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Stella Everett

AJ Estelliam


Chapter 1
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Nothing would ever be the same.  As I looked around my new surroundings, and took them in with resignation, I realised that there was no looking back now.  My days as a detective were over.  Relegated to the basement of the building, this was my life now.

‘Come in then, Archer,’ my boss beckoned.  

I stepped forwards, hesitantly.  ‘This is it?’ 

‘I know it doesn’t look like much yet,’ he commented, wryly, ‘But I’m sure you’ll have it shipshape here in no time,’ he told me.  

I glanced around the sparce basement room, with a few tables and chairs serving as desks for the minority of few workers who seemed to function down here.  ‘Seriously?’

‘Yes, Embry, seriously,’ he frowned.  ‘You can’t just expect to waltz back into the building as if nothing has changed.  I found the most suitable role for you I could, alright?’ he said, snippily.

‘I’m sorry, sir.  Thank you for finding me a role.  I’m glad to be back, no matter what I’m doing, DI Anderson.’

‘You’re welcome.  This is an important job,’ he told me.  ‘Heading up the innocence project could be very interesting.’

‘Why is no one else doing it then?’ I questioned.

‘Well...the cases are solved...until they’re not, if you catch my drift,’ he chuckled. ‘Most of the criminals you’ll assess in those boxes over there deserve to stay behind bars,’ he told me.

I frowned at him.  ‘They do?’

‘Oh yes...protesting their innocence, when they’re far from it.  You’ll go through each case with a fine, tooth comb.  Select one to start with,’ he told me. ‘Investigate and find out whether it’s worth pursuing.  No budget though.  I have no budget for you to use.  It was hard enough to get you back on pay role.’

I sighed.  ‘Yes sir.  I’m grateful for the chance.’

‘There are a couple of volunteers working down here.  One other woman working part time.  Make yourself known to them and use them as required.  You’re the lead, but as I said...no budget.’

‘I heard, sir,’ I replied, accepting my fate.  

‘Good luck then.  Oh, and Embry?’ he said, pausing at the door.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Perhaps best to stay down here now...let it rest now that it’s done.’

I stared at him, feeling a hollow sensation fill my gut.  ‘You don’t want me on the main floor?’

He pursed his lips. ‘I’m sorry, but I think that might be best.’

I considered this, and then nodded, resignedly.  ‘Okay.  Whatever you think is best.’

‘Well, let me know how you get on...by email or scheduled appointment,’ he added.

I felt like shit.  ‘Yes, DI Anderson.’

He nodded.  ‘I’m sorry it came to this, Embry.’

I sighed.  ‘Yeah...I am too.’

‘Good luck,’ he said, before striding away.

Turning to look at my new home, I was shocked by how starkly uninspiring the basement room was.  Was this my future now? Literally relegated to the basement as punishment for what had happened?  I supposed it was better than nothing at all.  At one point, coming back at all had been in question.  At least I had a job, which meant money, which kept a roof over my head.

Walking over to the two human beings in the room, I decided to introduce myself.

‘Hello,’ I said, in welcome.

The first young woman turned.  ‘Hi,’ she said, giving me a brief once-over. 

‘I’m Embry Archer.  I’m the new lead of the innocent projects,’ I told her.

‘Oh, right...’ she said, uninterested.  ‘I’m Clara.  Clara Brooks.’

‘Nice to meet you, Clara.  Are you a volunteer?’ I asked.

‘Yes.  I’m earning credit for a university apprenticeship.’

‘Okay, great...well, what do you do down here?’ I asked.

‘I’m in charge of the mail.  I open it, read it and file it.  That’s about it.  If there’s already a casefile related to the writer of the mail, I add it to the pile.’

‘Right...’ I said, looking over at the piles and piles of boxes with case files literally brimming out of the top.  ‘Well, nice to meet you.’

‘Yeah.  I only do two hours a couple of times a week, by the way.’

‘No, that’s good.  Great. I’m sure it will be really useful to have you around going forwards.’

Clara looked doubtful about that, so I moved onto introduce myself to a young man, who was working at his desk, glasses perched on his nose as he worked intently on his computer.

‘Hello,’ I said, introducing myself.  ‘I’m Embry Archer.  I’m going to be leading up the innocent projects,’ I told him.

