Drifter clapped a hand on her shoulder and caught her eye in a warning from his own.  She clapped her mouth shut, but a frown creased her lips.

      Drifter inclined his head.  “Our apologies, Lady Douglas.  We had no intention of intruding on your property.”

      “And yet here you are, and come in a most spectacular fashion,” she mused as she strode over to the stranded time machine.  She tapped one corner with the tip of an elegant fingernail and furrowed her brow before she turned to us.  “I witnessed with my own eyes the flight of this strange contraption.  How is that possible?”

      Drifter gave her a smile.  “By the miracle of science, Lady Douglas, which I am unfortunately unable to divulge to you or anyone else.”

      She lifted a brow, but a strange smile slipped onto her lips.  “Anyone else?  Is that rule absolute?”

      He bowed his head to her.  “It is.”

      Lady Douglas studied him for a moment longer before she turned toward the doors that led into the manor.  She beckoned at her guards with the fingers of one hand.  “Bring them with me.”

      She strode inside and the soldiers stepped up close to Allie and Drifter.  They tightened their grips on their weapons and one of them jerked his head in the direction Lady Douglas had gone.  “Get going.”

      Allie looked up at Drifter who offered his arm and gave a slight nod to her.  She took his arm and together they followed the Bina look-alike inside.  The theme of the manor’s decor was dark.  Dark paneled walls, thick dark furniture, and dark Turkish rugs.  A sweeping staircase curved up to the higher floors of the grand mansion, and shadowed hallways led into the depths of the gloomy home.

      Allie leaned closer to Drifter and lowered her voice to a ghost of a whisper.  “What in the world is happening?”

      His eyes were focused on their extravagant surroundings.  “Time travel into the past.”

      “No talking!” a soldier barked.

      Allie snapped back to her place as they were marched into the west wing.  That was the game then.  They had traveled into the past before Bina’s chance meeting with the vampire and whatever had caused her loss of mobility.

      Their group first meandered through a sitting room with a grand piano, and then they passed through a dining room with a table that stretched for twenty feet before they arrived at a private study set off the main hall.  The tall, narrow windows looked out on the front lawn, or would have if the blinds hadn’t been closed.  Darkness also shrouded this room, but Allie could make out a thick oak desk set in front of a few tall bookcases.

      Lady Douglas strolled over to the high-backed chair behind the desk and took a seat.  She used one hand to gesture to two chairs set in front of the desk.  “If you would take a seat, and since I have already been introduced, I must ask the same of you.”

      Allie and Drifter were pushed down into the chairs, and Lady Douglas waved away the soldiers.  They marched from the room, closing the door behind them.

      A signal from Drifter told Allie to remain silent.  “We are but humble travelers, Your Ladyship, but you may call me Drifter.”

      She lifted an eyebrow.  “That is quite an unusual name.  Does your companion also own a strange alias?”

      Drifter gestured to Allie.  “This is Miss Daniel.”

      Lady Douglas inclined her head to the young woman.  “A pleasure, Miss Daniel, though I must admit your attire is rather strange.”

      Allie clasped her hands together in her lap and fidgeted in her chair.  “It’s the fashion where I come from.”

      “Indeed,” Douglas mused as she returned her attention to Drifter.  “Might I ask what fate has brought you here at this hour?”

      Drifter swept his eyes over the room.  “Fate is indeed an appropriate term to use, Your Ladyship, as you have an oppressive atmosphere around you.”

      She tilted her head to one side and frowned at him.  “And what do you make of that?”

      He settled his gaze back on her.  “That something haunts you.  Your guards are plentiful, but there is fear in their eyes, and you’re trying hard not to look over your shoulder at every step.”

      Her sharp eyes studied them before she leaned back and clasped her fingers together.  “I am loathe to divulge this information to strangers, but you have some sense of what’s been happening at our chateau.”

      Drifter shook his head.  “I merely sense something amiss in the air, Your Ladyship.  The details are unknown to me.  However, I’m curious why you have not taken note of our general appearance, nor our unusual mode of transportation.”

