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      Some years back, Veronica Scott and I embarked on a publishing adventure called Pets in Space®. For five years, we published one anthology a year and were thrilled with the response from readers.

      While I am no longer officially involved with Pets in Space®, I wanted to collect the stories I wrote over that five years into one volume for my readers. I did revisit Pets in Space® in 2025 with Echoes Beneath, which I have included in this collection so that all the pets will be together.

      The first five stories occur in my Project Enterprise universe, and I have added “The Real Dragon,” as a bonus read, which stands alone. (Sort of. I did bring one of the characters from the story into my series.)

      I hope you enjoy reading these collected stories as much as I enjoyed writing them!

      Perilously yours,

      Pauline
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      The Otherworldly Pets of Project Enterprise

      What do you get when you cross intergalactic danger, swoony heroes, fearless heroines, and pets that are anything but ordinary? You get Claws & Effect—a quirky, heartfelt collection of sci-fi romance adventures from USA Today bestselling author Pauline Baird Jones! [image: paw prints][image: sparkles]

      These aren’t your average companion animals—they sass, slither, squawk, and occasionally save the galaxy. Buckle up for five fun-filled stories of love, laughter, and a little chaos, starring the galaxy’s most unexpected MVPs: a caticorn, a chatty parrot, a prophetic python, a snarky frog, and one highly opinionated dragon.

      [image: rocket] Time Trap – Sergeant Briggs just wanted to recover and get back to work—not open a mystery package from Area 51 and accidentally unleash a woman claiming to be from the future and her sarcastic talking parrot. Now he's dodging threats from the Time Service Interdiction Force, helping save a base full of genius nerds, and maybe, just maybe, falling for a time-tossed troublemaker.

      [image: ringed planet] Operation Ark – Caro never expected to share a mission—or a spaceship—with a smoldering space pirate and a mischievous caticorn. Together, they must return alien refugees to their home planets while dodging a grudge-holding villain and their growing attraction.

      [image: robot] Cyborg’s Revenge – She’s tired of heartbreak. He’s tired of circuits. Can this bashful cyborg and his determined lady overcome betrayal, battle a terrifying enemy, and trust a snake who thinks he’s the hero of the story?

      [image: frog] General’s Holiday – All General Halliwell wanted was some peace, quiet, and a chance to channel his inner Picard. What he got was a woman with a wild tale, a frog with attitude, and a crisis that might end in either planetary doom—or a first kiss worth the risk.

      [image: cold face] Echoes Beneath — Echoes Beneath is a science fiction romance adventure set in the Project Enterprise universe, with alien mysteries, planetary peril, found family, and love tested under pressure.

      [image: fire] The Real Dragon (Bonus Short Story) – When Emma’s pet bearded dragon starts typing (yes, typing), her dad’s bossy bride-to-be may get more than she bargained for. One girl, one dragon, and a Texas-sized mess…what could possibly go wrong?

      [image: flying saucer] Full of romance, snark, interstellar shenanigans, and (very) unexpected heroes, Claws & Effect is your perfect escape into the paws-itively wild world of Project Enterprise. If you like heart, humor, and hot guys with laser blasters—and pets with plans—this collection is for you!

      (The Pets are back! Pets in Space 10 releases Oct 7, 2025 for a LIMITED time! Preorder your copy now to meet my newest pet!)
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        “Of all the stories in Embrace the Romance: Pets in Space 2, Time Trap was the most fun!”

      

      

      

      Hiding in time is not as easy as you’d think…

      

      USAF Engineer Master Sergeant Briggs—only his mother called him by his first name—is not enjoying his birthday. A year older and ordered to recuperate on a quiet bay away from the Garradian outpost, he’s ready to mutiny and go back to his beloved engines. When his friends send him a gift from Area 51, he figures it will relieve his boredom for an hour or so.

      Until he turns it on and he gets his second present of the day.

      Madison, and her parrot partner, Sir Rupert, are on the track of a traitor to the Rebellion when they time travel into a trap. Their only way out is via an old transport pad, but instead of sending them somewhere, it sends them back in time. Straight into the arms of the one man who could kick her tires and light her fires.

      She would like to get to know the handsome engineer, but the trouble following her can get people erased from existence. The fact he’s a hero, like her lost brother, just makes her want to protect him more.

      Briggs doesn’t trust time travelers—with good reason—but now he has to work with the unlikely pair because trouble is coming. Trouble that puts an outpost filled with geeks and ancient technology at risk. It’s not the first time he’s worked with a woman to save the universe, but it’s the first time he’s wanted to keep her for himself.

      If only she were a little older…

      With a Time Service Interdiction Force on their heels, can the three craft a plan that will save a base full of geniuses and technology and get them the happy ending they deserve?

      This short story originally appeared in Embrace the Romance: Pets in Space 2, Library Journal Best Book of 2017 (eOriginal) and USA Today bestseller.
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      Master Sergeant Briggs—yes, he had a first name, but only his mother had ever used it—stared somewhat balefully at the crate delivered to him by the lowliest Airman currently stationed on the so-secret-they-weren’t-even-supposed-to-think-about-it Garradian outpost. No one had wanted to be the one to bring it to him. Rumor was, there was a no-fly zone over his “recuperation sector.” What a bunch of wimps. So he was kinda grouchy about being side-lined for his health. And turning a year older.

      Who wouldn’t be? Jeez, he’d been banished to a freaking hut. So he’d gotten shot. It was a graze. That maybe got an alien infection, but he’d kicked that to the curb. And what do they do? They park him on a bay overlooking a freaking ocean. It was hot, but it wasn’t the heat bugging him. It was all this freaking fresh air. Like he was some kind of beach bum or suffering a mid-life crisis, instead of a guy who lived and died for planes and spaceships and the motors that made them move. His lungs needed engine fumes, not tropical breezes. He needed work, not a birthday present.

      He glared at the crate. It didn’t flee. Just sat there. Only two people he knew would be brassy enough to send him a birthday present, especially right now.

      Sara Donovan and Doc Clementyne.

