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      A human woman, an alien male, and a cyborg wolf hybrid determined to have a family can only lead to one thing….

      

      Jana Dixon loves her job as a vet assistant. Her life isn’t the most adventurous, even with the three kittens she adopted, and she is perfectly ok with that, until a trucker brings in what he thinks is a wolf, and Jana’s life gets more exciting than she could have ever dreamed!

      

      Matrix Roma and his partner, K-Nine, are elite agents in the Cyborg Protection Unit, a shadow warrior division of the Zion military. Their current mission goes critical when K-Nine disappears on the hunt for a dangerous, genetically engineered creature known as a Crawler.

      

      Matrix soon has his hands full and his life in chaos when he tracks down his partner and finds Jana. He might be a match for the deadliest creatures in the solar system, but can he handle one curvy human and her three mischievous kittens? He’s about to find out the hard way.
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      “Matrix,” a deep, familiar voice called, snapping his attention away from the blood-splattered walls of the freighter.

      The freighter’s corridors were eerily silent, lit only by flickering emergency strips that cast jagged shadows across smeared handprints and streaks of drying blood. The acrid scent of scorched metal mingled with something worse—an organic rot that clung to the air like a warning.

      Matrix rose and turned, his face grim. “General Roma,” he greeted politely, waiting when several warriors turned the corner and paused when they noticed the General, saluted, and waited for permission to pass.

      Terrex Roma nodded to the warriors and motioned for them to continue before returning his attention to Matrix. Drawing in a deep breath, Matrix was about to speak when he saw another familiar figure walking down the bloodstained corridor.

      “Mother!” Matrix hissed, glaring at his father. “She shouldn’t see this.”

      His father released a long sigh. “You try stopping her. I gave up years ago,” he retorted in a dry tone. “Sennara, what have you discovered?”

      His mother was pale beneath her poise. She wore a dark gray protective suit and long gloves. A warm smile curved her lips, but the frailty in her gaze worried Matrix.

      “Some very disturbing information, I’m afraid. I’ll explain what I’ve found in the briefing. Matrix, I would hug you, but I think it best to refrain at the moment,” Sennara greeted. “I heard about your new promotion. Congratulations.”

      Matrix glanced at his father who gave a brief nod and a small, genuine smile. Matrix returned his mother’s smile with a slight bowing of his head.

      “Thank you,” he responded, leaning forward and brushing a kiss against her cheek. “You don’t have any blood there.”

      Sennara released a strained laugh before the humor faded from her eyes to be replaced by concern. Matrix could feel her wavering between seeing him as her son and as a Zion officer. Eventually, she drew in a deep breath.

      “There is a briefing in a few minutes in the lower storage bay. It is the only room not… covered in blood,” she explained. “Matrix, I can tell you that this is like no other species we have ever encountered. I don’t know where the Triterian found the genetic markers for the Crawlers, but they aren’t from any star system controlled by the Zion forces.”

      “General, the other teams have arrived,” another officer informed him, halting several feet away.

      “We’ll be there shortly,” Terrex responded.

      The officer nodded, saluted, and left for the lower storage bay.

      Terrex returned his attention to his son as they moved at a slower pace back through the freighter to the lift. “The Triterians have agreed to assist us on this mission, despite the recent decimation of their numbers. Volunteering to work with others is a very unusual overture on their part, and the Confederation Council has asked that we try to maintain a diplomatic peace with them,” Terrex said in a clipped tone.

      “What do you plan to do?” Matrix asked, glancing at his father.

      “Pacify them, then send them in the opposite direction,” Terrex retorted. “The last thing we want is for them to decide one of these creatures needs to be studied. You’ll learn more at the briefing. I’ve given specific orders that no information on these creatures is to be withheld from the CPU teams. My briefing with the head of the Triterian will be slightly less... informative.”

      Matrix couldn’t help grinning when his mother released a soft, delicate snort. ‘Less informative’ meant that the Triterian would only receive the information the Triterian already knew, nothing else.

      Within minutes, they stepped into a large area filled with metal containers. In the far corner, Matrix could see the other five CPU teams. Each team comprised both a warrior and their cyborg animal partner.