      A bittersweet smile slipped onto Lady Douglas’ lips.  “It is because you are not the first unusual occurrence to strike my home.  I should not be surprised to awaken tomorrow to find fairies dancing about the yard.”

      Allie lifted an eyebrow, and she couldn’t help but cast a quick glance at Drifter.  “Are they real?”

      Lady Douglas waved away Allie’s question with her hand.  “Of course not, but there is… something amiss which modern science cannot explain, much less solve.  The issue is with my ward.  She is an orphan, the child of a servant with whom I grew into womanhood with.  Her mother died a few years ago and I have taken it upon myself to educate her as a lady.  However, something… dark appears to have attached itself to her, from where I know not.  I only know that her health fails her and the shadows over my house lengthen with her decline.”

      Drifter raised an eyebrow.  “Have you not called for a doctor?”

      She pursed her lips.  “Of course, I have, but they have found nothing more than an animal bite which they assume is where the infection, if it is that, entered her body.”

      Drifter shot up from his seat and a dark cloud crashed down on his brow.  “Show me to her.”

      Lady Douglas stood with all the grace and control of her genteel upbringing, but there was a look in her eyes that told Allie she was slightly panicked.  “Why?  Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

      He shook his head.  “I may, but I need to see her first to confirm my suspicions.”

      Lady Douglas nodded.  “Very well.  Follow me.”

      She led the pair out of the study and returned to the main hall.  They walked up the winding flight of stairs to the second floor.  A wide hall stretched down the width of the house, and a long row of doors stood before them.  Lady Douglas moved westward and stopped them at the end of the hall.

      She leaned toward the door and gave a soft rap.  “Lucy?”

      The door opened and they were presented with a young woman of about twenty with soft black curls about her pale face.  She wore a white apron over her bosom and down the front of her plain blue dress.  Soft slippers adorned her small feet, and a white bonnet covered her head.

      Lucy stepped to one side, opening the door wider, and curtsied to her ladyship.  “Good evening, ma’am.”

      “How is she?” Lady Douglas inquired as she swept into the room with the others following.

      The bedroom was as darkly ornate as the rest of the house.  A dresser stood against the wall to their left between a pair of tall windows, and on the wall opposite them were more windows with a four-post bed situated between them.  The wood boards that made up the floor were covered with thick rugs, and a chair with a thick, well-used cushion sat beside the bed.

      There was a strange chill in the air that made Allie wrap her arms around herself and shiver.

      Lucy’s gaze settled on the bed as she shut the door behind us, and she pursed her lips.  “Not good, ma’am.  I think she’s weaker than yesterday.”

      The fine lady’s stiff demeanor softened as she approached the bed.  A small form lay beneath a heavy load of covers.  It was that of a girl of five with auburn hair and a complexion so pale that Allie couldn’t help but assume she was deathly ill.  Her breathing, too, was slightly labored, with each breath being a struggle that forced her chest up and down with a painful appearance.

      Lady Douglas took a seat in the chair and set her hand on the covers.  “Camille?  There’s someone here to see you.”

      The young girl’s eyes fluttered open with some effort, and she turned her head slightly to stare at them with dull brown eyes.  They lacked the luster of life and seemed unfocused as they studied the group.  “Auntie?”

      The lady smiled down at her and nodded.  “Yes, I am here, and so are some friends of mine.  They have come here to help you get better.  How do you feel tonight?”

      A shudder ran through the young girl, and she closed her eyes.  “I feel worse, Auntie, and my throat scratches something horrible.”

      Drifter furrowed his brow before he moved up to their hostess’ side, but he slipped a gentle smile onto his lips.  “Hello, Cammy.”

      The young girl shrank back a little at his greeting and tucked her nose beneath her blanket.  “H-hello…”

      He smiled at her.  “I’m only here to help.”

      Her wide eyes flickered to her ‘auntie.’  “Is he a doctor?”

