
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Drexelanto Dramvono, wrongfully convicted of murder, expects to spend the rest of his life in prison...

	 

	 

	Officer Drex Dramvono comes upon a grisly murder scene in the forest and a terrified teenage girl facing a lion poised to kill her. Drex shifts to his own lion and scares the predator away, then shifts back and carries the girl to the trail, calls it in to the station, only to become the prime suspect.

	Thanks to the girl pointing him out in court, Drex is convicted to life. With no contact at all with the outside world, his future is grim. He has none. All he does is dream of retribution, of being able to escape to punish the girl who had lied on the stand.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Drexelanto Dramvono was surprised when the guard yanked him out of the lineup, none too gently. It was dinnertime, and he was starving. “I haven’t done anything,” he protested when the guard let go of his arm.

	“Shut up. The warden wants to see you,” the guard growled.

	“Now? Why?”

	The guard answered by igniting the collar around his neck, the instrument of punishment all inmates had to wear. Drex suffered the electrical charge zinging through his neck and down his arms by flexing his muscles and clamping his lips together tightly. The jolt wasn’t so bad this time, just a slight warning to keep his mouth shut.

	The guards loved their little gadgets of power. They’d mete out punishment at the slightest provocation and stand there grinning if an inmate fell to the floor in agony and lay there writhing. And worse, if the ruckus got too violent, the guards would use the highest setting for the collar that could cut an inmate’s head right off. Drex had witnessed that severe punishment twice during his ten years of incarceration. It was far from pretty.

	As he followed the guard out of the mess hall, he tossed his empty tray on one of the counters. What the hell did the warden want with him? Sure, there’d been a ruckus in the woodwork shop earlier that day, and an inmate got badly hurt, but he hadn’t been involved. Did the warden want him to snitch? No fuckin’ way in hell. He knew who was guilty, but they wouldn’t get it out of him. He might be in for life without parole, but he didn’t have a death wish. Snitching on another inmate was a sure way to get carried out in a body bag. Especially ratting out the inmate who had committed the crime that morning. Butch, a fitting nickname, was one of the worst and most violent of the inmates—a mass murderer and in for life.

	Butch led a small gang of inmates who called themselves The Sharks, aptly named after Butch, whose last name was Sharker. A couple of them were also killers and in for life, and the other three had very lengthy sentences that got extended all the time because of their obnoxious and violent behavior. The gang of six shaved their heads to display a tattoo of a great white shark on the left side of their head.

	Most of the other prisoners were locked up for misdemeanors, and many of them did not stay overly long, some for only six months or even less, especially first offenders. The bulk of the inmates were males, but there were some females, probably less than twenty. The guards performed a regular count of inmates, and Drex heard the last number was three hundred and eighty-five.

	Drex growled inwardly, matching the growls of his stomach. He was a big man and prison food was meager, not nearly enough to satisfy his hunger at the best of times. You got what they slopped onto your tray, and no second helpings were allowed. Now, he’d probably have to go without anything until the morning. All they could get in the rec hall, their place of relaxation for two hours in the evenings after dinner, was a cup of tea or water.

	The guard knocked on the door of the warden’s office. A buzzer sounded, and the door opened slightly. “Go on,” the man said and gave Drex a rough shove in the back.

	Drex stepped into the office and waited.

	“Come in. Don’t just stand there,” the warden said from behind his desk.

	The door closed behind him as he approached the large oak desk. Warden Atcheson was an older man, probably in his late fifties or early sixties.

	The warden took his glasses off and studied Drex briefly before asking, “How long have you been in for?”

	“Ten years, five months, and three days, sir.” As if the guy didn’t know that. He had his computer screen right in front of his face.

	“That makes you what, thirty-three, right? You’re a lucky man, Drexelanto Dramvono. Your conviction has been overturned. You’ll be released within the next few days after the paperwork, so to speak, has been completed.”

	“Wh-wh-what?” Drex stuttered, not daring to believe what he’d just heard.