‘I heard,’ he said, without even a hint of a smile.

‘And you are...?’ I questioned.

He looked up again, clearly wanting to get on.  ‘Nate Richards,’ he told me.  ‘I volunteer, also.  I’m slowly digitalising all the files.  As you can see, there’s plenty to get online,’ he said, indicating the piles of boxes.

‘Wow, yeah...big job.  Are you a whizz with computers?’ I asked, realising it would be helpful.’

‘I’m a student looking to study criminology. I’m doing this for the experience of working within a police department, but I hadn’t anticipated being stuck in a basement typing up files.’

‘No...well, I guess we all start somewhere,’ I mused.

‘I should be getting on,’ he told me, turning back to his screen.

I left it at that, understanding he might want to get on.  I then wandered to the piles of boxes and stared at them blindly for a good two minutes before actually doing anything.  Deciding to start getting myself organised, I looked around.

‘Anyone mind if I move some things?’ I asked.

‘I don’t mind,’ Clara told me.

Nate just glanced at me, as if he couldn’t care less.

‘Great,’ I nodded.  

Starting to drag some tables around, I built myself a desk using four of them.  I supposed it would have to do for now, seeing as this was what I was working with.  After putting the four tables together, I set up my laptop and plugged it in by running an extension cord across the table.  Once that was done, I started unloading the box of belongings I had brought with me onto the desk, making it home.

Ten minutes later, I felt slightly better about things.  Yes, the basement wasn’t perfect, but I’d work on making it a comfortable environment in which to work.  It was a shame there wasn’t more natural light, I mused, but I’d work with what I’d been given and accept it for what it was.

Now I’d set up, it was time to get to work.  Heading over to the piles of boxes, I lifted one and found it very heavy.  Stumbling across to the desk, I put it down, heavily on the floor and sank to the desk chair.  Reaching for the first case file, I opened it and began to read.

Lost in criminal cases, the hours ticked by with me engrossed in reading about various potential cases to take on. After reading a few, I began to place them in piles. Ones I didn’t think stood a chance, the ‘maybe’ pile and then ones which interested me.  I was on the ninth file when my breath caught in my throat.  Opening the case file, which simply read, ‘The Everett Files’ on the front, I flipped the page over and was confronted by a photograph of a woman who had been imprisoned for her crime.  Stella Everett, the name read, but it was her face which was disarming.

Staring at the camera were the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and her expression was intriguing.  Stella Everett didn’t look like the average criminal. No, she was different. With bright blue eyes, striking blonde hair and a pale but glowing complexion, her eyes bore into mine, defying the camera sullenly as she held my gaze.

For long moments, I stared at her image.  She was quite beautiful, and had I met her in a bar or pub one night, I knew I’d have been interested.  There was something about her that captured my attention, and that made me turn the page and begin reading.

Stella Everett had been imprisoned for murder.  Facing a twenty-year sentence, Stella had been in prison for two years now, with eighteen more to go.  It had been a letter from her brother Steven, who had contacted the innocence project, interestingly.  Usually, it was the incarcerated person themselves writing for help, but with Stella Everett, it was her brother.

I read the letter, which had been sent to the police.  In it, he detailed the fact that he believed she had been wrongly convicted and stated that he had proof which he was willing to share about the crime, in order to free Stella.  

He talked of the woman herself, explaining her character, and how there was no way she was a killer.  His tone was eager yet hinted of desperation.  He clearly didn’t believe her to be guilty, and that intrigued me even further.

Turning another page, I was confronted with the crime.  It had been a murder.  A man killed outside a nightclub.  The murder had been a crime of passion, I read.  Unplanned and rapid, the story read that Stella had been at a club with her girlfriend, Tess, when Tess’s ex-boyfriend had turned up.  It continued to say that a confrontation had occurred outside the club, and a fight had ensued.  Details varied from source to source, but it had been decided that Stella Everett had picked up a glass bottle, shattered it and then pushed the rest of it into the ex-boyfriend’s neck.

I finished reading the account of the night with a dark, unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach.  Flicking back to the picture of Stella Everett, I knew better than to judge a book by its cover but found myself doing just that.  She didn’t look like a killer.  She looked...well, captivating.