      He could hear them laughing all the way from the Milky Way. They wouldn’t be laughing when they turned forty five. Five years to fifty. How the hotel did that happen? He wasn’t supposed to get older if he took a trip to a galaxy far, far away. He was pretty sure someone had promised him he’d get younger if he signed on the dotted line. Or if not younger, then that he wouldn’t get older. Some kind of paradox or something.

      About to stomp away from the crate, he hesitated. Donovan and the Doc did know him pretty well. Were they busting his chops? Or sending him a lifeline?

      If they didn’t want to drop and give him twenty when he got back to Earth, there’d better be something interesting in there. He pulled out his army knife—one on steroids—and selected a chunky blade. He applied this—with force—to the nails holding the lid down. Yanked the lid back and tossed it aside. There was a note on top of the straw. At least they’d been smart enough not to send him an actual birthday card.

      

      We found this in the Area 51 garage sale and immediately thought of you.

      Cha-cha-cha,

      Donovan and Doc (and their significant others)

      P.S. According to the files, this was collected on 2789645. Ring any bells?

      

      Area 51 garage sale. He chuckled. He should have known. Those two did know the way to make his engineer’s heart happy. He dug through the straw, tossing it aside. The late afternoon wind would clear it away. The wind was like the tide. It came. It went. Every freaking day. Weren’t even any damn birds chirping on this blasted place. What kind of island didn’t have birds?

      His hand struck metal, he felt around for the edges, and lifted it clear. Heavy little sucker. It pulled at his wound, but he ignored that and carried it over to the rough table he’d built on his second day of exile, using some of the driftwood washed in by the foxtrot tide. The local doc could tell him to take it easy, but she couldn’t make him do it. If he’d had the parts, he’d have given the table an engine. And driven it back to the base.

      He set the big disc down on top of the table and stepped back to study it. Not exactly promising. Looked like a manhole cover. Maybe those two were jerking his chain. Only his knowledge of Donovan and the Doc kept him from heaving it into the surf.

      And the fact that Area 51 did not save manhole covers, not even for garage sales.

      2789645? Actually that did ring a few bells.

      He pulled up the stool he’d also made, and considered the item, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. If memory served—which it might not now that he was so foxtrot old—that was the first planet they’d dropped a team on back in the early days of Project Enterprise, when they weren’t sure any of it was going to work.

      The planet had had a barely habitable atmosphere, some algae that only excited the botanists and this. The geeks had studied it for a while, but had lost interest when it didn’t do anything. No one had asked him to look at it then, and he’d had other priorities, so he didn’t care.

      Now? He might care a little.

      He’d gotten that desperate.

      Why had they sent him this thing? Something about it must have interested them. He leaned back wondering how they got their hands on it, and then how they got it to him for his birthday—all without getting him or themselves flagged and hauled in to explain. Until he remembered who they were. Alone, those two were dangerous. Together? Lethal. He liked that about them. And they could dance. He’d always hoped to find a permanent dance partner—but he didn’t hang out in the right places for that kind of woman.

      He sighed. Reached out a finger and flicked the edge of the metal. He wasn’t worried about touching it. If there’d been any danger in touching it, someone would already be dead. Or turned into an alien.

      It was thicker than a manhole cover. No sign of a seam on the sides. He ran his hands across the top. It was rough, mostly from mild corrosion, he decided. His fingers found indentations that could be an alien version of screws or bolts. He lifted it up and studied the rim, rolling it left, then right. Lines were cut in the rim, not unlike a coin, but then his fingers found two depressions, side by side. He pushed them both. They gave, but nothing happened. Not a surprise. The geeks had probably done that much.  He pulled out his cheaters—one of those gifts that keep on giving for crossing into over-forty range—and studied the rim. Was there a seam?

      He turned it over. The bottom was dotted with multiple ovals that formed a circular grid across the surface. He touched one of the holes. It indented about an inch. He felt around. Was that wiring he felt in there?

      “What do you do?” he muttered. The wind and the tide didn’t know.

      Time to see if he could open this bad boy up. Be nice to put one over on the geeks of Area 51.
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      They dropped through the time tunnel in a dark rush, the landing a jolt that shook Madison all the way from her toes to the top of her head. Good thing she knew how to stick a landing. She didn’t move and thought she wasn’t breathing until her nostrils filled with the pungent scent of cleaning supplies and the dust their arrival had stirred up. With her knees still bent from the landing, she wiggled her nose, trying to head off an errant sneeze.

      The fear of getting shot helped. This was their most vulnerable moment. It took a few seconds for all the molecules to settle, during which they were an easy target.

      When no one shot them, she eased her weapon free and flicked it to stun. She wasn’t supposed to kill people for fear of messing up the timeline. But they could kill her. So not fair.

      After another moment of assessing silence, she pulled out her handy little scans-for-almost-everything device with her other hand, and flicked it on. The scanner had a fancier name but even its initials were too long to remember. With her weapon extended, she lifted the scanner up next to it and studied the faintly glowing screen, looking for something she might have to shoot, well, stun. No other life signs, at least in the immediate vicinity. She adjusted the settings with her thumb, scanning wider. No one but them so far.

      Of course, the opposition could be wearing a fancy heat-blocking suit, too. But for now the intel that had sent them here looked to be decent. She didn’t let herself get optimistic. There was still a lot that could go wrong.

      Sir Rupert’s claws dug into her shoulder, as he poked his beak up out of his specially designed-for-him backpack. He wasn’t good at whispering, so he used his claws to ask for an update. She felt the soft brush of feathers against her neck and lifted her index finger, her signal for “just a minute.”

      She changed the settings again, this time scanning for threats inside this room. Found nothing, which would be one of the reasons she’d chosen to arrive here.

      Even the tightest security types didn’t think about teching up the janitor’s closet. Not that they really needed to double down in this room when this outpost was thick with beyond-the-latest in protection and detection technology—if their intel was right.

      There should be—yup, there they were. The master security feed wires ran into, and out of, a box in the corner of this room. This would be the other reason she’d chosen to arrive here. One really didn’t want to land in a motion-sensor-rich zone to take out, say, the motion sensors.

      She navigated around a bucket, then a mop. Man, you’d think people would come up with a better way to clean in the future.