      Each CPU team stood out in distinctive armor—customized for their species and animal partner—while beside them, their cyborg companions waited with coiled intensity: sleek, metallic hybrids of predator and machine, eyes glowing with linked intelligence.

      Matrix stepped closer to where his own partner sat waiting. Cyborg Protection Unit K, Production Unit Nine, or K-Nine as Matrix called him, glanced at Matrix with a look of inquiry before turning his head back toward several senior officers standing in front of a large, empty tube. The group parted as Matrix’s father and mother stepped forward and began their opening statements.

      “Where have you been?” K-Nine asked Matrix in a low undertone.

      “I heard my father was on board,” Matrix replied with a shrug.

      K-Nine nodded almost imperceptibly. “I’ve downloaded the vidcoms from the lab on the asteroid.”

      “How did you download them? I thought the asteroid had been destroyed,” Matrix muttered, ignoring a raised eyebrow from another team member.

      K-Nine shrugged and scratched at his side. “There was a transmission from the asteroid to the freighter that was left open. It was meant to be a warning of the outbreak on the asteroid, but the creatures on the freighter broke free shortly after the transmission began. The scientists ran to find their own escape, and the transmission recorded both attacks and the Triterion onslaught afterward. I’ve notified our superiors and the other team members of my findings.”

      “This is a top-secret mission,” Terrex informed the assembled CPU teams. “The creatures you are hunting are very dangerous. They are also unlike anything you have ever encountered before. We have just received additional information. First Officer Manacore will brief you on what we now know.”

      The Chief Science Officer nodded and stepped forward. “There were six emergency pods on board the freighter. The vidcom footage shows these were no ordinary escape pods. The data is still being reviewed, but we know these emergency pods were specifically designed for long-range voyages. Each contains a unique power and environmental system and can travel at speeds equivalent to those of the CPU Starfighters,” Manacore explained in a grim voice.

      Matrix wasn’t the only one to emit a soft curse. Their starships were among the most advanced. If the pods were designed with the same capabilities, it could only mean one thing… they had been manufactured at the same space facility. This would have very serious repercussions.

      “We discovered that two of the scientists from the lab previously worked at the Zion Command Laboratory and Research Center. Investigators have been dispatched to ZCLR to look for additional evidence of espionage. This is the least of our concerns for the moment, however. Our primary mission is to eliminate the creatures that were created,” he continued.

      “What are they?” one team member asked.

      Matrix’s gaze locked on his mother’s face as she stepped forward when the CSO turned to her. She still looked unusually pale. A worried frown creased his brow.

      “Their designers called them Crawlers,” Sennara Roma began. "Their genetic origin is unknown. What we do know is that these creatures are not natural, they were created in the lab. A group of scientists, led by Elaine Brim, used the remote location and the Triterian government’s funding to enable their own covert experimentation.”

      “I’ve heard that name before,” one man muttered under his breath.

      “She was a member of the Zion Science Council until she was removed because some of her experiments violated ethical guidelines,” Sennara replied in a soft voice.

      “She was the one who started the Cyborg Protection Unit, long before it was called that,” one female member stated. “It was her research that led to the enhancement of the animals in our program.”

      “Which is yet another reason this needs to remain classified,” Terrex interrupted. “Please continue.”

      The CSO stepped forward again and touched a portable projection device to the side of the metal container. Matrix watched the vidcom of the Triterian attacks and the freighter crew’s death. The creatures were huge. Each had a dozen limbs and six eyes. Matrix grimaced when he saw one creature spew what appeared to be acid on a crew member. The flesh of the male melted away.

      “The crew was killed in a variety of ways. The creatures can travel underground if given the chance. They used the maintenance shafts on the freighter to access the different levels. This will make it difficult for you to follow them. As you saw, a Crawler can eject an acidic substance that is deadly. Fortunately, it needs time to regenerate that substance. A hard, outer shell protects most of its body. The limbs are vulnerable, but if they are removed, they will regrow if given enough time to do so. It detects movement through a sensor in its frontal lobe, and it is programmed to detect and destroy a distress signal,” the CSO continued.

