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Dedication

	This book is dedicated to my parents.

	



Prologue

	They call me Mayhem. All I know about my mother is she gave birth to me in a refugee camp the Alliance had set up on a desert planet called Pegasi. We were survivors of a Tai-Kok attack on Rayet, a once bustling world which had been reduced to rubble and only three thousand men, women and children lived to tell the tale.

	Who are the Tai-Kok? They’re the locust of the universe. These malevolent, depraved ghouls devour everything in their path. They are tall, hairless, skeletal humanoids with a mouth full of sharp metal teeth. Completing the nightmare are their three blood-red eyes that glare out of skin so transparent you can watch as your loved ones are being digested.

	Six months after the attack on Rayet, the fiends struck the refugee camp. They quickly overran the soldiers the Alliance had left behind to guard the refugees and the slaughter began again. My rescuers were part of a Bjarke battle group who responded to the soldiers’ distress calls. Sten, a Bjarke warrior, and his partner Jacob Stone, a human he had freed from a Tai-Kok slaughter ship heard my wails of distress. They plucked me out of my dead mother’s arms and fought their way through the marauding monsters. The Tai-Kok considered babies a delicacy and they weren’t about to let me slip through their talons. Sten and Jacob had lost their families to the Tai-Kok. Protecting me turned into their life’s mission and we became a family.

	According to my fathers, the epic fight lasted an entire day and they killed over two hundred monsters. Bjarke warriors tend to exaggerate just a bit. The number of Tai-Kok dead rose with each retelling.

	Once my fathers had me on their ship, they ran a medical scanner over me, and got the shock of their lives. My DNA included Coletti, Bjarke, and Farin genes. I inherited the Farin’s silver hair and pointy ears, but my eyes were a translucent amber. Since they didn’t have access to my mother’s body or identification, they weren’t sure if she was Farin or something more. They couldn’t find any information in the Alliance database on my father or mother.

	They knew when the Child Welfare agents discovered my unique DNA, they would simply hand me over to Zarek, the Overlord of the Coletti Empire. The Great War had decimated the Coletti population and Zarek actively searched for psychic females to breed with his warriors. Once he found out about my Coletti DNA the hunt would be on. My fathers didn’t want me turned into a broodmare and decided to keep me. Was that legal? No. If caught, they faced the Overlord’s wrath and ten years in prison. I later learned they had hired a computer hacker to create a birth certificate that listed Sten as my father. The records were changed to show my mother was a full-blooded Farin who had died in childbirth.

	They quickly resigned from the battle group and went back to bounty hunting. Sten was a relentless hunter and never failed to capture his prey. Jacob had been an enforcer on Earth and was highly skilled at locating lawbreakers. They made an unbeatable team.

	My fathers named me Sadira Ann in honor of their dead mates. To their stunned disbelief my berserker powers surfaced when I was eight years old. That’s when they started calling me Mayhem, because wherever I went pandemonium soon followed.

	To keep me from destroying the known galaxy, my fathers started a training program tailored to my unique talents. As a berserker I was able to sense an enemy before he attacked and instantaneously know what my opponent’s next move would be. My mental shields couldn’t be breached by anyone. That proved useful if our target was telepathic. They would send me in to disable him. Not one of them expected to get taken down by a nine-year-old Farin female.

	My Poppa Jacob introduced me to chocolate and used the candy as an enticement to improve my behavior. If I broke the rules, I lost my chocolate privileges for an entire week, plus all my Earth books got locked up too. Which sucked. I loved fairy tales, Nancy Drew mystery novels and Harry Potter stories. I kept trying to talk my fathers into taking me to a place called the Magic Kingdom. I wanted to visit the haunted house and do the pirate ride. They said when I reached twenty-one and hadn’t killed anyone or destroyed a planet, they would take me. I knew they would keep their word, but twenty-one! It did give me time to work on controlling my temper.

	Since they didn’t dare leave me alone, they took me with them on their bounty hunting gigs. That’s what led to our problem with General Zan. He saw me, a tiny twelve-year-old child, beating the crap out of a full-grown warrior. To say he was intrigued would be an understatement. The General runs a super-secret spy network for the Alliance and knew a good thing when he saw it. He made my fathers an offer they couldn’t refuse. We either did the occasional odd jobs for him or he would arrest them and turn me over to Zarek. Females with Coletti DNA were worth their weight in Ditrim crystals.

	My fathers had little choice but to agree to his terms. When I asked Zan what made him think I had Coletti DNA, he showed me a miniature medical scanner. Crap. The display showed I was twenty-five percent Bjarke, twenty-five percent Farin and fifty percent Coletti. I knew by the odd crawling sensation in my head, Zan was trying to breach my mental shields. The expression on his face when he failed was priceless.