      She scanned the junction box for alarms, then felt along the sides with her fingers—she liked to use high and low tech—and when she was satisfied there were no trip wires, she shone her light on what looked like a keyhole. She looked closer. Amazing. It was a keyhole.

      She shook her head, pulled out a lock pick, and popped it open. The guts were high tech again, so she used her handy dandy line-tapping thingy, and soon she was looking at the station’s video feeds on a small screen. She shifted between the various views, looking for signs of trouble. This station was, according to the intel, a kind of safe house and time travel research center.

      As she studied the feeds, she also noted the arrangement of hallways, sleeping areas, offices, a couple of labs, the arrival and departures room, and the inevitable time command center. It pretty much matched the map she’d been given prior to her briefing, and according to her time chronometer, she had nailed her time landing.

      She gave herself a mental thumbs-up because her hands were full.

      Once she was sure of her route, she fired up the recording program, just in case anyone was monitoring this particular time. While that was doing its thing, she went into the guts of the programming, studying their scanning and blocking tech.

      She wasn’t a geek, but thanks to good briefings, she played one during time ops. She frowned. It wasn’t at the level she’d been told to expect. A niggle of unease created a nagging, unreachable itch between her shoulder blades.

      If she could have, she’d have flashed out right then, but how did she explain the niggle to the very tough new guy, who probably had something to prove since he’d just been promoted?

      Still uneasy, she turned off anything she couldn’t false feed, then started her recordings looping. It was kind of old school, but Madison was really old school. And she liked to throw in curveballs so the opposition couldn’t get a good file on her. Being predictable was the kiss of death in the time travel biz.

      She went super high tech on the motion sensors. Motion sensors were evil. And sneaky. The motion sensors were easier to mess over than she’d expected, too. Her niggle went up a notch.

      Sir Rupert must have felt her stiffen. He emerged from his pack and perched on her shoulder so he could ruffle his wings. “Well?”

      “Too easy,” she told him. Of course, there was no way to know if anything she’d done had worked until they opened that door. At that point they’d either get shot or not.

      Their geeks could jump forward in time and get the latest devices, but so could the Time Service. It was a quiet battle of wits fought across the whole canvas of time, though neither side culled much tech from early in time.

      Wasn’t much call for catapults in a time outpost, or anywhere else she’d been. Though she remained hopeful. In her opinion there was something kinda majestic about hurling large objects long distances.

      “One or two niggles?” Sir Rupert asked.

      They might have done a few too many ops together. “I’m up to two.”

      “Tell me when you hit three,” he said.

      “Roger that.”

      For a parrot, he had some big, brass ones. And like her, he knew that so much access to so much tech meant these outposts were getting harder and harder to crack, even with good intel from their spies in the Service.

      They both knew that the quality of the intel had been declining. Hard to pinpoint exactly when with time travel in the mix. All that bouncing around in time, sometimes she forgot what she knew and when.

      It was the new guy, a former security chief on a space station, who had figured out they had a mole. Which could mean their spies had been erased or reprogrammed.

      She closed the panel and turned toward the door but wasn’t quite ready to cross the space between. She reminded herself this intel was supposed to be solid as a rock—one traveling through space and time. Which meant it was solid until it wasn’t.

      She still had doubts about a mole, or so Madison had heard, but She must have approved the mission. Madison also knew that the details had been tightly controlled. Only Madison, Sir Rupert, the new guy, and She knew about it. Even the geek who’d talked her through the tech didn’t know when or where they were headed.

      And Madison was the only one who had picked the exact time and place. Knowing that didn’t help the niggle, in fact, it made it worse, but not quite to a level three yet.

      Had Madison somehow given them away? She trusted everyone but She, but not because Madison thought She was a mole. It was She’s utter ruthlessness that made Madison uneasy around her.

      It was probably a good quality for a Rebellion leader, but it did make a lowly minion uneasy. Madison could admit that this prejudice could also have something to do with when she’d been born, at a time when heroes beat the bad guys by being heroic instead of ruthless.

      She hesitated, trying to pinpoint where her uneasy originated from. Madison had been told it was almost impossible to jump back in time and change the outcome of an op—there was even an equation for it.

      But “almost” wasn’t for sure, and that didn’t mean the opposition hadn’t learned how—or that She would tell her minions if the opposition had closed that loophole. Frankly, the way both sides had agents bouncing around in time, it was miracle they didn’t collide in transit.

      So Madison had two rules. She never believed everything she was told, and she always expected the worst—without going full on pessimist about it. More in the vein of “it was what it was,” with a little of “what will be will be” thrown in there.

      She’d escaped the Time Service agents more than once because of her rules.

      And because she believed the niggles in the middle of her back.

      According to their intel source, the mole had been, or was here on this outpost right now, only in another time. Dwelling on him being here, but not here, made her head hurt. She worked better without a headache.

      The science said that because all of time was aligned somehow—blah, blah, complicated equation—there were echoes, that these echoes could bleed through both time and space. There were certain species that could perceive these echoes. Wasn’t it a nice coincidence that Sir Rupert was one of those species?

      All they had to do was get in, let him look around, and leave without getting captured or wiped out of existence by the Time Service.

      Easy peasy.

      In other words, just another day—or millennium—in the Rebellion.

      She realized Sir Rupert had left her shoulder. He was standing in front of a large disc that had been propped up against the wall, partly concealed by some cleaning paraphernalia.

      “I haven't seen one of these for, well, for a very long time.”

      Madison directed her pinpoint beam at it. “What is it?”

      “It’s a transport pad. This is the precursor to the time travel launch pads.”

      “Seriously?” She shouldn’t take the time, but they were in what the geeks would call a minor time flux. Which meant they had lots of time until they didn’t. She joined the bird, running her light over what looked like a manhole cover. “You’ve gotta be kidding. Who had the nerve to use that thing?”

      Sir Rupert regarded her with some amusement in his dark eyes. “I did.”

      “Oh. Well.” She grinned. “No one ever said you lacked nerve.”

      He ruffled his wings, like he might be pleased.

      “Let’s get going,” he said. He fluttered back up onto her shoulder, and worked his way back into the pack, his moment of nostalgia for the good old days over.

      “You’re the boss,” she said, then added. “Keep your beak down.”