	“You’ll be set free. And you’ll receive handsome compensation for wrongful conviction and the length of time of your incarceration. The slate will be wiped clean with no record of your conviction and incarceration.”

	“How? I don’t understand.” The warden’s words blew his mind. How was it possible without a lawyer? Had his parents hired someone? Did it matter? He no longer had to make plans to escape... he was going to be free.

	From day one, Drex had begun trying to come up with a plan to escape. All the time he’d been locked up, he had been tasked with work inside the prison. In the beginning, he’d cleaned bathrooms and mopped floors. Then he was transferred to laundry, and after four years of that, they’d moved him to the woodworking shop where they created furniture to sell outside the prison walls. It was in the woodworking shop where he’d found out from an inmate that it was possible to ask for a work transfer, and he began putting in his applications to work in the gardens.

	For five years, his applications were denied because he was considered a dangerous criminal and a flight risk. And they were so right even if they didn’t know it... Dangerous? No. A flight risk? He definitely would be once his transfer was approved. And it would have been, eventually, as long as he behaved.

	His plan had been perfect. He knew if he could work outside the walls in the prison’s vegetable gardens, his lion would help him escape in a nanosecond. He’d take off to the mountains, where they’d never find him. But... eventually, the time would come when he could exact his retribution against the teenage girl who had lied on the stand, which led to his incarceration. She’d be a woman now... and probably well aware of what she’d done.

	“Your lawyer will bring you up to speed,” the warden continued, snapping Drex back to the moment.

	“I don’t have a lawyer, sir.”

	“You didn’t. And how you managed to get one when you’re not allowed contact outside of these walls is beyond me. But you have one now. Miss Anastasia Black will be in touch with you after your release.”

	Alarms went off in Drex’s head. It couldn’t be. Could it? The same girl, now a woman, who had identified him as the killer? How many women could there be living in the colony of more than three hundred thousand citizens with that exact same name?

	The girl would be what, around twenty-four now, maybe twenty-five. Her age had never been mentioned during the trial, but he had guessed her to be about twelve or thirteen judging by her yet undeveloped breasts and body he’d seen when he’d rescued her. And Yvonne Anderson, his landlord’s daughter who had befriended him, had never told him how old the girl was. Yvonne had just called her an annoying teenager. Since the girl had worn the Onida high school uniform during the trial, she had to be twelve or older. She would hardly be old enough to be a lawyer. Unless she was a brainchild and had sailed through school faster than other kids.

	“Congratulations. Now get out of here, or you’ll be hungry all night,” the warden ordered.

	“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

	He had a lot of questions, but he knew better than to dawdle. “Thank you, sir,” he said again, his brain still whirling with questions as he hurried to the door and opened it to find the guard waiting for him.

	Drex followed him to the mess hall, his mind busy digesting what the warden had told him. Several inmates yelled at him, wanting to know what the warden had said. Drex ignored them, knowing gossip traveled fast among the prisoners, especially at mealtimes. After the guard left, he picked up an empty tray and went to the serving counter.

	His dinner consisted of potatoes with some kind of mushy stuff they called sloppy joe. He didn’t care much for it, but hey, it was food, and it would quiet his hunger pangs for the night. The server tossed a bun and an apple on his tray, adding a tasteless pudding for dessert.

	Quite a few prisoners had already left the mess hall, so he chose an almost empty table and sat well away from the two inmates still eating at the end of it.

	While he wolfed down the gray slop, which they were served quite often and always reminded him of dog food, he thought about the surprising shock the warden had just delivered. A very welcome shock, but how was it possible? All the evidence against him had been circumstantial, but then the teenage girl’s identification of him and her testimony had sealed his fate and condemned him. He had watched the jury’s faces while she was on the witness stand and knew what their verdict would be.

	And he was right.

	Three counts of murder in the first degree and one count of aggravated assault against a minor.

	Three life sentences plus thirty years without a possibility of parole.