	These odd jobs usually had us tracking down the worst of the worst. We always caught our fugitives. By the time I was twenty, I was a formidable warrior and the bounties simply surrendered when they saw me approaching.

	After the Coletti, Alliance and Katanic coalition wiped the Tai-Kok from existence, Papi Sten talked Poppa Jacob into returning to Earth. He had always refused to go back because it was too painful, but he admitted he was finally ready to search for any surviving members of his family. I quickly pointed out that I was now twenty-one. I hadn’t destroyed a planet or killed anyone, and they owed me a trip to the Magic Kingdom.

	I didn’t know it, but my visit to the Magic Kingdom would change everything.

	



Chapter One

	“I’m coming with you,” Poppa Jacob announced at breakfast.

	“What?” I eyed his black tee-shirt and jeans in disbelief. “You think I’m going to do something stupid like blow up the Magic Kingdom?”

	“We need to make sure you do not destroy what the Tai-Kok could not,” Papi Sten said dryly.

	I gave him the evil eye. “Not funny. I haven’t blown anything up in six months.”

	“And we would like to keep it that way.” Poppa Jacob pointed at my battle armor. “Lose the armor. I put appropriate clothing on your bunk and weapons are not allowed.”

	“Not even my boot knife?”

	Papi Sten shook his head. “Security scans everyone entering the Magic Kingdom. Anyone trying to bring a weapon in is arrested. Besides you are a weapon.”

	That was true. “Okay. Why don’t you come with us Papi Sten? We can make it a family vacation.”

	“General Zan has requested a meeting,” Papi Sten said grumpily.

	I frowned. “There’s only one reason he would follow us to Earth. He has another job for us.”

	“Or he’s worried you will attract a Coletti warlord’s attention,” Poppa Jacob inserted.

	I laughed. “Can you imagine a warlord riding a roller coaster or touring the haunted mansion? They wouldn’t be caught dead there.”

	“Possibly,” Papi Sten agreed. “But if you see one, hit your emergency recall button.”

	“Yes, Papi.” I scarfed down my cereal and hurried to my quarters to change. Poppa Jacob had left a pink tee-shirt with Cinderella’s castle on the front and a pair of jeans. My fathers still treated me like a very dangerous child that must be monitored constantly. I was fully grown, and it was time I made my own decisions. If I did run into a Coletti warrior, I’d just kick his ass. Problem solved. I pulled off my battle armor and slid into the jeans. They fit and were surprisingly comfortable. I tugged the tee-shirt over my head and presto! I could almost pass for human.

	“Move it. General Zan is sending a shuttle for me in ten minutes, and do not forget to wear your inhibitor. They will have bio-scanners everywhere,” Papi Sten’s stern voice said in my head.

	“I’m wearing it.” Like I would forget? If they scanned me, I would appear to be an ordinary Farin. I grinned. But if a Coletti attacked me, boy would he be in for a surprise. There was no way I was letting Zarek turn me into a broodmare. I jogged to the transporter room. Poppa Jacob stood on the icy cold transporter platform. I took my place next to him. “This is going to be so much fun.”

	His armor polished to a bright sheen, and his purple hair in a tidy warrior’s braid, Papi Sten typed on the control console. “Or the biggest mistake we have ever made.” He activated the transporter.

	The glittering blue transporter light engulfed us. It felt like my molecules were being taken apart. My molecules abruptly stopped whizzing about. The light faded and we were standing on an authorized Central Command transporter platform. My berserker senses went on high alert. My gaze locked on the heavily armed soldier scanning us for weapons. A definite threat. He was as big as Papi Sten. His battle suit fit him like a glove, emphasizing every bulging muscle. Two daggers protruded from his knee-high armored boots and on his left arm he wore a bronze warrior’s bracelet. I wondered if there was any way to get him to retract his helmet. I really wanted to know if his face matched his smoking hot body. What the hell, I’d give it a try. I clapped my hands and in Galactic Basic giggled, “Look Father. It’s the villain Count Zuckass!”

	Poppa Jacob shot me a narrow sidelong glance. “No child, he’s a security guard.”

	“A guard?” I peered at him for a moment and let my shoulders droop. “He is small for a warrior.”

	In a deep, slightly raspy voice, the soldier said, “You are cleared to enter the theme park.”

	“Mayhem?” Poppa Jacob nudged me.

	“Could we look at the pretty flowers, Father?” I asked, playing up my harmless and not too bright act.

	“As long as you don’t get overexcited. I don’t want you fainting again.”

	I nodded dutifully.

	Poppa Jacob kept a watchful eye on the soldier until we exited the building. “Have you lost your mind?”

	“That soldier is an extremely powerful psychic. I think they know who we are.”