      “They are very intelligent,” Sennara stated, stepping forward when the CSO turned to her again. “The creatures killed six Triterian military units before the order was given by their government to cleanse the asteroid and freighter. The creatures are programmed to observe, learn, and adapt.”

      “I’m sure you’re getting an idea of how hard it is to kill these creatures. The Triterians are not part of the council, but this is a threat to us all, and the Confederation council has requested the help of the Zion military. The Cyborg Protection Unit will assist because these things have programming similar to your cyborg partners. From what Brim told us, the six Crawlers on board the freighter were mature females, ready to reproduce.” Sennara drew in a deep breath before she continued. “It could mean the deaths of millions if you don’t eliminate them before that happens. There’s a very good possibility that many of you may not survive the encounter. I’ve had my team working on some new equipment which, hopefully, will give you a slight advantage.”

      Matrix listened carefully as the CSO, his mother, and his father concluded the briefing. There were very few questions; the briefing had been clear and concise.
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        * * *

      

      “Matrix.”

      He turned, hearing his mother’s soft voice as she broke away from the group. She quickly caught up with him. His father was talking with the CSO.

      “Yes,” he responded, softening his tone when he saw the fear in her eyes.

      “Please, be careful,” she whispered. “I wish….”

      Matrix lifted his hand and brushed back a stray strand of hair from her cheek. His thumb caressed the faint wrinkles next to her eye. She leaned her face against his palm.

      “I know what to do,” he promised. “Besides, I have a Despairing Wolfhound as my partner. Nothing gets by him.”

      “No, not a thing,” K-Nine agreed.

      “I know,” Sennara replied, clearing her throat and stepping back. “But, as your mother, I ask that you be careful and return.”

      “I will,” Matrix promised, locking eyes with his mother, then glancing over his mother’s head to nod at his father who had noticed Sennara’s distress.

      “I’ll even find him a life mate and bring her back,” K-Nine promised. “And a pack for me,” he added.

      Matrix scowled when he heard his mother’s chuckle. “I already told you to forget it! I don’t need a life mate,” he growled. “And where would we put a pack for you? We barely have enough room for the two of us on the transport!”

      “I’ll find myself a small one,” K-Nine retorted. “The starship is larger than the transport. They can always sleep in either ship when we’re not on a mission.”
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        * * *

      

      Sennara watched as her only child walked away. She didn’t hide the grin curving her lips. Elaine Brim had done many horrific things, but the Cyborg program had not been one of them.

      The Cyborg program did bring about the friendship between Matrix and the unusual Despairing Wolfhound, but it was the program’s state-of-the-art technology that Sennara was thankful for. It had saved Matrix’s life after he was severely wounded during a mission. Elaine Brim might be a criminal, but Sennara owed the woman a debt that only a parent could understand.

      “How are you doing?” Terrex asked, coming to a stop beside her.

      Sennara glanced up and smiled. “Better,” she promised with a sigh. “K-Nine said he is going to find Matrix a life mate.”

      “Have you been sending K-Nine images of eligible females again?” Terrex asked.

      Sennara turned, wishing she could lean into her life mate for strength when a wave of weakness washed through her. She drew in a deep breath and forced her failing body to remain strong. Releasing the breath, she smiled up at her mate.

      “Maybe just a few. I would love to see my grandchild before…” she whispered, her voice fading when Terrex gently laid his fingers against her lips.

      “You will,” he vowed. “You will.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is CPU-07051, requesting permission for departure,” Matrix stated into the mic.

      “CPU-07051, clearance is granted,” the voice from the large warship replied.

      Matrix eased their assigned starship out of the massive Zion warship. K-Nine was linked to the warship’s computer system. His dark gray eyes glowed as he collected and processed the information.

      “I’ve located a particle signature from the pod we’re tracking,” K-Nine said.

      “Lock onto coordinates,” Matrix ordered, reaching forward and setting the computer guidance system.

      “It leads to an abandoned jump gate,” K-Nine responded, tilting his head.

      “I guess we’ll see where it goes,” Matrix replied grimly. “I’m diverting energy to the front shields. Prepare for the jump.”