      Lady Douglas nodded.  “Yes, dear, and I hope you will do your best to help him.”

      She weakly nodded.  “Of course, Auntie…”

      Drifter used a hand to gesture to her throat.  “Might I look at your throat?”

      The young girl winced, and her terrified eyes flitted over to Douglas.  “Must he?”

      Lady Douglas nodded.  “Yes, my dear.”

      Drifter grasped the top of the sheet and drew the blanket down away from her throat.  Camille shut her eyes and turned her head to one side as her face scrunched up as though in pain.

      The lamplight revealed a pair of small red wounds on her throat.
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      Allie didn’t need to ask any questions to know what had caused those marks.  They were undoubtedly the work of an undead fiend.

      Drifter’s smile wavered only slightly before he leaned over and draped one of her large strands of hair over the marks.  “I see nothing to be concerned about, and might I add that you have very fine hair, Miss Camille.”

      The young girl kept her face turned away as she blushed.  “T-thank you.”

      The lady’s sharp eyes studied Drifter.  “Do those marks mean anything to you?”

      “Merely a matter of hygiene,” he assured her as he drew the blanket back up to cover her neck.  He took up her wrist and counted her pulse.  “Has she seen any other doctor?”

      Lady Douglas’ forlorn face looked down at the markings as she slightly shook her head.  “Several, but they do not know what sort of animal or object might have made them.”

      He gently laid the young girl’s hand back on the sheets and turned to Lady Douglas.  “Have the doctors been left alone with her?  Or have you any new servants working in your household?”

      She shook her head.  “I was always present when the doctors visited, and all of our servants have been with us for many years.”

      “And there have been no strangers in the vicinity since the girl’s health started to fail?”

      “None at all.”

      “Have the woods been checked?”

      Her eyebrows crashed down.  “Really, sir, I wonder at what you are driving.”

      His eyes flickered to the young woman before he nodded at the door.  “Let us discuss this in more comfortable settings, and I and my companion would appreciate some food, if that isn’t too inconvenient.”

      Lady Douglas stuck her nose up in the air in annoyance, but she set her hand atop that of Camille.  “Rest now.  I will return later to see how you are doing.”  Camille managed a small smile and nodded.

      Their hostess rose from her chair and led them through the door opened by the servant.  Allie couldn’t help but look back over her shoulder as the door was closed behind them.  The grim appearance on the nurse’s face hadn’t improved after Drifter’s inspection.

      Lady Douglas guided the pair back to her study where she resumed her seat, as did they.  “Now please tell me what is wrong with my ward.”

      
      Drifter studied her for a long moment before he sighed and leaned back in his chair.  “Your charge is suffering from an acute bout of vampirism.”

      Lady Douglas stared at him for a long moment before she rose to her feet.  She strode over to a rope that hung near the mantel of the fire and grasped the thick cord in one hand before she turned to the pair.  Her face was a picture of fury and disgust.  “You may consider her illness a jest, sir, but I do not, and if you insist on using such crude humor then I will not hesitate to evict you without your box.”

      Drifter shrugged.  “This is no jest, Your Ladyship.  I have seen a great deal on my travels, but there’s no mistaking the bite of a vampire.”

      She gave him a long moment of contemplation before she dropped the cord.  “Can you prove your theory?”

      He pursed his lips.  “Beyond the unmistakable bites?  I believe I can, but it may cause your ward some discomfort.”

      The lady stretched to her full height and clasped her hands in front of herself.  “Then do so.”

      Drifter stood, but Douglas’ eyes settled on Allie.  “A moment.  I must know why your companion stares at me so.  She has taken quite an interest in the bottom hem of my dress.”

      Allie blushed under the reveal of her curiosity, and she shook her head.  “I-it’s nothing.”

      “Nonsense,” the woman mused as she brushed a hand over her dress.  “This dress is more than a mere nothing.  It cost some five hundred pounds, and that was before the price of the delivery to such a remote place as this.”