      Maybe if he dug his claws into her niggle, it would go away. Or at least give it a nice scratch.

      She activated the door and when it slid back, she peered out. The silence—and lack of shots fired at them—were somewhat reassuring. She stepped out and turned left, padding silently down the hall toward the command center.
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      Briggs fitted the outside cover back in place. It had been an interesting exercise getting it open. A mix of WD-40 and a magnet did the trick. Sometimes you had to go low tech on high tech crap.

      The interior had been interesting. Not as interesting as an interstellar engine, but better than an inanimate table.

      He was pretty sure he’d found the break in the wiring—some duct tape fixed that—and then he’d traced said wiring back to what had to be the on/off switch on the outer rim.

      The power source had been the most interesting thing about the disc. Even almost depleted, it looked like it packed a lot in a small space. He’d almost taken it out—that would interest the geeks more than anything about the disc—but he wanted to see if he could turn the sucker on first.

      If he could get one over on the geeks at Area 51, well, that would be his second birthday present.

      He tightened everything down, then turned it over so the dots were facing up. He had his cellphone—he couldn’t phone home, but they’d launched a small satellite because the geeks missed being able to text—set up to record some video. Geeks always wanted proof.

      He adjusted it using the selfie stick he’d gotten as a joke gift at the Doc’s bachelor party. This he’d rigged into a crude tripod. Now he carefully zoomed it in on the disc and turned on recording. He circled back to the device, careful not to block the video.

      He looked at the camera, he should probably say something, but he was better with tools than words. Didn’t they say pictures were worth more anyway? He depressed the switch on the side and stepped back.

      This time something happened.

      There was a low hum that slowly built to just shy of annoying. He heard the moveable parts inside start to move.

      First one of the dots turned faintly red, then red flowed across the top of the disc. More humming and moving parts sounds, and the circles turned from red to green all at the same time, sending beams of green light toward the sky at least six feet in the air.

      Interesting. Still not sure what it did.

      He was tempted to stick a finger into one of the beams, but he knew better. Funny how knowing didn’t stop the wanting.

      Oh, the human condition.

      He looked around, found a stick, and carried it back to the beams. He poked it into one of the green lights. The stick glowed green, but nothing happened for a count of three, maybe four, then the end of the stick vanished.

      Okay. Birthday present number three. Got to keep all his fingers.

      And he now knew this thing did something. Wasn’t sure what, but something. He went and shut off the video, then turned back to do the same to the disc, but right then the hum increased in intensity and the green lights began to pulse.
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      Thanks to a sudden increase in her niggle—and a minor change in airflow—Madison ducked before the first shot sizzled past where she’d been standing.

      Crouched behind a control panel, she fired back and was already changing position before that shot reached the other side of the room. She might have heard a muffled thump, as if someone had dropped to the floor. Hopefully it was not of their own freewill. Fire was returned where she’d been, then tracked to each side.

      That would be why she kept moving.

      Sir Rupert, who had poked his beak out of the pack so he could use his super power, now ducked back down, so far it felt like his claws were digging into her rear. The pack had some deflective qualities, which she hoped they wouldn’t need.

      Memo to self: if it niggled like a trap, it was probably a trap. It could be a fluke, she reminded herself. Maybe someone dropped in and found everything off.

      Bad luck happened, too. It wasn’t always a trap. Only time would tell which it was, an irony she wished she had time to appreciate.

      She got a dig in the back, which meant Sir Rupert thought it was time to go.

      Good idea, might be hard to make happen. She didn’t have time to check, but she had a feeling all the station’s stuff was back on.

      Supposedly this suit would mask their location and they could do an emergency flash out even with blocking tech deployed, but a failed flash out would mark her position for them like a big arrow in the sky.

      Not even she could tumble and dance herself out of the kind of fire that would attract. And—there was that thing about not believing everything she was told.

      A stench was growing around this op that was making her question everything. But Sir Rupert would have told her immediately if the mole was in the op information chain.

      They might still be able to jump out from the closet, if they could get there. Unless that gap had been left open on purpose, a gap in coverage designed to lure them in. All roads led to this being a trap, but that should have been impossible.

      As if she hadn’t learned that the impossible was only impossible until it wasn’t.

      She kept her body between Sir Rupert and the incoming—he was more important than she was—as she began to retreat along the shortest route back to the closet.

      And—this is why she got picked for these missions—as a former gymnast, she knew how to move in ways even highly trained Time Service agents didn’t expect.

      She initiated an intricate and random series of tumbles, leaps, and rolls—careful to keep her pack from coming close to touching the ground, or any other objects, or being exposed to enemy fire. Music in her head helped, though she missed hearing the real thing.

      As opportunities presented, she fired back and even went high at one point. No one ever expected that. She fired down on them from some kind of file cabinet, and then dropped down, using it for cover while she got her bearings.

      Lots of shots incoming. And they were blue, which meant they were trying to stun her. For now. But the color of the shots told her something else.

      This was a Time Service Interdiction Squad. Their best and brightest. Could it be Boris out there—she shut that thought off at the root. Don’t go there.

      If they caught sight of Sir Rupert, they wouldn’t settle for knocking her out. They would not risk him getting off this outpost with what could be in his head.

      Would their scanning be able to separate his profile from hers? The pack was supposed to prevent that, too. But…oddly enough, sometimes the super tech got too sophisticated for its own good and missed the small stuff. Like a parrot.

      She would have liked to figure out what gave them away—apparently still hoping this wasn’t a trap—but she was too busy dealing with what was.

      She had a slight edge, or so she hoped. Unlike many of the other rebels, she’d never been a Time Service agent, so their intel on her should be limited to those scans taken during past ops, which varied based on the sophistication of the tech used at the time.

      With time travel in the mix, she never said never. But at least they’d never had a chance to dig around inside her head. People could try to be unpredictable, but they tended to be unpredictable in ways that sophisticated tech could predict. Yeah, another equation.

      She reached the hallway opening and flattened against the wall in a low crouch, angled so that Sir Rupert was protected as much as possible. She felt the vibration as more station systems came online. Didn’t have time to see if they’d found her video loops. She was pretty sure they’d be able to track her soon, if they weren’t already.