      This gate was abandoned after proving unreliable. New technology and more advanced jump gates were now being used. On their return trip, they would need to lock on to these coordinates as they went through if they ever hoped to return to their own star system. It was a risk, but it was the only way.

      Beyond the viewport, the abandoned jump gate loomed, a fractured halo of scorched metal suspended in the void. Its surface shimmered with residual static, a ghost of the energy that once tore space open. Although abandoned, it still hummed.

      Everything appeared to slow down around them as they entered the jump gate. Suddenly they were being propelled forward. Matrix’s teeth clenched as the starship shuddered. This was going to be one mission he wasn’t ever likely to forget.
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      The woods that bordered the road were dense with trees very unlike what Matrix was used to on Zion: tall, silver-barked giants with leaves that shimmered like metal under the twin suns. These trees were much shorter and thinner, with brown bark and green leaves. Perhaps because this system only had one sun.

      The particle field emitted by the pod’s unusual design had veered away from all known planets and into a distant, uncharted star system. The mess Elaine Brim and her team of scientists had created would become a bigger mess if Matrix and K-Nine didn’t remain invisible to the local inhabitants, but as members of the Zion military’s elite Shadow Warriors, Matrix and K-Nine were used to operating unseen. The Confederation Council was far more difficult to hide from than the primitive aliens on this planet, and they did that as a matter of course. Matrix wasn’t worried about exposure. He was worried about K-Nine.

      The air was thick with damp, earthy scents and the quiet hum of insect life, unfamiliar but oddly soothing. Matrix cautiously moved out of the woods and looked both ways along the hard, dark surface of the alien road that curved at opposite ends of the long, narrow stretch.

      As savage as Crawlers were, they weren’t just predators. They were tacticians. It had not taken Matrix and K-Nine long to locate the Crawler’s abandoned pod, but the creature had been underground most of the time since then. That had severely limited the range of their sensors, and they didn’t have a way to make it surface.

      Crawlers were programmed to destroy distress signals immediately, and Matrix and K-Nine did each have an emergency signal that could lure the Crawler, but they also knew the creature would smell a trap a planet away. It would most likely only get close enough to watch them, waiting, and only approach when it was certain they were unprepared.

      No, they needed the element of surprise for as long as they had it. They would probably only get one chance to kill it when a confrontation finally happened.

      Elaine Brim’s interrogators hadn’t been able to get much information out of her, but once the surviving scientists on her team had been detained, they had readily supplied information for leniency. They had even provided the notes and vidcoms kept off site from Brim’s destroyed lab. Matrix’s superiors and the scientists involved had deduced that there were only two ways to kill a Crawler: blow them up with an energy charge or cut off their heads.

      The first was the easiest, but anything within a fifty klick radius would be destroyed as well. That didn’t bode well for the warrior and his partner if they didn’t move fast enough. Matrix had a gun with a charge ready in his holster, but he wouldn’t use it unless there was truly no other way.

      The second way was only slightly safer, as long as the two of them didn’t get too close to the creature, which was decidedly difficult when you needed to cut off its head.

      Matrix shook his head in resignation. He was glad the insane scientists, particularly Brim, were safely locked away. There was no telling what else the deranged female would have come up with if she had remained unchecked.

      Matrix studied the ground intently for evidence of what could have happened to his partner. His gaze followed the long, dark marks on the hard surface. After a long, searching moment, his focus narrowed in on a tuft of K-Nine’s blue fur at the edge of the road.

      Matrix had not been too concerned at first when K-Nine and he had separated. The Crawler they were hunting was quick, and splitting up meant they were more likely to stay ahead of it despite all the obstacles they might encounter in the unfamiliar terrain. They had been approaching an area inhabited by the natives—and therefore closer to when the creature would likely surface—when Matrix had lost communication with K-Nine.

