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“Wake up!” A hard slap against Stephen’s cheek accompanied the words in staccato. He opened his eyes to see a halo of copper-red, backed by the sun, and the pieces of reality swam back into his head.

“You’re the thief. The woman who stole my uncle’s time machine.”

She said nothing. Stephen couldn’t see her face with the sun behind her. But the crown of red curls fingered her unmistakably.

“Where are we?” He struggled to sit up and she backed off a bit. “When are we?”

“I didn’t steal the machine.” She had a light voice, cultured with a touch of an Irish accent. “I found it and borrowed it.”

“Found it? A likely story. Where?”

“Right here as a matter of fact. Soon after, it became my only possible escape route and I used it as such. Blame me for that if you will.”

“You couldn’t have found it here. It’s never been out of my uncle’s workroom.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Mr....”

“Longstreet. Stephen Longstreet.”

“My name is Bridgetta Maguire and I’m in the most desperate situation. I’m sure, Mr. Longstreet, you’ll be wanting to help me once I tell you all.”
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London, England, September 1882

“What is the significance of those red hairs you found?” Stephen Longstreet asked his uncle as he peered into the clockwork mechanism of the time machine. For once, the fog had cleared from London’s skies and the clear morning light slanting into the large high-ceilinged room illuminated the scene far better than a hundred gas lamps.

“I’m not entirely certain,” Anthony Gregory admitted. The man cut an odd figure as he hurried about the chamber in his rumpled coat, tie askew and brown hair mostly on end. “But more than once when I discovered the machine in this condition—it having been used I mean—I’ve found at least one strand left behind.”

“Ah.” Stephen eyed his uncle unhappily. To say Anthony became distracted easily would be an understatement. Yet the pure genius of his mind frequently left Stephen amazed.  This place—Anthony’s workshop nestled at the top of a warehouse just south of the Thames—lay littered with brilliant inventions that, once built, rarely saw the light of day.

Like the time machine in question. Though Anthony had perfected it months ago, he’d as yet refrained from allowing it a trial run. Now it seemed someone had been using it without Anthony’s knowledge or permission.

Stephen’s heart sank. He’d hoped to be the first to operate the machine. Damn it, he wanted an adventure! And that explained in part why he spent his free time cooling his heels in his uncle’s dusty workshop while other men his age alleviated their boredom with sport or social functions.

Then again, as his mother—Anthony’s older sister—never ceased telling him, he was nearly as strange as Anthony himself.

“Please, Stephen,” she frequently beseeched, “don’t turn into another Anthony. I could not bear having two black sheep in the family.”

Ah well, Stephen supposed what his mother didn’t know couldn’t worry her.

“Here, come look at this.” Anthony called Stephen over to a high workbench upon which had been spread a clean, white handkerchief. On the handkerchief lay a number of long, red hairs.

Eight of them, to be precise.

Stephen narrowed his eyes. The word “hairs” didn’t do these specimens justice. Each stood out against the white fabric like a strand of tensile copper, slightly coiled by curl.

A breath escaped his lips. The sight of the red tresses affected him—he could not say why.

“Eight of them, Uncle? Does that mean the machine has been used eight times?” Unfair when Stephen had so wanted the experience. “Surely that’s impossible.”

“Who knows how many times? I found two hairs in the machine on more than one occasion. And I should have said yes, it’s impossible.” Anthony looked disturbed. “Someone would first have to discover this machine exists. So far as I’m aware, no one knows of it except me, you and Caroline.”

Caroline, Anthony’s young and erstwhile assistant, would never breathe a word about Anthony’s inventions and Stephen knew he hadn’t. “Curious.”

“Then the thief would need to get past the door locks. And decipher just how to operate the machine.”

“Thief?” Stephen repeated.

“It is an act of thievery—one nothing can justify.  And she—it seems apparent from the evidence it has to be a she—must be brought to justice.” Anthony turned bright hazel eyes on his nephew. “That’s where you come in.”