      Just in case they weren’t, she dug in her pocket for one of the pebbles she invariably kept there for moments like this, and tossed it well away from where she wanted to go. It clinked against the metal floor and a flurry of shots crisscrossed the spot. Still blue.

      The volume of shots confirmed her suspicion she was up against a squad. Kind of flattering. In a not wonderful way.

      None of the shots had come from the door she wanted to go through. Apparently she was supposed to just dive through. Because the best and brightest the Time Service could muster would leave one door unguarded.

      She did a crouching roll across the opening—she did have a bird on her back—and fired multiple rounds through the opening, laying down a wide spread to clear her path ahead, then she was up, following her fire down the hall.

      It was a nice narrow hallway with no alcoves to hide in. Hopefully the hostiles on her heels would be just far enough behind to give her time to get to the closet.

      The doors lining the hall were all metal, so any that were partly open she lit up as she ran past. Amazing how hot a metal door got from even one energy blast. Her weapon wasn’t set to stun. Not anymore.

      She heard cursing, and at least one body hitting the ground.

      Shots came from behind now, tracking after her like angry bees. She was still doing her gymnast thing, but the hallway was narrow.

      She needed to get out of it and fast. She returned fire from a low position, her flip taking her into the shallow protection of the closet door.

      Her shoulder was out just far enough to catch a blast that almost spun her away from the door. That wasn’t a stun. But not a kill shot either. She staggered from the hit and pain, but managed to stick it. Sir Rupert gave a soft squawk.

      “You hit?” She pressed in closer, angling to protect him, fired off some shots and hit the control to open the door, ignoring the pain spreading out from her shoulder and trying to cloud her thinking.

      “No.”

      She fired another spread, then the door opened at her back, and they were inside the closet. The door closed and she fired on it, aiming at the handle and hinges until they glowed bright red. Only then did she reach up and try to flash out.

      Not a huge shock when they didn’t.

      Might be damage from the hit, but most likely the opposition closed the hole they used to get in. Also meant their intel on the suit was wrong. Or they’d upgraded for it already, but⁠—

      “Blocked?” Sir Rupert asked, making his way back to her shoulder.

      “Yeah.” She should have tried to jump sooner⁠—

      “They locked this place down before they started firing,” Sir Rupert said, as if he knew what she was thinking. Which he probably did. He was that smart. He didn’t waste time bemoaning the failure of the suit to perform as advertised.

      Multiple shots made the metal door rattle in its frame. They had maybe thirty seconds. Probably less.

      “The transport pad,” Sir Rupert said.

      “Why did I know you were going to say that?” Had she had the same thought? Was that why she’d retreated here? Sometimes if felt like even she didn’t know what she was thinking. She crossed to it and started to lower it.

      “Not that side.”

      “Heavy bugger.” She flipped it over, wincing as pain flared brighter in her shoulder. She blinked spots away, kicked the bucket and mop to the side so there’d be room for it to lay flat. She glanced back. Red spots were appearing on the metal door. Spots that glowed and expanded as the metal began to melt.

      “Turn it on here.” Sir Isaac’s beak touched the spot, then he hopped on the device.

      She depressed the spot. There was a hum, but it felt like a long time before the circles turned red.

      She glanced back again, maybe ten seconds, and they’d be through. She pointed her weapon at the door, preparing to take a stand if she had to.

      Sir Rupert was the one who had to escape. She took a quick look back, but he was gone. Just a pattern of green beams shooting up from the disc and piercing the ceiling.

      “Man, I hope you know where we’re going.”

      A pinhole opened in the door, growing rapidly as they concentrated fire on that spot.

      The shots were red now. One red beam skimmed by her other shoulder as she scrambled onto the device.

      The door burst open, weapons firing at, and sparking off, the green beams—then the room vanished in a tunnel that was both familiar and not familiar.

      Just a transport pad, she reminded herself, but the ride felt like more than that. It was beyond rough. She tumbled and bounced around in the tunnel. Saw the white light coming and tried to slow down. Couldn’t. Tried to aim for the center. Didn’t think she’d nailed it.

      She might be about to find out about catapults, though…

      The transit sped up. Wasn’t going to stick this landing. Be lucky she didn’t break something. With a spin she flew head first through the center of the circle of light…
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      Something catapulted out of the green beams of light like it had been hurled, something that squawked loudly as it tumbled beak over claws, just missing Briggs’ head.

      The spinning tumble continued unchecked toward a stand of palm-like trees. Somehow it recovered, made a narrow pass between two tree trunks, then circled back to a landing on the peak of the cottage.

      It ruffled its feathers as if annoyed, then began to preen itself.

      A parrot? He blinked. The green body, with a band of red just above the beak looked parrot-like.

      “That’s not something you see every day.” Particularly in this birdless place. Too bad he’d already turned off the video. No one would believe he really saw a parrot shooting out of that thing.

      The bird looked up and Briggs had the odd feeling it had understood him. He’d heard parrots were pretty smart. He glanced back at the disc. At least now he was pretty sure it was some kind of a transport pad. Definitely needed to get the power supply out⁠—

      He heard the hum build again and turned fully around, just in time to catch what flew out next. Instinctively his arms wrapped around the very humanoid—very female—form it ejected.

      He staggered a few steps and then went down. The sand was harder than he’d have thought. His breath rushed out as they slid toward the water, his arms still wrapped around the woman.

      When they hit wet sand, they slowed, and finally stopped. He felt water soaking into his shirt and heard the waves hitting close to his head. Took him a couple of tries before he could grab some shallow breaths. Each one was filled with the smell of salt, woman, and singed something.

      He could feel the female struggling to catch her breath, too. Yeah, she was definitely female. Almost every inch of her was pressed against a lot of him, creating a different problem in catching his breath.

      In the sudden silence, the bird squawked once.

      Over on the table, the disc’s beams flickered, there was a popping sound from inside, and it went dark, smoke puffing out the holes on the top. Great. Now he didn’t even have a depleted power supply to show the geeks.

      “Ow.”

      Her voice was pained, but, well, nice. She took a couple of deep breaths that increased Briggs’ male holding a female problem. He wasn’t as old as he’d thought.

