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First Contact

	 

	Fugitive Tristan Hawthorne loved his captain and has spent five years searching for proof to convince Shadow Fleet he’s innocent his lover’s murder. Captured and bound for transport to a penal colony, he comes face to face with an old enemy and revelations about the murder. Tristan vows to expose the truth to the Fleet. He escapes, but crash lands on an unidentified and uncharted planet where he encounters an alien who stirs passions he thought long buried.

	Lucan receives special permission from the council to fly to Oria to release his mother’s spirit on the sacred world. With no family remaining, he’s broken and unsure. However, he didn’t count on meeting a human while he’s alone and mourning. He’s drawn to Tristan’s swagger and strength. He longs to be near him, even though his mother warned him that humans are a violent race, bent on destroying themselves and anyone around them.

	With one working ship and a failing planetary cloaking device, it’s a short time until humans discover Oria and Tristan is recaptured. Under the starry, moonlit sky of the holiday Jainfest, the men learn to overcome their feelings of fear and distrust, and winds up finding out they aren’t so different after all.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	You sure stepped in the shit this time. Wearing a hoodie to hide most of his face, Tristan scowled as he entered the run-down, hole-in-the-wall bar on the outskirts of what used to be Atlanta, Georgia. It was hard to believe a planet could go to hell at the hands of the government in fifteen years.

	There was a time Tristan defended the same government. Corruption and too many egos leading the defense departments of the United Nations led to a third world war.  Countries fought with each other and against their own. No one body of government gave up until all resources had been expended.

	The whole planet lay in ruins with little clean water and food. What few towns left livable didn’t like strangers. Like Atlanta.

	“What’ll you have?”

	Tristan glanced at the bartender, taking in the tattoos covering both arms, disappearing under the sleeve of his black T-shirt and reappearing out of the collar to climb up his neck. The guy was large, muscular, and his presence was dark. Definitely not the type of guy to fuck with.

	“Scotch.”

	“All out.”

	Working his jaw, Tristan grumbled a curse before growling out, “Whiskey.”

	With a short nod, Mr. Tats grabbed a glass and poured the caramel-colored liquor. Setting the glass in front of him, Tats leaned in, a sneer on his lips. “If you’re looking for trouble, this isn’t the place.”

	“Noted.” Tristan downed the whiskey, loving the burn as it slid down his throat. After tossing a few bills on the counter, he headed to the door. He didn’t have to explain himself to anyone. And he damn sure didn’t need to take shit from anyone.

	So he was out of there.

	And off the dying planet.

	When he got a few feet from the door, it flew open, revealing a dozen armed officers. Fuck me. Tristan ducked into the crowd, rushing to the back door. It was too late. The police were already inside barking orders. One of the fucktards stepped into Tristan’s path, gun raised in his face. “You, come with us.”

	Fuck that shit.

	Relying on his military training as well as the skills he’d learned on the street, Tristan gripped the gun barrel and kicked one foot out, tripping the officer. He fell while yelling into his radio, “Fugitive is on the run!”

	Tristan didn’t waste time, darting out the back door. Pushing his legs as fast as they could go, he exited the alley just as two more officers came out of the front of the bar.

	“There he is!”

	Damn it. Tristan fired the gun, not really aiming for anyone or sticking around to see if he hit one of them. He was already up for murder charges. What’s one more?

	He ground his teeth. Murder his ass. He’d been framed and he needed to stay out of prison long enough to prove it.

	His chest tightened as guilt rose to the surface. Austin Brass wasn’t only his captain, but his lover. They’d grown up together and later joined the academy and then flight school. When they were assigned to the same fleet and ship, they kept their relationship on the down low at first.

	Then Austin discovered a traitor in the fleet, selling classified information to other species. Gregor Walton was not going to get away with destroying Earth, nor was he going to get away with framing Tristan for murder.

	Bastard.

	A quick glance confirmed the officers were closing in. Tristan picked up the pace, even though his muscles burned. Not enough exercise in the last five years of self-loathing.

	A moment later, several sharp stabs hit his back. He growled out a scream as he fell to his knees then the ground, convulsing as the electric pulses of the Taser raced through his nervous system.

	His whole body tensed. Unable to move or fight back, he sifted through the haze of pain racing along every nerve ending to think of how he was going to escape.

	***

	Tristan studied the familiar glass cell where he woke. At some point, he’d passed out from the volts of electricity pumping into him. They fucking Tased him. Bastards.

	Before the lights out action, he recalled the words “penal colony” and “can’t escape from there.” He had no clue what it meant, but he did recognize the spaceship. The only off-Earth penal colony he knew of was the manmade space station large enough to hold the populations of Texas and New York before the last world war.