      Drifter arched an eyebrow.  “You seem to despise your current location.”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “Perhaps I do, but my husband adores this manor and insists the mountain setting is good for my health.  Still,” Her full attention returned to Allie, “you have yet to answer my question.”

      Allie’s mind frantically tried to come up with a solution.  “I-well, that is, I was just wondering if I could-um, have one like it?”  She used a hand to gesture down at herself.  “I’m not exactly dressed well.”

      A few thoughts flickered through Lady Douglas’ eyes before she gave a curt nod.  “You may have some old things I have lying around.  If you will come with me.”

      Allie jumped to her feet, eager to hide her tell-tale lie.  Drifter, too, stood, and swept his eyes over the room.  “I’d like to do some investigating while you two are busy-”

      “Nonsense,” Douglas argued as her sharp eyes frowned at his own attire.  “If you are to remain here, I expect you to dress decently.”

      A bemused smile slipped onto Drifter’s lips.  “I don’t wear anything but this, My Lady, but if you insist on keeping an eye on me, I’ll remain here.”  He nodded at a bookcase filled with books.  “I’ll entertain myself in some light reading.”

      Douglas followed his gaze and scoffed.  “You will not find that there, I assure you.  My husband has a very… heavy taste for literature.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get through the big words,” he assured her as he strode over to the shelves and took out a book.

      Douglas returned her attention to Allie and gestured to the door.  “If you’ll follow me.”

      The pair swept out of the room and up the elegant staircase.  Allie expected them to enter a handsome room furnished with nothing but the best rugs and tapestries.  Instead, Lady Douglas led her to the end of the hall where they came to a narrow set of stairs.

      Her guide grasped a candle from the nearest holder on the wall and led her up to an equally tight door.  Lady Douglas opened the portal and a cold breeze wafted over them.  Allie wrinkled her nose as the scent of neglect permeated her nostrils.

      “You know, maybe I don’t need a dress, after all.”

      “I insist,” Lady Douglas replied as, without looking back, she stepped through the door.

      Allie had half a mind to go back down the stairs, but with Lady Douglas and the candle out of sight the flight was now half enveloped in darkness.  One false step and Drifter would be picking out gravestones for her.  She scurried after her guide and stumbled through the door to find herself in an attic.

      The large, narrow room stretched from one end of the manor to the other.  A single gabled peak hung above them, and its walls arched downward far enough that Allie couldn’t stand against either wall without stooping.  That is, if she could find the walls because the whole place was filled with an assortment of out-of-fashion furniture and trunks.  Chairs and tables were stacked together in one corner, and a few settees and a whole dining table filled another.  Trunks of every size and shape jostled for room in the remaining space, and Allie even glimpsed a few portraits that peeked out from beneath heavy leather cloth covers.

      Douglas grasped the front of her dress in one hand as she swept her eyes over the area.  “Many have been the years since I was up here, but I am sure the-ah!”

      Douglas hurried over to a rather large trunk situated about midway down the attic.  A heavy lock hung from the front clasp, but she drew out a set of keys which she deftly sorted through before finding the right one.  Allie joined her guide at the trunk as Douglas inserted the key and unfastened the lock.

      “Hold this,” Douglas commanded her, and Allie had little choice as the lock and candle were shoved into her hands.

      The lady opened the lid and revealed a thick stack of carefully folded dresses.  Thick paper surrounded each dress, and the dusty paper crinkled as Douglas unfolded the top paper.  An elegant white dress with a few shimmering black buttons shone brightly even in the dim light.  Douglas slipped her arms under the top dress and cradled the item in both arms before she turned to Allie.

      “I believe this will suit you.”

      Allie scrambled to set down both lock and light, and in a moment, she held out her arms.  Douglas slipped the precious item into her limbs, and Allie studied the intricate gold embroidery that glistened in the candlelight.  The material was heavy and only slightly worn.  The dress had long sleeves that ended in lacy cuffs.  The waist
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