      Since then, he had focused on reaching K-Nine’s last known whereabouts. They had both been warned that fighting one of these creatures one-on-one wasn’t advised—but that wasn’t the reason Matrix was putting his partner’s safety first. They were family.
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        * * *

      

      Matrix glanced down at the scanner in his hand and drew in a deep breath as he pulled his thoughts back to the present. He seriously doubted there was an issue with K-Nine’s cybernetics. They had been in regular contact before this, and their communicator was designed specifically for their team—as resilient and stable as the rest of their enhancements.

      At first, he had thought the unusually long silence was because of K-Nine’s intense focus, but K-Nine had failed to answer several hails on the communicator now, and  Matrix knew that something more serious must have happened.

      The coordinates of K-Nine’s location during his last check-in had turned out to be a wooded area close to a road.

      “K-Nine, location,” Matrix demanded again.

      His frown deepened when there was no response.

      “Cyborg Unit K, Production Nine, report.”

      Again, no response. Matrix couldn’t put it off any longer. There was no alternative. He entered the command to activate the emergency locator embedded in K-Nine.

      It took several long minutes for the tracking device to lock onto K-Nine’s location. It was as he had feared when Matrix had seen the dark marks on the road’s hard surface. K-Nine had been captured, possibly moments after his last transmission.

      The Crawlers didn’t take prisoners. They didn’t hide evidence. They shredded, consumed, and dissolved their targets with a precision born of malice and programming. If K-Nine had encountered the creature and lost, there would have been bloody body parts lying on the ground, not just a tuft of fur.

      No, his friend and partner must have been captured by a local inhabitant.

      While their directive was to remain invisible to the natives of this world, Matrix’s primary concern was that K-Nine was in trouble. He would do everything he could to free him, regardless of what it took.

      “Initiate transport pickup. Lock on location,” Matrix growled into the comm device clipped to his ear.

      A few minutes later, a sleek vessel appeared over the tall trees bordering the west side of the road. It landed a short distance away, and Matrix strode over to it and climbed in.

      The hatch hissed shut behind him. The sleek interior pulsed with soft blue lights, wrapping around him like a second skin.

      No co-pilot.

      No backup.

      Just him, the dark, and whatever waited at the end of the trail.

      

      “This mission just got a hell of a lot more complicated,” Matrix muttered as the automatic straps engaged around his body.

      “Stealth mode. Analyze the track residue and extrapolate the most likely scenario involving Cyborg Unit K, Production Nine.”

      The computer informed him that the width and the number of marks made it probable they’d been created by a large transport skidding against the ground. The traces of K-Nine’s fur within the tracks led to the likely conclusion that K-Nine and the transport had collided.

      The computer had provided nothing he didn’t already know. Matrix grunted, took the controls, and the vessel surged forward. A second signal appeared on the screen in front of him. It was heading toward K-Nine too. A soft curse escaped him, and he shook his head. It hadn’t taken the creature long to intercept the signal from the emergency beacon in K-Nine.

      “Damn Crawler,” he muttered. “This could get very messy.”
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        * * *

      

      Jana Dixon stumbled back from the door of the vet’s office when a large truck driver barged past her.

      “What—?” she squeaked in surprise.

      In his arms, he held an animal wrapped in a blanket. From the sweat glistening on the man’s brow and red coloring his cheeks, the dog—at least that was what she assumed from the paw sticking out from under the blanket, must have been pretty heavy. For the second time in as many minutes, she regretted answering the impatient banging on the door.

      “I hit a wolf with my rig. I don’t want no trouble from the animal rights people or local government,” the man told her in a gruff voice. “With the release of those wolves back into the area, I can just see it splattered all over the news. My bosses would fire me if it got out that I just left it lying in the road. Where can I put it down?”

      “I… In the back, but—” Jana replied in frustration, impatiently pushing back a lock of dark brown hair that fell along her cheek as the man headed toward the back, “—you can’t leave it here. The doc isn’t in. The office is closed for the next two months!”

      “Not my problem anymore,” the man replied, practically dropping the blanket-covered creature on the exam table. “That damn thing weighs a ton. Good luck.”

      “But… You can’t just leave! What am I supposed to do with it? The only animals here are mine. You need to take it to a different vet. Doc Wilson left this morning for his vacation, and we’re closed!” Jana growled in exasperation, following the man as he quickly headed back the way he’d come. “You’ll have to take it to Fairview.”