	No more lawyer.

	No contact with the outside world.

	He would never be able to appeal.

	He remembered Anastasia well, a small, skinny girl with red braids and freckles who couldn’t have been more than five feet tall. He recalled her icy blue eyes the most, the way she had stared at him constantly, cold, expressionless, almost dead. What made it worse, he’d found out from Yvonne that the girl wasn’t a colonist. She was one of his own people, a native Yarutan, who had chosen to attend high school in Onida, the capital city of the colonist’s territory.

	Anastasia had lived with Yvonne and her parents, Richard and Eileen Anderson, while she attended school. Yvonne had told him that the girl’s parents and hers were close friends, and the two men were business partners. Since the partner and his family lived too far away from the city for Anastasia to travel back and forth to school., Richard and Eileen had kindly offered her room and board.

	He hadn’t seen her often when he and Yvonne were hanging out, and she acted skittish if she spotted him at all. He had no idea why. It was almost as if she was afraid of him. He’d thought it was his size that intimidated the girl, and he and Yvonne had laughed about it.

	Her parents had obviously changed their native Yarutan names to English names. He’d had the same opportunity when he became a cop in Onida, but he opted to keep his birth name. Drex wasn’t hard to pronounce for the colonists, and who cared about his last name.

	He took his tray to the counter, disposed of the plastic utensils, tossed his plastic plate into the dirty dish box, set the tray on top of the pile, and left.

	The cellblock wasn’t far from the mess hall. It wasn’t a big prison. After all, how many criminals could there be among such a small population of colonists?

	The natives of Yaruta were shifters and had their own laws and methods of dealing with crime. The Yarutans did not interfere with the colonists unless a crime involving the opposite species occurred in one of their territories. Like the one he had been accused of. It had happened within the boundaries of the colony. That’s why he had ended up in their court of law and had been tossed into their prison.

	He noticed quite a few inmates hanging out in the recreation hall but opted to go directly to his cell. He didn’t mingle much with the other prisoners, but he occasionally liked to play a game of cards or chess with the few long-term inmates he sometimes talked to. As an ex-cop and a Yarutan—the only one among the inmates—he wasn’t very popular. But they also steered clear of him because of his size. He stood at six-foot-five with the muscular build and strength of his Yarutan heritage.

	He flopped down on the hard cot in his cell and stared at the ceiling. The girl must have become a lawyer, though he figured she was too young to have completed the long study. But why had she investigated his case? How had she proven his innocence? Had the real killer been apprehended, or had someone come forward and confessed?

	He closed his eyes, and his mind drifted to the past...

	 

	Much to his parents’ disgust, when he turned eighteen and had finished school, he announced he wanted to join the colony’s police force. His mother and father had been dead against it, which had caused nothing but arguments for a few months. His father had hoped his only son would follow in his footsteps, apprentice with him, and eventually become his partner. But Drex had no interest in that.

	His parents then tried to influence him to join the Yarutan Law Enforcement Agency. No... He was determined to become a detective, and Yarutan law enforcement had no such thing. It was a completely different system. His parents finally realized they couldn’t talk him into changing his mind and had given in. Not that he needed their permission since the age of consent among his people was eighteen. But neither did he want to leave home with bad blood between them, so he waited until they were at peace with his choice. Sort of at peace. They had just plain given up arguing with him.

	At the colony’s police academy, the director was surprised when he turned in his application. It was unusual for a Yarutan citizen to want to work in colony law enforcement, and he was the first to apply.

	He completed his eight months of training, during which time he lived in the training center’s barracks. After that, he was stationed at the main precinct in the center of Onida as the first-ever indigenous cop on the force.

	Drex managed to find a small cottage to rent just outside the city. It was located on the posh Anderson Estate close to the forest, ideal for a bachelor and affordable on his cop salary.

	The mansion on the property was occupied by the Anderson family, Richard, Eileen, and their daughter Yvonne.