      He would have shifted her off, didn’t want it to get embarrassing, and he would like to catch his breath, but the thing digging into his ribs felt a lot like some kind of gun. If she twitched wrong…

      She muttered something that could have been a cuss word.

      “…that hurt.”

      It was something of a relief she spoke very American sounding English, but also a worry. What was she doing on this top-secret outpost? He’d bet real money this was not what Donovan and Doc had had in mind when they sent him the disc to play with.

      The weapon retreated as she rolled off him and onto the sand. She didn’t get up, just lay there staring at the sky, her chest rising and falling quickly.

      He yanked his gaze off her chest and sat up. Only, the changed angle made her harder to see. Was that some kind of high-tech camo?

      If it was, it was damaged. One second she was part of the horizon, next he could see her very nicely put together figure encased in a black suit.

      She muttered again but all he heard was, “…buggers shoot better than I thought they could…”

      She lifted the hand holding the weapon, then looked at it as if surprised to find it in her hand. It was impressive she’d kept hold of it during that landing.

      She stared at it then looked at him. She seemed about to say something, but instead she rolled over and got up, the movement of her body smooth and graceful.

      Oh yeah, she was a girl. If he’d had any doubts after the close proximity check. Almost idly, he thought, bet she could dance a great cha-cha. And he wished he could get a better look at that weapon. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen, even around this outpost.

      “You’re flickering.”

      That sounded like it came from the peak of the hut. Briggs got up, not nearly as smoothly as the woman.

      Because he was a guy, and he had his pride, he kept the wincing to a minimum. His wound had not liked the slam against woman or ground, though other parts of him hadn’t minded the woman-slamming part.

      He thought he saw her touch something near her shoulder, and the camo faded, leaving just the black suit. Now he could see it had lines of silver running through the tight fitting black.

      He gave a half tug at the neck of his tee shirt. Very, very tight fitting. He’d have spent more time matching brief memory with reality, but, as if she just realized he might be dangerous, she lifted the gun and pointed it at him.

      His gaze narrowed. He was not in the mood to get shot again. He made a half move toward her.

      “Don’t.” She flicked something on the weapon.

      He assessed his chances. He could take it from her. Did he want to? She looked like kind of cute standing there and the look in her eyes said she really didn’t want to shoot him. There was definitely a glint of humor in her chocolate-brown eyes.

      Her lips twitched. “Stun hurts almost as bad as getting shot.” She rotated one shoulder. “And getting shot is the pits.”

      He couldn’t argue with that, his hand lifting to cover his own protesting injury. He should have just taken it from her while they were on the ground.

      His gut said she was dangerous, but something else told him she wasn’t dangerous to him—at least—he backed away from finishing that thought. Took a tug at his tee shirt neck again. Damn the heat in this place.

      “You okay?”

      He started to answer, but realized she wasn’t talking to him.

      “I am fine.” The bird squawked once, then flew down, making a neat landing on her shoulder.

      All she needed was an eyepatch to look like a pirate, standing there with her shoulders back, her chin up, and her feet planted. Her grin was sassy.

      “Thanks for breaking my, um, fall,” she said.

      More heat bloomed where it shouldn’t. He opened his mouth to answer, but she holstered the weapon like a pirate. Then she reached up toward a now visible line of buttons situated just below her shoulder blade and pressed one of them.

      There was a distinct pop and smoke jetted out of her suit from the back.

      The bird glanced back. “Well, that’s embarrassing.”
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      Embarrassing didn’t quite cover it. At least the big guy, the very nice looking big guy—she flicked her gaze up and down—seemed pretty unfazed by their abrupt arrival—and failure to depart. He might even be kind of amused.

      Madison might be impressed.

      And, by the way, she’d totally lost her fascination with catapults.

      She was lucky he’d been there to catch her. Of course, he was big enough to catch two of her.

      She studied him. He had looked annoyed when she first pointed her ray gun at him, but now? Hard to say. Was that a twinkle buried deep in his eyes?

      She liked the eyes, with or without a twinkle. Even drawn in a line, his mouth was—she ran a fingertip along hers and sighed. Made her gaze move on. Military haircut and bearing. The tee shirt was stretched across a chest she had good reason to know was well-muscled and unyielding. And yet, the landing had managed to be pleasant for all that.

      His denim shorts exposed tree-trunk legs planted in a way that should have made her nervous. Okay, he did make her a little nervous.

      He could probably take her down with his pinkie finger. She felt a little color steal into her cheeks as she recalled how it felt to be held against him. All of him. The iron bars of his arms around her. His afternoon beard had been nicely rough against her cheek, his mouth temptingly close.

      Did he date older women? Who pointed ray guns at him?

      Sir Rupert’s wings brushed the side of her head, as he lifted off, circling the clearing, then landing on a rough-hewn table parked in front of a rustic cottage. Had she landed in Robinson Crusoe land? The guy sure looked the part.

      Sir Rupert gave a small squawk, his version of a snort, perhaps, his claws lifting briefly. So what if the big guy was the only non-time traveling male she’d met in, well, she didn’t know how long. It wasn’t that relationships were discouraged in the Rebellion.

      The new guy had a wife. But it was tough to get involved with someone who could be years younger than you, or crazy ancient, when you finally had that date.

      At least it was easy to shake off the bad ones. Don’t call me, I’ll call you took on a whole new meaning in time travel.

      As if he sensed her random and inappropriate thought processes, Sir Rupert ruffled his fathers and walked around the manhole cover.

      Still troubled by the rustic setting, she considered the big guy, then decided he could have already taken her down if he were so inclined. She let her hand drop away from her weapon—oh yeah, that hurt—and walked over next to the boss.

      “Won’t that just take us back,” she stopped, slanting a glance at the guy, “where we came from?”

      The big guy appeared to hesitate, too, then walked to the other side of the table from her. “If I was asked, I’d say you depleted the power source and that thing won’t take you anywhere.”

      He was a pretty cool customer. Despite the, um, rustic surroundings, he’d clearly had contact with tech. Fixing tech was not her skill set. Breaking it? Yeah, she had that down pat.

      “No,” Sir Rupert said, continuing to circle the disc as if that would somehow make it work again. He angled his head to look at her. “They knew right where to shoot.”