      “Like I said, not my problem anymore,” the man replied with a wave of his hand. “I’m behind schedule as it is, and Fairview is in the opposite direction.”

      “Argh!” Jana snarled as the man hurried out the door without a backward glance. “Jerk! If it dies, how am I supposed to take care of it? If you can barely carry the poor thing, how am I supposed to lift it?”

      With a deep sigh, Jana returned to the exam room. She paused in the doorway and stared at the still figure. It always broke her heart when an animal got hit. With a sigh, Jana walked over to the table and pulled back the blanket. She tenderly stroked the thick fur of the dog. A confused frown creased her brow as she studied it.

      “You know, for something that has been run over by an eighteen-wheeler, you sure look like you’re in pretty good shape to me,” Jana murmured with a shake of her head. “I’m sure the doc would’ve ordered some x-rays though, just to make sure you don’t have any broken bones. I’m really amazed that you aren’t covered in blood.”

      Jana rested her hand on the side of the poor animal. The dog did resemble a wolf, but must be mixed with another breed because its coloring differed from a wolf’s. The fur seemed almost blue instead of black, and the muzzle had silver in it.

      “I guess I could call Doc Evans to come out and pick you up,” she murmured, still stroking the soft fur. “I wish there was more I could do. Except for the kittens, it’s just me here. Old Doc Wilson won’t be back for a while.”

      A startled squeak escaped Jana when the dog’s eyes suddenly opened and it lifted its head to stare directly into Jana’s eyes. Unsure of whether it would attack her or not, Jana slowly pulled her hand away from its side. When the dog’s head turned, following her movements, she froze. From the intense look in the dog’s eyes, she decided it wouldn’t matter if she could pick it up or not, because it might be her bloody corpse the doc found when he returned.

      “Bad thoughts, Jana. Bad, bad thoughts. Uh, not you. You aren’t bad. Good boy, or girl, or whatever you are,” she whispered, stepping backwards. Her hand fumbled for the pocket door to the room. Another soft groan escaped her when she realized that this was the room with the sticky door. “I won’t hurt you. I…” she continued to whisper as she fumbled for the small latch. “Darn it!” she snapped under her breath when it refused to move.

      Jana froze again when the dog slowly pushed up into a sitting position. Her head began shaking back and forth in denial. This was not good, not good at all. Jana didn’t think the situation could get any worse until a flash of fur swept past her.

      “Meow… Meow….”

      A choked cry of horror escaped Jana when she heard the soft meows of the three mischievous kittens. She’d forgotten she had let them out to play earlier. Her head turned just as the wolf-dog’s massive one did.

      They both stared at the tiny golden kitten that rubbed along the door frame leading to the hallway where the lab station, surgical unit, and the empty kennels were located. Less than a second later, another tumbling ball of gray fur bounced into the room, oblivious to the danger.

      The kittens were Jana’s pride and joy. She had syringe-fed them after they were abandoned in a pillowcase on the doorstep of the office when they were barely a day old. That had been over six weeks ago. Originally, there had been seven kittens, but four of them hadn’t made it. These three were Jana’s babies.

      “No!” Jana cried out when the massive canine stood up and jumped off the table.

      She scrambled forward, trying to catch the two kittens. Honeybun and Biscuit immediately took off in opposite directions inside the room. Jana lost her balance when she tried to grab them and ended up doing a face plant on the slippery floor.

      She muttered a curse, and her head jerked up just in time to come nose to nose with Butter. The blue-eyed, cream-colored kitten stared at her for a moment before raising one tiny paw and swiping at the stubborn lock of Jana’s hair that kept coming loose.

      At the sound of nails on the tile, Jana frantically glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes widened when she saw that the massive dog was now standing just a foot from where she was lying. The wolf-dog watched her with intense, gray eyes filled with curiosity. Rolling over and sitting up, she scooped Butter into her arms and scooted back along the shiny floor. She stopped when she felt her back hit the doorframe behind her. Her gaze remained focused on the unusual dark gray eyes of the dog.
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