Setting the case file aside, I decided that it was a definite no from me.  Being attracted to the criminal involved in an innocence project case was the last thing I needed, so I picked up the next file and started reading from there.

Despite continuing on, looking at many different files, my mind kept skipping back to Stella Everett, and her haunting, iridescent eyes.  Their ocean-blue depths captivated me in ways which no other woman had ever managed.  I’d been looking for that feeling, that sensation for a long time with another woman, but been unable to find it.  Shaking my head at my own stupidity, I decided that unless the universe gave me a sign from above, I’d dismiss that file for sure...move onto something else.

‘Detective Archer?’ Clara said, approaching my newly formed desk.

‘Yes?’ I said, distractedly.  ‘Oh sorry, yes? Please call me Embry.’

‘Oh...Embry...uh, have you come across a file with ‘Everett’ on it?’ she asked, flooring me with her question.

‘I...yes,’ I said, putting my hand on it immediately.  ‘Why?’ I asked, feeling my heartbeat accelerating in my chest.

‘Well, I’ve been compiling these letters, and it’s quite incredible,’ she said, handing me a stack of letters, very thick.  ‘They’re all from the prisoner’s brother-a Steven Everett-and he’s written once a week, every week, since she’s been behind bars.  Look at all these!’ she said, running them through her fingers, making a satisfying sound as the envelopes tap, tap, tapped together as she ran them through.  

‘Wow...’ I murmured, taking them from her.  ‘Have you read them all?’

‘Yes.  They all say much the same thing, but they don’t give all the details.  He says he wants to talk to someone face to face for that.’

‘Right...’ I murmured.

‘He actually makes an interesting case if you read them in order.  I found it quite intriguing, I must say.  Anyway...I’ll leave it with you.  Can you add them to the file?’ she asked.

‘I absolutely will,’ I agreed.  ‘Right now.’

‘Thanks.  Anyway, I’m off now.  Like I said, I only do a few hours,’ she explained.

I nodded. ‘That’s great.  Thanks for this, Clara. It was nice meeting you today.’

‘And you...I’m back on Thursday,’ she added.

‘Okay.  Thanks Clara, see you soon!’

‘Bye,’ she said, heading off to get her stuff.

Once the young woman had left, I sat back in my chair, amazed.  Holding the pile of envelopes in my hand, I flicked through them as Clara had, looking at the mass of letters.  What had I said to myself? Only if a sign from the universe told me to take the case? This was a clear sign! An absolute clanger.

Frowning to myself, I flipped open the file once again.  The stunning picture stared back at me, captivating me all over again. It was her eyes which intrigued me the most, and I wasted precious moments just staring at the photo.

How could I take this on when one look at a photo had me questioning my life choices? It was complete madness.  I wouldn’t be able to work with her. I wouldn’t be able to function correctly.

‘The Everett Files?’ a voice said, startling me.

It was Nate.  ‘What?’ I exclaimed, startled.  ‘Oh! Sorry...yes...what do you know about them?’ I asked, curiously.

He gave me a long, measured look, then took off his glasses, rubbing his face wearily.  ‘I kind of know her...’ he told me, looking slightly pained.

‘You do?’ I questioned, intrigued.  ‘How? How do you know her, Nate?’

The young man looked troubled...as if he wasn’t sure whether to tell me or not.  

‘It’s fine...tell me.  I’m keen to hear.  Open to anything,’ I told him. ‘Please, Nate.  Tell me how you know Stella Everett?’

‘Well, she’s kind of my step-aunt, kind of thing,’ he said, awkwardly.

‘She is?’ I breathed, feeling like another sign from the universe had just been handed to me on a silver platter.

‘I have two dads,’ he explained. ‘My biological dad is Matthew, and when he broke up from my mum, he met Steven.  Steven Everett.  He’s been my other dad since I was five,’ Nate explained.  ‘Steven is Stella’s brother...and a huge advocate of her innocence.’

I gaped at him.  ‘Steven Everett is your father?’ I questioned, stunned.

‘He is,’ Nate said, quietly.  ‘Not biologically...but in every other way possible.’

‘Wow,’ I murmured. ‘So, you know her...Stella.’