	Poppa Jacob scowled. “Most bounty hunters don’t visit the Magic Kingdom for fun. Central Command naturally presumes we are hunting a violent felon and sent a warrior that can handle the situation.”

	“I don’t think he bought my timid act either.”

	“Calling him Count Zuckass didn’t help. Zan has kept us out of the databases and I’m not sure how Central Command tagged us.”

	I blew out an aggravated breath. “Maybe we should leave.”

	“No. You earned this trip. As long as we don’t break their laws, we’ll be fine.”

	I stopped and stared in utter delight. Thankfully, the Magic Kingdom had survived all the attempts by the Tai-Kok and Rodan to destroy it. It was a place where kids could be kids. A place where peace and harmony reigned. Where you could be a fairy-tale princess, a handsome prince, a pirate, or a storm trooper. “It’s everything I thought it would be.”

	“My parents brought me here when I was eight years old,” Poppa Jacob admitted.

	“Good memories or bad?”

	“A little of both.”

	“Then let’s make some new memories.” I raised my warrior’s gauntlet and took his picture in front of the entrance. I loved Cinderella’s Castle. The turrets, the moat, and the stained-glass windows were straight out of my favorite fairy tale. The grounds around it were filled with kinetic sculptures, flowers in the shape of animals and several people wearing dwarf costumes. “Have you spotted the mouse yet?”

	Poppa Jacob surveyed the area. “No, but I’ll keep an eye out for him.”

	“Good I want a vid with him.”

	Even though Poppa Jacob wore his Earth clothes, his demeanor was that of a battle-ready warrior. His prematurely gray hair and the jagged scar on the left side of his face drew a lot of attention. The don’t mess with me expression in his cold, blue eyes kept most people away. Except for one little boy. “Does your owie still hurt?”

	“No.” Poppa Jacob gave him a gentle smile.

	“Why is your hair in a braid?”

	“When a man becomes a warrior, he plaits his hair.”

	The kid pointed at my braid. “Is she a warrior too?”

	“She is.”

	The kid’s mother grabbed him. “I’m so sorry. Thank you for your service.”

	“It was my honor,” Poppa Jacob said with a slight bow.

	“Me want popcorn,” the kid yelled.

	“Of course, you do,” the kid’s mother groused and led him away.

	I smiled up at my father. “Ready to take the Doom Buggy for a spooky tour of the unearthly realm?”

	“I am.”

	We took our place in the line. Tiny ants danced across my mind. Huh? A threat was nearby. I casually looked around. To my surprise a big, muscle-bound older human male had joined the line. I loved the way his black tee-shirt clung to his heavily muscled chest. His jeans accentuated his very fine ass. Weird. He didn’t have any children with him, and he didn’t seem the type to enjoy theme park rides. Plus, his psychic powers were off the charts and his demeanor was that of a soldier on a high-risk mission. Was he the guy from the transporter platform? I studied his aura. Yep, he was. At least I now knew his face matched the rest of him. Goddess, why did he have to be so incredibly good looking? I had a thing for high cheekbones, firm jaws, and a sensual mouth. Other than his age, he was my dream man come to life. Could he be one of the infamous Coletti hybrids? Possibly, but he wore his black hair in a short military cut. All the Coletti males I had seen had long hair with warrior braids. “See the big male at the back of the line?”

	“Yes. He has been tailing us for the last ten minutes,” Poppa Jacob answered.

	Ballock’s balls. I had let my excitement interfere with my vigilance. “His aura matches the soldier at the transporter platform.”

	“He’s a Central Command hunter,” Poppa Jacob growled.

	“Let’s make his day memorable with the number of rides we go on.”

	Poppa Jacob grinned. “An excellent idea.”

	The haunted house was so much fun we took the tour three times. I laughed at the annoyed expression on our stalker’s face.

	“I would say our hunter isn’t a fan of the Magic Kingdom,” Poppa said.

	“I think he’s used to being in charge and spending the day trudging around Magic Kingdom is beneath him. Let’s see how he likes pirates.” Poppa and I got on a barge. Sure enough the hunter showed up. Unfortunately for him, all the seats were taken, and he was forced to wait.

	I threw him a kiss as we drifted away.

	His jaws clenched.

	“Do not provoke him,” Poppa Jacob instructed.

	“Where’s the fun in that?”

	“You know how angry Sten gets when he has to bail us out of jail.”

	“We haven’t done anything to be arrested for, but if he tries, I’ll kick his ass. An old guy like him probably hasn’t kept his fighting skills up,” I replied.

	Poppa Jacob gave me a look. “I’m his age.”

	“Oh.” Crap. “Really? You look so much younger than him.”