	All was well as he settled into his new life. He liked his small home, enjoyed his job, and was working toward becoming a detective. Richard and Eileen Anderson, whom he’d never met since a real estate agent had handled the rental, were rather aloof, but not the daughter. Yvonne was around nineteen when he met her. She was gorgeous, with long blonde hair, brown eyes, and a sexy figure, but unlike her parents, she was very friendly.

	From the beginning, she always said hello to him if he was outside, and then, not too long after he’d moved in, she was riding her bike and had fallen near his cottage. He’d helped her, and from there, they began to have conversations and developed a camaraderie, which Drex hoped would develop into more... until she confided she had a boyfriend.

	Their friendship continued, and Yvonne treated him somewhat like a brother, often confessing deep secrets to him. After a while, Anastasia Black arrived to board with the Andersons. She had an Earth name, but Yvonne told him she was a Yarutan, which surprised him.

	On the day of the crime that resulted in his incarceration, he’d finished his shift, rode his antique mountain bike home like always, and took the shortcut along the trail through the forest. About three-quarters of the way, he heard a sound. He stopped, set his bike against a tree, and followed the strange mewling noise, thinking it was an animal in need.

	And then he smelled it... the overwhelming scent of blood. He’d stopped again, listening for other sounds, but all he heard was the soft mewling. He carried on, and the stench of blood got stronger.

	What he stumbled upon looked like something from a horror movie. He stood frozen in the shrubs at the edge of a moss-covered glade dotted with bright white mushrooms, many crushed, others splattered with blood. His gaze locked onto the three bodies of the Andersons, their throats torn out, an arm ripped off one of the torsos, a leg from another, their chests soaked with blood still dripping into the moss beneath them and smelled very fresh. The killings had just happened, maybe a minute before he got there.

	Besides the blood, he picked up another strong scent he recognized immediately as that of a lion. But how was it possible? Why would one of his own people attack colonists? And what was the Anderson family doing in the forest? Had they gone for a walk? But why leave the trail?

	His attention snapped to the mewling he still heard nearby somewhere, but also a growl... That of a lion...

	He immediately ripped off his clothes and shifted to his own lion, even if it was forbidden, especially on colony territory. He scented the cat even more strongly now, followed the scent, and came upon a lion ready to attack the young girl. He recognized Anastasia, who stood frozen against a tree, her pale blue eyes wide with shock, her face as white as snow. Her hands and arms were covered in blood, her white t-shirt ripped to her waist, and her jeans were torn and blood-stained. It looked like the lion had taken a swipe at her but only managed to claw the clothing. Otherwise, from what Drex could see with a glance, she appeared unharmed. The large lion stood about six feet before her, crouching for the kill, snarling and ready to finish her off.

	Drex let out a loud roar, and the feral beast turned his head, looked at him for a moment, then leapt away. Drex started to follow him into the forest while the scent was fresh to take care of the murdering beast, but then he heard the girl move and looked behind him. She had started to wander back to where the remains of the Andersons lay. He had to make a flash decision. Look after the girl or go after the lion.

	Drex shifted to his human in record time, pulled on his sweats and t-shirt, and ran after her. He tripped over a body part and fell headlong on the blood-soaked moss. Jumping up again, he ran to Anastasia, who stood in the center of the macabre scene. He scooped her into his arms and raced back to the trail as fast as he could, all the while listening for the lion, sniffing for the scent. But the beast had fled. The strong cat scent was gone. Holding tightly onto the girl, he dug his cellphone out of the pocket of his sweats and called it in.

	While he waited for help, he cradled Anastasia against his chest and sat with her against a tree trunk. He quickly searched for wounds while talking to her soothingly. She had none.

	It seemed to take forever before the police showed up, but the forest was soon swarming with cops, detectives, forensics, the coroner, and paramedics. An officer lifted Anastasia from his arms to take her to the waiting ambulance at the end of the trail. But just before he walked away with her, another cop stopped him.