He nodded.  ‘She’s always just been my aunt,’ he said, quietly.  ‘Until she was more than that...a headline.  A news article to poke fun at.’

I stared at him, wondering how this case had dropped from the abyss into my lap, primed and ready to go.  ‘Nate?’

‘Yes?’ he replied.

‘What do you make of the case? I mean, what’s your take?’ I asked him.

He shrugged, a nonchalant look coming over his face.  ‘She’s innocent.’

‘Is she why you’re here?’ I asked, pointedly.

He looked down, before boldly lifting his gaze to mine. ‘Partly.  I also want to do this.’

‘This?’ I questioned.

‘Yes...work in criminology or forensic science within the police-making sure innocent people aren’t put behind bars for crimes they didn’t do.  I want to get it right...so that cases like my aunts don’t happen.’

‘Interesting,’ I murmured.

‘But that’s all I’ll say.  Dad warned me not to get involved in this,’ he said, quietly, putting his glasses back on.  ‘So, I’ll stop right now.’

‘Hang on, but Steven has been writing to the innocent project since Stella was put behind bars-weekly letters!’ I said, holding up the pile. 

Nate met my eyes. ‘He wants her released, obviously.’

‘Because it’s his sister?’ I asked.

‘No,’ he said, flatly.  ‘Because she’s innocent.’

With that, Nate turned and walked away, out of the room and was then gone.  Left alone, ruminating, I turned once again to the photo of Stella Everett and felt my heart thump in response.  Staring down at her face, I knew what I had to do-and yet every, little part of me warned that I might not be able to take this on with an entirely professional viewpoint.  Setting my hormones aside, I read through the case file notes, and once again I felt intrigued.  This was the case, I realised.  This was the case I need to begin with.  My first innocence project was beginning-and it was the case of Stella Everett.
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Left alone in the crappy basement, I decided to make the area a little more inhabitable.  Getting up, as distraction from Stella Everett’s haunting, blue eyes, I moved around, shifting furniture in order to make it less cluttered.

In no time at all, the space was more organised and when I opened some shutters, there was even one small window which provided a little light. Heading back to my new desk, I sat down and considered my options.  I could take on this case, which had literally been written in the stars for me, or I could go for one of the other, far less interesting options, none of which I was intrigued by in the slightest.

Sighing to myself, I was lost in thought when a woman strolled in, her heels clicking on the flooring as she wandered in like she owned the place.

‘Hiya,’ she said, coming to sit in front of me, pulling up a chair. ‘I’m Maxine Kant, but everyone calls me Maxi.’

I stared at the bombshell who had appeared before me.  Dolled up to the nines, complete with power skirt and jacket, her make up heavy and her hair coiffured into place, she made quite the entrance.  ‘Hi.  I’m Embry Archer,’ I told her.

‘I know,’ she replied, smiling happily. ‘I make it my business to know these things.’

‘Oh, you do, do you?’ I enquired.

‘Yes.  You used to be a detective, right? Highly decorated in fact.’

‘I, uh...’

‘But we won’t talk about that, of course. I’m told it’s sensitive...you know,’ she said, leaning forwards, ‘The fact that you’re stuck down here in the basement with us now!’

‘Well, uh... it wasn’t my first choice, but things happen...’

‘They certainly do!’ she exclaimed. ‘Never mind! There’s lots of positive, useful work required down here, you know.  Have you seen those case files?’

‘Yes.  There certainly is one hell of a lot of innocent people waiting to be freed,’ I murmured, looking across at the piles.

‘Ha! Good one!’ she laughed.  ‘You’ve got to wheedle out the ones that have potential,’ she told me.  ‘And they’re few and far between!’

‘You’ve worked here a while then?’ I asked.

‘Not really.  About three months or so.  I’m the administrative assistant to the innocence project leader-which is you...so just ask me to do whatever you need doing,’ she told me.

‘Oh right...well, great.  Thanks.  That’s going to be really useful,’ I replied.

‘I’m very organised and efficient, so just set me off on tasks and we’ll get on just fine,’ she said standing.  ‘I like what you’ve done around here.  Ron was a nightmare...left it like a complete shithole! Never did clear this place up-and let’s face it, with a little work, this basement could be a lot better than it currently is.’