	“Nice try and my fighting skills haven’t suffered because of my advanced age.”

	Whoops. Poppa Jacob was forty-three. He was my age when he was captured by the Tai-Kok. His hair turned silver after he was forced to watch his wife and child being slaughtered. “Nope, you’re still a mean sonovabitch.”

	Poppa Jacob grunted.

	We floated down a shadowy bayou where we were entertained by the dead men guarding their treasure. I loved the cannon fire between a fort and a 12-gun galleon. “Kinda reminds you of a space battle.”

	“In a way,” Poppa Jacob agreed. He was one of the best pilots in the galaxy and he had taught me how to fly.

	We exited the ride and there stood the hunter with a dangerous glint in his amber eyes.

	Ballock’s balls. Was he monitoring our conversations? I walked up to him and gave him a vacuous smile. “We’re doing the Tower of Terror next. If you get scared, you can hold my hand.”

	The hunter bared his strong, white teeth in a menacing smile. “Drop the act.”

	“Act?” I gave him a perplexed frown. “I do not know what you mean.”

	A low growl rumbled in his chest. “You’re bounty hunters. Who are you chasing?”

	“Chase? Oh. We search for the mouse. Have you seen him?”

	“No.”

	“He must be hiding.” I glanced around. “Did you lose your family? Old ones should not be allowed to roam unsupervised.”

	His eyes narrowed. “Old ones?”

	“I will ask Father to find your caretakers for you.” I scampered off. Crap. The hunter followed me but kept changing his appearance.

	Poppa Jacob hurried over to me. “Where did the hunter go?”

	“He’s right there.” I pointed to a woman in a princess costume.

	“That’s the hunter?” Alarm filled Poppa Jacob’s voice.

	“Yep.”

	“Fuck! He’s a Coletti hybrid with an illusion talent.”

	“Or he has an illusion projector,” I said.

	Poppa Jacob tapped on his gauntlet. “Security has erected an energy barrier over the theme park. We can’t transport back to the ship.”

	“Central Command must consider us a threat. Let’s keep playing harmless tourists and get them to rethink that decision.”

	“Sten says Zarek’s warbird just entered Earth’s orbit,” Poppa Jacob said tersely.

	“That’s gonna freak Zan out.”

	“Zan? It’s freaking me out. He’s here for you.”

	“Zan won’t let him take me and if I have to, I’ll fight the Overlord,” I stated.

	“Fight the Overlord? Are you crazy? He has never been defeated.”

	“There is always a first time.”

	“Zarek fights like a berserker. The only way to win a fight with him is to do the unexpected.” Poppa Jacob cast an angry glance over his shoulder. “Is the hunter still following us?”

	“He is.” I took father’s hand and pulled him into the Tower of Terror line. “Harmless tourists. Remember?” I gave him my Debbie Sunshine smile.

	Poppa Jacob threw back his head and roared with laughter. “You have never been harmless.”

	I grinned up at him. “I know. Won’t they be surprised.”

	“Very.”

	The hunter’s eyes narrowed in fierce concentration.

	I felt that odd crawling sensation in my head. The jerk was trying to break through my mental shields. On the bright side, I enjoyed his look of astonishment when he failed. On the not so bright side, he now knew I wasn’t an ordinary Farin female.

	The Tower of Terror was a mockup of a 1930-era haunted hotel. A guide in a bellhop uniform motioned for us to follow him into the lobby. The furnishings were covered in dust and draped with cobwebs. The bellhop led us to a dilapidated elevator with a sign that read, “Out of Order.”

	Three women giggled nervously.

	The bellhop removed the sign and loaded us into small open cars in the elevator. “Several people have mysteriously disappeared, but not to worry. We haven’t lost anyone today. Do you dare step aboard?”

	The hunter rudely pushed his way through the line.

	“Hey! Go to the back of the line, butthead,” one brave man snarled.

	The hunter bared his fangs and the man’s bravo vanished. “Sorry, sir.”

	“Move,” the hunter commanded.

	The man backed away. “Yes, sir.”

	Yep, he was a Coletti hybrid. I wondered if he belonged to the Jones clan.

	Poppa Jacob stiffened. “This is not the ideal location for him to engage us in combat.”

	“Nope. I think he’s trying to scare us into doing something stupid.”

	Sliding into the car behind us, the hunter leaned forward and growled, “What are you?”

	“More than you can handle,” I answered.

	“Is that a challenge?”

	“No, a statement of fact.”

	The hunter snorted in amusement. “Cocky little thing, aren’t you?”

	“Cocky? No. Confident? Yes.” The ride started and I tried to ignore his powerful presence.

	Poppa Jacob groaned. “Provoking a warlord is never a good idea.”

	“What makes you think he’s a
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