      Now that he’d mentioned it, she felt air from what must be a hole in the shoulder of her suit. And possibly some sluggish bleeding. And just like that the pain rose in a wave.

      This made the horizon waver for several seconds and her stomach gave a nauseous bump. She firmly pushed it all to the back of her brain. Because the niggle was back between her shoulder blades.

      The squad couldn’t use the manhole cover to follow them here, so that might be a relief, but could they track them some other way?

      She looked around again. Where was here? She turned back to the big guy, tried out a smile. It felt like it hit a deflector shield and fell into the sand at her feet with a painful plop. He crossed his arms over his chest—man, that was a great chest if his tee shirt wasn’t lying—and she knew it wasn’t.

      “We don’t care for Time Service agents around here.”

      Madison looked quickly at Sir Rupert. He was the boss.

      “Neither do we,” he said.

      The big guys brows arched skeptically. If he’d had dealings with the Service, which he clearly had, she did not blame him.

      “You’re not Time Service…agents…” The sardonic tone faltered a bit as his gaze fell on Sir Rupert.

      Okay, so he’d run into agents, but not Sir Rupert’s Militarian species. That was interesting. What would he think when he found out the bird was in charge of the op? Sir Rupert gave her a tiny nod, though his glance also advised caution. Like she didn’t know that.

      “We’re, well, I guess you’d call us the opposition.” Tip-toeing through minefields was her thing, assuming it was an actual minefield. But emotional mine fields? Not so much. Her ears were starting to buzz as the pain indicated it did not like being ignored. “Do you mind if I sit down? I don’t feel that great.”

      She got a hard stare from the big guy and a very brief nod. She gripped the table as she sank onto the stool. She leaned an elbow on the table and tried to slow her breathing. Cause each breath hurt like a son of a gun. Been a while since she’d taken a hit this bad. If it had hit her somewhere else—but Sir Rupert was right, whoever fired it had known right where to point and shoot.

      Must be frustrating when he or she saw Madison vanish via the manhole cover. She would have chuckled, but that would hurt, too. Through a growing haze she met the big guy’s hard, distrustful gaze. So why did she sense something else from him? Why wasn’t she that worried?

      “I’d let you point my ray gun at me, but it only works for me.” She lifted it clear of the holster and set it on the table top, then shoved it toward the big guy. Sir Rupert let out a muted squawk that she took to be a protest. Or agreement. Sometimes it was hard for her to tell.

      “DNA or handprint?” The big guy asked, managing to keep one eye on them, as he snagged her ray gun and studied it with what she’d call professional interest.

      “DNA,” she told him, her voice oddly distant from the rest of her.

      He quirked a brow. “Ray gun?”

      “It has a fancy name that I can’t ever remember,” she admitted. And that’s what they’d called them in the books and movies from her time, a time where a girl like her wouldn’t have got to look at one, let alone get to point and shoot one at bad guys.

      She could tell by the way he handled it, he was comfortable with weapons. If her head would clear, she’d figure out what that meant for them. Beads of sweat began to track down the sides of her face and the wavering horizon began to blur. She needed to stay awake, to stay focused. There was her niggle…

      Sir Rupert fluttered over to the edge of the table with a worried squawk. “You are injured. I should have realized…”

      His words kind of faded so she missed the end. The horizon steadied for a second, long enough for her to see two moons, dim in the late afternoon sky, but definitely two moons hanging there over the big guy’s shoulder.

      She rubbed her mouth, her hand coming away damp with cold sweat. “This isn’t Earth.”

      The big guy lowered her weapon, his gaze sharpening.

      Sir Rupert looked up, his feathers ruffling.

      “What year is this?” She tried to look around, but that was a very bad idea. Spikes of pain shot up from her shoulder, stabbing into her brain and everything spun fast enough to ramp up the nausea.

      From a long way away she heard her voice say, “Usually I can make a good guess, but this place doesn’t give much away.” She tried to grin, but it felt like it wavered more than the horizon. She was talking too much, but couldn’t stop herself.

      “Who are you?” He had his Sphinx on, though he did glance at the bird this time.

      “I am Sir Rupert.” He ruffled his feathers importantly.

      It might actually be his real name. Birds didn’t have the same risks with sharing their real names. It was hard to track down a flock and pick out the one bird who could erase you from existence.

      Time was not only fluid, but apparently had a sense of humor. Let’s make sure, it said, probably snickering somewhere out there, that you remember people you can never see again, because they didn’t exist anymore. And then let’s put you in position to fix all kinds of time paradoxes. But not that one.

      Never that one, thank you so much, Boris.

      The big guy was looking at her now, she realized, though it seemed his expression had softened. Or her gaze was getting blurrier. Probably that one. He wanted a name, she realized fuzzily.

      “Scarlet Doe.” It embarrassed her to say it out loud. Even about to pass out from pain, she blushed. She met his ironic gaze. “I told them it was the worst fake⁠—”

      “Code name,” Sir Rupert interposed.

      “Code name, worst code name ever.” The big guy’s brows rose and his look said, give me something better than that if you want my help. She couldn’t give him her real name, so she gave him the one she’d used in her head for so long it felt like her real name. “Madison. You can call me Madison.”

      Her insides tensed, despite the pain that caused, as the name dropped into the gentle sea breeze and rose through the air toward the warm, high sun.

      The horizon didn’t tremble or reverberate, at least not in a time-ish way. That’s how she would have known that somewhere that name had registered with someone.

      Real names in time travel were dangerous, existence threatening, but so was time travel. Besides, all they could do now was kill her.

      For her, well, she didn’t exist, though it had been a near thing, a fluke in time. But even she needed something to anchor her to her past, even if it was gone. It was so easy to lose yourself in time. And for someone who had been doing it as long as she had? That anchor was as critical to her survival as staying hidden.

      They all knew it, so they were careful about using those anchors outside their own minds. Until now, not even Sir Rupert had heard the name Madison. Which begged the question, why had she told the big guy? And the answer came back in two parts.

      He would know a lie if he heard it.

      And for some reason she was too foggy to figure out, it was important he believed her. She wanted him to trust her.

      “And you are?” she asked, then was sorry because he probably only had a real name.