‘Actually, Maxine...’

‘Maxi,’ she corrected.

‘Maxi,’ I said, smiling at her. ‘The environment does bother me. I started clearing it up, but would you be willing to help me sort it out? Make it more liveable? We’re going to be down here a lot-might as well make it nice?’ I suggested.

‘Yes!’ she exclaimed. ‘Can we start right now?’ she said, clapping her hands.  ‘It’s absolutely disgusting down here, right?’

‘It sure is! I mean, do the cleaners even visit the basement? It doesn’t seem like it!’ I commented, wrinkling my nose.

‘I’m sure they don’t,’ she replied.  ‘Let’s get started.  Ooh, I’m glad you’ve started here, Embry...can I call you Embry?’ she questioned.

‘Yes, of course! Please do,’ I said, smiling at the older woman.

The two of us got started, shifting unwanted furniture out of the basement and into the vacant hallway.  They could do what they wanted with it out there, but we didn’t want it in our office space.  

Snagging some cleaning supplies from a nearby closet, Maxi came back triumphant, showing me her find.  ‘Look what I found!’

‘How did you get all that?’ I questioned, surprised.

‘Got the keys from one of the guys on reception...after a bit of flirting,’ she added, happily.

‘Flirting?’ I exclaimed.  

‘Yes, flirting, Embry.  It worked as well.  He gave me these keys-and his number!’

I chuckled.  ‘Brilliant.  Let’s get this place cleaned up.’

Within another half an hour, the basement was at least clean.  After putting away the supplies, Maxi sat down across from me and surveyed our handiwork.

‘Looking good!’ she said.

‘It is,’ I agreed.

‘You getting started already?’ she asked, indicating all the case files, which were strewn all over my desk.

‘Well, yes actually.  I like to be busy, and I want to get started on one of these files.’

‘Any idea which one yet?’ she asked, thumbing them, nosily.

‘Uh, I’m not sure...’ I murmured, wondering still about the Stella Everett case.  ‘But uh...well, there was one...which captured my attention.’

‘Oh, yes? Which one?’ she questioned.

‘It’s a murder case.  A particularly nasty one, actually.  Female suspect.’

‘What’s the name?’ she asked.

‘Uh, Stella Everett,’ I said, shifting in my seat slightly.

‘Oh yes! That’s a well-known case to me, actually.  When I worked over in Fairmont, it was all over the papers several years back.’

‘I imagine it must have been,’ I murmured. ‘And what was your take on it?’ I questioned.

‘I didn’t really have one.  It just read as a crime of passion.  An unexpected killing which robbed a man of his life, and a woman of her freedom.’

I stared at her, curiously.  ‘Have you read this file, Maxi?’ I asked.

‘Oh, I don’t take part in the investigative aspect of working down here.  I’m purely administration.’

‘Mmm,’ I murmured, frowning.  ‘And if I valued your insight, on whether this might prove an interesting case to pursue, as my first here?’

‘Then I’d say, hand it over!’ she replied, smiling from ear to ear.

I grinned at her and passed her the file.  

Sat twiddling my thumbs, I waited while Maxi scanned through the case.  She took her time, considering the pages of evidence inside, and then looked up at me, her frown fixed in place.  ‘Interesting...’

‘Yeah,’ I agreed.  ‘It is, isn’t it?’

‘The conviction seemed to be based on confession alone,’ she noted.

‘Yes,’ I nodded.  ‘And yet when asked why-she could give no, real reason as to why she wanted the man dead. Why she killed him.’

‘Except for the fact he was the ex-boyfriend of her girlfriend.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I mean, people have killed for less,’ she pointed out.

‘True-but something about it doesn’t sit right with me.  I think this is the case I want to pursue first.  At least look into more deeply.  There’s reems of letters from Everett’s brother, insisting on her innocence, and it would be interesting for Nate.’

‘Nate?’ she questioned.

‘The volunteer boy. The student,’ I told her.

‘Oh! He doesn’t speak! I didn’t know his name,’ she told me.

‘Oh, well, it’s Nate...and strangely enough, he did come to talk with me, and he told me something interesting.  Apparently, he’s related to Stella Everett.’