	The detective asked the girl, “Honey, do you know who or what did this? Was it a wild animal? Did you see anyone?”

	For a moment, she just stared at the detective blankly, and then she pointed at Drex.

	At that point, they did not arrest him but asked him to return to the precinct to hand in his report. Drex had seen a lot during his short-lived police career, but this had to be the most gruesome scene ever.

	None of the humans from Earth knew that the people on Yaruta were cat shifters. Drex knew this particular case needed to be solved by his own people, and as soon as he could, he would contact the Yarutan law enforcement. He couldn’t get involved, not while working for the colony’s police force.

	When the first Earthlings landed so many years ago, they had asked permission from the king to set up a colony on Yaruta. The king had allowed it and gifted them a huge chunk of land. When he had found out how the colonists scoffed at anything supernatural, he had issued the order forbidding all of their people to ever shift where there could be Earthlings. They were to never breathe a word of their ability or divulge to any of the new inhabitants that they were shapeshifting cats. They could only shift and run free in the forests of the mountains, far away from the colonists.

	Anastasia was taken to the hospital and had reportedly babbled incoherently, and from what he’d been told, she had repeated his name over and over. The doctor declared her unfit for further questioning that day.

	Drex handed in his report, detailing what he’d found as best as he could...

	But he couldn’t tell them the complete truth...

	Not ever...

	And then they’d arrested him...

	The detectives interrogated him endlessly. Had he seen anyone or anything? Had it been one of the ferocious predators from the mountains that never ventured far beyond? They had only found a few of Drex’s and the girl’s footprints at the scene and no others. Apparently, the moss had hidden a lot, including the prints of the lion’s paws. And they found no weapon. Not then...

	It didn’t help that many of the cops Drex worked with knew of his immense, almost supernatural strength.

	And then, a few days after the murders, Anastasia finally talked and told them that the only person she had seen in the forest was Drex.

	He knew he was in serious trouble and requested a lawyer. Having no huge savings, nor were his parents rich, he was assigned a colonist public defender. The man was useless and just sat there like a zombie, barely working in Drex’s defense. And Drex was denied visitors or phone calls, so he couldn’t even tell his father what he knew—that one of their own was a killer.

	The trial was convened swiftly in a closed court due to the violent nature of the crime—the worst crime ever committed in the short history of Onida. Drex had asked his lawyer to get in touch with his parents but was told it was no use, that he wouldn’t be allowed to see them anyway, and the law forbade the lawyer from talking to Drex’s parents about the case.

	He’d requested to be put on the stand. If he could testify, tell the jury exactly what had happened that day—leaving out the part about the cat—it might help... His request was denied.

	Two days after the murders, two officers who were still combing the forest for evidence had suddenly discovered a shark-tooth sword with blood on it not far from the crime scene. Analysis identified the blood as belonging to the victims but found no fingerprints. According to forensics and the prosecutor, the weapon explained the jagged wounds resembling those made by an animal. The absence of fingerprints was a minor detail... How the sword had been missed in the first place was ignored.

	The prosecutor claimed that only someone with excessive strength could have torn or sawed the limbs off the victims’ bodies in such a manner. All the evidence they presented damned him, even though anyone with a bit of knowledge would know it was all circumstantial.

	He was surprised when Anastasia was called to the stand. She was so young and had suffered a huge trauma. The girl would still be suffering from the shock of it all. But the girl pointing to him in the courtroom was the last and final nail in his coffin.

	But not once did she say she’d seen him kill the Andersons or that it was not Drex who had attacked her. She only said he was there, that he was the only person she had seen. She never mentioned the lion, yet she must have seen the beast. Had she buried that deep within her mind? Or had she remembered that she wasn’t allowed to talk about lions? Because when the prosecutor questioned her very carefully, asking her for details of the crime, she’d just gazed at him blankly and didn’t answer. She was only a child, a traumatized kid still suffering from the shock
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