      “Briggs.”

      It felt like her chin sank deeper into the palm she rested it on.

      “Briggs.” She smiled at him, felt the cloudiness of her gaze, even as she worried at how much their arrival would put him at risk. “Nice to meet you, Briggs.”

      He frowned and stepped closer. “You are hurt.”

      “Yes.” She felt the clouds going dark, felt herself listing to the side—felt those strong arms lock around her for the second time. “Thanks again,” she murmured, her head dropping to rest against his truly wonderful chest as her lights went out.
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      Briggs carried Madison inside the hut and settled her on his bed. Her waist was ringed with a belt loaded with neatly slotted equipment. The only one missing was her ray gun.

      He removed the gear, then the belt, and tossed it aside. Only then did he lower her—feeling something stirring inside himself, a something not appropriate to the situation, as he did so. But doing it felt oddly familiar, as if they’d done this before.

      Which was not possible.

      So—maybe it just felt right, the kind of right that he hadn’t felt for a long time. It hadn’t been so long that he hadn’t recognized the look in her eyes, an interest she hadn’t tried to hide. Was it a tactical move? Hadn’t felt like it, and the interest had stayed in there as the fog closed in, and took her down.

      Before he could stop himself, he smoothed the hair back from her face, noticing how her lashes fanned across the upper curve of her cheeks.

      Her skin was pale beneath her tan, revealing a sprinkling of freckles across a nose that tipped up on the end.

      His gaze lingered on parted pink lips, noted the rapid rise and fall of her chest. He pulled his hand back, though his fingers wanted to linger on the soft skin and trace the lines and curves of her face. And then move lower…

      She’d never make it onto a magazine cover. She was short, her body more compact than thin. Very fit, with signs of strength in her limbs and body. That was okay. He’d never been interested in half-starved waifs with big, sad eyes. What he’d seen of her eyes, they for sure they hadn’t been sad. Serious, sassy, amused, and interested, but not sad.

      She did interest him. He faced it because he needed to take care. If this was some kind of move on the base here, well, he had to make sure that didn’t happen.

      Madison. Even as he considered how this might be a play, his hands moved down her arms, then flexed her legs, trying to assess her injuries. He checked her ribs, but was defeated by the suit. She seemed to have been sealed inside it.

      “Put your fingers here,” the bird said, tapping its beak between her breasts.

      He gave the bird a wary look.

      “To open the seal on her uniform,” it added.

      Briggs decided he didn’t want to know what the bird was thinking when he hesitated.

      He touched the suit, careful to keep his fingers in the center. But his knuckles brushed curves as he tried to find a seam. Felt like a creepy guy, even when his thumb finally found something. He pushed and a gap appeared. He pushed a little harder and his fingers brushed against soft, firm skin.

      He didn’t yank back. That would be obvious, even to a bird. She didn’t stir. Breathing a bit easier—okay, nothing was easy about this, but he doggedly worked to open it wider.

      The vulnerability of her situation called to his sense of honor, the reason he’d joined the Air Force. To serve. To protect. But then there was that other call. It wasn’t just a guy and a gal call, though it had started that way when she slammed into him.

      There was something about her that had made a stealthy pass through his defenses, not just the base’s. She was wrong for him in every way—including too young. He could be her father.

      Maybe if he repeated that enough, if would finally sink in. But that wasn’t going to happen while he was sitting here opening her suit while the warm, clean scent of her filled his nostrils.

      Here he’d thought it would be better to smell anything but fresh, sea breezes. It was a reminder to be careful what you thought you wanted because the universe was listening and happy to show you where you were wrong.

      He tried taking a deep breath, but that just made it worse, so he held his breath and finished exposing her from waist to neck. Underneath she wore a light weight tank top that hugged her skin and revealed the fact that the suit had seriously compressed her…chest.

      Briggs massaged his temple, but stopped when he caught the bird looking at him in a way that was kinda unnerving. Like it knew exactly he was thinking. The skin he could see was smooth and also lightly tanned. No sign of tan lines—not that he was looking. Much.

      He averted his gaze from the danger zones and eased the suit off her shoulders—sweat beading on his skin and hers—dang tropics—until the suit was folded down around her waist. Normally he’d have been interested in that suit.

      Of course, he’d left normal when the parrot bounced out of the disc. His gaze accidentally tracked across her tee shirt and he found one reason to be glad it wasn’t cold. Just the one, though. Because the heat outside was not helping him at all with the heat stirring inside.

      “Where did she get hit?” His voice came out husky, but maybe the bird didn’t notice.

      “Back left shoulder.”

      He shifted her onto her uninjured side and all heat fled in the face of a cold rage that wasn’t any more appropriate than the—his mind rejected lust. Oh, he wanted her, he admitted reluctantly, but well, he needed to move on. She needed his help. He studied her injury.

      It was an ugly, sluggishly bleeding gash high on her back, partly inside, and partly above the rounded edge of her tee shirt. The force of something had driven bits of wires, small pieces of metal, and cloth into her skin, but—he studied it carefully—he didn’t think it was deep, despite the debris.

      He could probably patch it up, but—his thoughts strayed to the alien infection that had put him in the infirmary for several days….

      “She should see a doc.” And what would that involve? Their presence was a security breach that was going to be hard to explain. He glanced at the bird, who was perched on the bed examining her injury with a bird-like, but oddly professional, interest.

      “It could have been worse,” the bird said, relieved. “Can you apply first aid?”

      The bird said. Had he just thought that? It wasn’t a shock that a parrot, or parrot-looking bird, could talk. It even had the croaking overtones of a parrot. But this was talking, not just talking.

      He shouldn’t be surprised. They’d been looking for non-human, sentient alien life from the first flight of Project Enterprise. It was even possible this wasn’t the first contact with a non-humanoid, since there were other ships out there nosing around. It was his first, however. Until now their people had had contact with only humanoid aliens.

      Briggs nodded, dug his first aid kit out of his duffle. and opened it. He found the supplies he needed and started cleaning and disinfecting the wound. He didn’t hesitate, even when she stirred and muttered in pain.

      He’d tended battle wounds before. And this was a battle wound, no question.

      He might have cussed under his breath, but he kept going. It
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