‘How?’

‘She’s his aunt-through marriage,’ I added.

‘How bizarre!’ she commented.  ‘Well, sounds like the place to start.  Got to begin somewhere, right?’ she smiled.

‘Very true.  If you wouldn’t mind setting up yourself with a desk the way you like it, then gathering everything possible connected to the Stella Everett case files will be on the agenda.’

‘I like it! A woman with a plan!’ she grinned.

‘I don’t mess around,’ I told her, pulling myself closer to the computer.  

‘That you don’t! I’ll get started.’

Sorting out my own desk took a short few minutes, as I found I was anxious to get back to the file.  Opening it up, once again, I was confronted with the unsmiling image of Stella Everett.  Her eyes seemed to capture mine once more, and they wouldn’t let go.  Even when I looked away, moments later, I’d find myself looking back-to stare at them some more.

Cursing my own foolishness, I wondered if I’d made a mistake.  My rampant hormones were on overdrive from a simple picture.  Why had I chosen this case? This criminal to investigate? There were hundreds of others I could be looking at, but no, I seemed to like to make my life difficult.  Sighing to myself, I resigned myself to keeping my hormones in check and calming the hell down.  She was just a person, I told myself.  A person who needed my help.

Turning to my computer, I tried to log on but found my usual credentials were somehow lacking.  Try as I might, they wouldn’t let me access the system, and I quickly grew frustrated.  Calling DI Anderson, he quickly explained the issue.

‘Anderson?’

‘Oh hello, DI Anderson.  It’s Embry Archer here,’ I told him.

‘Archer?’ he responded.  ‘Problems already?’ he questioned.

‘I can’t seem to access the system. My logging on details aren’t working,’ I told him.

‘Ah, well they won’t be.  You’ll need to call support and get new ones.  You were taken off when you...well, when you weren’t here,’ he told me, sighing. ‘Call tech support, and they’ll get you set up.  I’ll send permission down to allow it.’

‘Okay.  Thank you, sir.’

‘Settling in fine, Archer?’ he questioned.

‘Yes, sir.  I’m looking forward to starting my first case,’ I said, with a hesitant smile.

‘Good to hear.  I’m sure it’ll be a good move.  I know it seems like I’ve given up on you...relegated you to a crappy spot down there...but it’s important work, and it’s been neglected since Ron retired.  There’s plenty of innocent people in prison needing our help.’

‘Interesting to hear you say that, sir.  I’ll do my best to find one of them, and find justice for the right person,’ I told him.

‘You do that.  I’ll call tech for you now,’ he said, clearly wanting to go.

‘Okay.  Thanks, sir.  Goodbye!’ I said and hung up.

‘Who was that?’ Maxi asked, from her desk.

‘Anderson,’ I told her, meeting her eyes.

‘The big DI?’ she questioned.  ‘Muscles everywhere, and a moody frown?’

‘That’s the one,’ I sighed.  ‘He was my boss before...’

‘Ah, right.  Interesting.  So how come you’re all the way down here? If you once worked for the mighty DI Anderson up on the glory floor?’ she questioned.

‘Good point,’ I sighed. ‘Let’s just say, I didn’t make all the right choices along the way, and now I’m being punished for it.’

She frowned at me, confused.  ‘You’re a bit of a mystery, you know that, Embry?’

‘Am I?’ I responded.

‘You certainly are.  But I must say-I already like working with you far more than Ron Edwards.’

‘Oh yes? Why is that?’ I questioned, smiling at her.

‘Because you talk to me like a human being for one-and already, I’m doing something more interesting than data entry!’ she told me.

‘Well, I hope we can have a good working relationship, Maxi.  I abhor tension in the workplace, and there’s no need for it.’

‘I agree,’ she smiled. 

‘It’s going to be different though,’ I sighed. ‘Leading up this place.  It’s certainly not what I’m used to.’

‘Important work though, right?’ she questioned.

I looked at her.  ‘That’s what Anderson said.’

‘Well, he’s right.  There must be many wrongful convictions, don’t you think?’

I nodded.  ‘I would assume to.  I don’t know statistics...’

‘But even one is a travesty, right?’ she commented.  ‘I mean
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