	The government used the space station as a prison for those serving life sentences with no possible parole—which accounted for everyone they arrested nowadays. The justice system went to hell with the rest of the world.

	“Well, if it isn’t Commander Hawthorne.” Gregor Walton stepped up to the glass, a crooked grin on his face. “We meet again.”

	Tristan grit his teeth so hard he was sure he’d crack a few. Fisting his hands, he reminded himself he didn’t need to break them by punching the glass. Boy, what he wouldn’t give to choke the life out of Gregor. Only then would the false charges against be worth serving. “I haven’t been Commander for five years, thanks to you.”

	The grin widened, but Gregor’s eyes darkened. “You got what was coming to you. I mean, really… killing your captain?”

	That’s it! Tristan slammed both palms to the glass and growled out, “I had nothing to do with Austin’s death, and you know it.”

	I loved him. Tristan mentally pushed away the rising ache that made him want to retreat to the bottom of a Scotch bottle.

	Gregor threw his head back with an evil laugh that boomed through the cargo hold where the prisoners were housed for transport. He must have heard the emotion Tristan tried to keep out of his voice when he spoke his ex-lover’s name. What the fuck ever. It wasn’t a secret he and Austin had been a couple.

	Pushing away from the glass, Tristan paced the cell. He jammed his hands into the pocket of his hoodie. The moment his fingers touched the cool metal of his digital journal, he smiled. Gregor was a fool. Tristan would finally get the bastard on tape. Without giving himself away, he flipped the recorder on the handheld device. Thank God they hadn’t searched him like they normally did when taking prisoners aboard the ship.

	“Temper, temper,” Gregor taunted. He turned to leave then stopped and peered at him over his shoulder. “Captain Brass was a nosey SOB. If he kept to his own business, he’d still be alive.”

	Tristan took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Stay calm. You need this info to clear your name. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

	“Oh, yes. I did. You see, he would have ruined everything I’ve worked for. By framing you and bringing you in the first time, I was promoted to General. Win, win.” The crooked, evil grin returned.

	Tristan rushed the glass again, hitting it so hard Gregor flinched and took a step back. “You’ve been feeding information to other planets. It should have been you who died.”

	“Such anger.” Gregor tsked, fueling Tristan’s rage more. “Rest up. I heard it’s rough on Gradus.”

	I won’t make it to the colony, asshole. Tristan glared at Gregor’s back as the man left the cargo hold. 

	All he needed to do was get out of the glass cell. Lucky for him, there was flaw in the design. He’d noted it in his log while transporting prisoners with Austin on the day before his lover died—a plus from being a former Commander of the Fleet. The ship he and Austin were assigned to was the same model. He bet it had the same weakness in the doors.

	No one would have noticed the flaw unless they knew what to look for. He hoped they hadn’t fixed it. Knowing their arrogant asses, they’d ignored his report.

	Kneeling at the left corner where it attached to the wall, he examined the hinge. He smiled and popped the pin out, then proceeded to the other five until the he was able, with some effort, slide the glass enough he could squeeze out of the cell.

	Morons. Tristan eased out of the cell then headed to the stairs of the cargo room. He needed to get to the bay without running into guards.

	He made it to a small ship in record time. Made for exploring, the ships were designed to hold four people. They were the latest models in the space program, used mostly to find inhabitable planets to colonize. The ships had been added a few months before Austin’s murder, so Tristan knew they would be in the hangar.

	Glancing round, he tensed. It was odd how there were no guards in the bay or in the corridors leading to it. He expected discovery at any moment.

	As soon as he climbed aboard the craft, shouts echoed in the bay. Fuckers had alarms on the crafts. No wonder the guards weren’t on patrol.

	He engaged the engines then taxied to the closed hangar doors. Fuck it. He was not going to Gradus.

	He gunned it, sending the ship bursting through the doors and into the open space, all the while noting the guards rushing out of the bay. A pang of guilt tightened in his chest, but he pushed it away. They got out. 

	Flipping a couple switches, he brought the hyperdrive online, not caring where he ended up. When he finally slowed, he scanned his surroundings. No sign of any ships. It wouldn’t last. Gregor would have the Shadow Fleet after him soon.

	He needed to hide until he could figure out who to trust in the Fleet.

	Just then, he spotted a small planet on the ship’s sensors. A quick search had him confused. There was no record of it in the star maps. An uncharted planet? Possibly. The perfect place to hide. He set a course and prepared for landing.

	Gregor wouldn’t get away with framing Tristan for murder. Somehow, he’d find a way to get the recording to the UN president and clear his name. Only then could he have
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