“What—” Stephen began before they were interrupted. Caroline bustled into the workshop, her soft-soled shoes making barely a sound. She shot a look at the two men standing by the workbench and immediately joined them.

“Well,” she challenged in her brisk way. “And has Master Stephen any insights concerning our clue?”

“Not yet,” Anthony replied. “But he’s thinking. That’s a good brain he has in that skull of his, a very good brain indeed. Not so functional as mine perhaps but he inherited a measure of intelligence from his mother. That father of his however...”Anthony shook his head sadly, apparently despairing over the intellect of the unimaginative businessman his sister had married. Stephen in fact now worked for his father as an accountant and longed with his whole being to break out. At the age of twenty-four, he already dreaded the untold years of numeral-infested monotony ahead.

Caroline smiled. Not what might be called a raving beauty, she nevertheless possessed a pleasant face and a quick mind. Strange that such a woman would spend her time following the career of an outré inventor. Stephen supposed there must be something keeping her here and only hoped it wasn’t an attraction for him.

Certainly the red hairs couldn’t be hers. One of Caroline’s better features was her mane of soft, honey-colored hair.

“What do you think?” Stephen asked her.

“It’s intriguing. Someone’s managed not only to get in and out of here undetected, but to actually operate the machine—a procedure with which only we three are familiar.”

Stephen nodded. The time machine had in essence been constructed as a huge clock with a transfer chamber at its heart. He’d sat inside it once or twice with the gears, springs and other clockwork rising around him, and felt the tension of time fully wound and suspended.

He looked at his uncle. “Tell me again how you first noticed it had been used.” Maybe a clue, other than those bright hairs, would jump out at him.

“I’d left the unit fully wound because I wanted to discover how long it would hold tension. It should require days—weeks—for the mainspring to slacken. Yet when I returned the next morning the spring had completely run down.”

“But it remained in the same position here on the floor?”

Anthony scowled. “Nearly the same position. If you look closely you can see skid marks where the feet have scuffed the floor.”

“It moved,” Caroline breathed.

“It moved,” Stephen repeated. “And it always happens at night?”

“Yes. Following the first incident I did not leave the unit fully wound. But someone did wind it—and left the key in place.”

“Extraordinary.”

“Each time since, the key has been left in the winder.”

“And the locks on the doors?”

“All remained securely locked as I left them.”

Stephen and Caroline exchanged glances.

“And you say,” Stephen pressed, “this has happened an unknown number of times?”

“I cannot doubt it. Each time I inspected the machine closely. All the red hairs were found clinging to the back of the seat. Other things I found are assorted threads, grass and mud.”


A thrill chased its way up Stephen’s spine. “It’s been outdoors.”


“Yes and I never engaged it. This machine was assembled here and should not have been anywhere near grass.” Anthony shot Stephen a rueful glance. “In truth Nephew, I thought to ask you to pilot its maiden voyage—if voyage it can be called, time being a medium unto itself.”

“Voyage will have to do, Uncle.” Stephen did not pretend to completely understand the workings of this, Anthony’s greatest invention. He did know that the machine operated by slipping between the vibrations of time, being a tick behind or advanced of them. But only a tick—any more than that and neither the unit nor its occupant would survive intact.

“At least this proves one thing, Master Gregory,” Caroline commented. “The time machine works.”

“I suppose there is that, Caroline.” Anthony did not appear as elated as he should. “But there exists the very real chance I shall walk in here some morning and find nothing but an empty space where the unit should stand. And our miscreant may well lose her life.”

“So what’s to do? Chain it to the floor?”

“I trust you are being facetious, Nephew, for anyone intelligent enough to operate this machine would have the sense to employ a pair of iron-cutters.”

“Then what will you do?”

Anthony focused on Stephen again. “I’m glad you asked. I thought to employ stealth, along with a most valuable resource.”

Stephen lifted his eyebrows. “Which would be?”

“You, Nephew.”
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