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Night crept in, covering the forest with a thick, black shroud.  Voices chanting in the blackness made her shiver as she was dragged to the clearing and dumped unceremoniously in the ragged undergrowth.  As they closed in around her, she whispered her own incantation, one which was filled with the desperation of someone who knew their time on this earth was almost over.  Giving in to the strong hands which manhandled her onto the fire, her body was engulfed in flames.  Sparks shot into the sky as her body was burned beyond recognition, and the satisfied murmurs of the crowd confused me.  Staring blindly at the scene before her, she wondered what it was like to die.

The woods at Moonacre were beautiful first thing in the morning.  With the crisp, early morning air making me shiver, I traipsed through the thick undergrowth, heading back to my cabin.  Stopping to admire the spring bluebells which had blossomed overnight, I lifted my head as an ominous feeling crept through my body like a wave of ice-cold water covering me. Frowning, I turned back to look at the path I had followed.  My stomach clenched with discomfort and my body trembled slightly.  Turning to leave, I hurried along the rest of the path as fast as my legs could carry me.

The rustic, little cabin had become home.  Cloaked with ivy and overhung by trees, it nestled in the deepest recesses of the forest, completely hidden from view. I let myself in, with fumbling fingers, the gloves on my hands hindering my ability to get inside quickly.  Once inside, I locked the door behind me and breathed a sigh of relief. Here, I could relax.  Here, I was safe.  Heading to my studio, I shut the door and began working, inspired by the scene by the lake that I’d seen earlier.  Lost in my work, I forgot about the ominous feelings from earlier and focused on my latest art piece.

Later that day, a sound registered in my head which I couldn’t fathom.  It was insistent and continued repeatedly.  Knocking, I realised.  Frowning, I hurried down the stairs, staring at the rustic, wooden door which led into my cabin and stared.  Nobody visited my cabin, because nobody knew it was here.  I had few friends and acquaintances-and if I did meet with them, it was never at my home.  Reaching for my discarded gloves, I pulled them on and headed for the door.

‘Good afternoon,’ a woman said, standing before me.

I stared at her.  She stood beside a man, and they were both dressed in smart suits.  Both wore sunglasses against the glare of the afternoon sun.  ‘Yes?’ I said, frowning.

‘My name is Detective Jess Steele.  This is Detective Tommy Jenson. We’re investigating a murder,’ she told me, bluntly.

I stared up at her.  The woman was annoyingly tall, and it made me squint in the strong sunlight.  ‘A murder?’ I questioned. 

‘Yes.  A murder, in the grounds of Moonacre Mansion,’ she explained.  ‘I’d like to talk to you about it,’ she told me, without preamble.  ‘Can we come in?’

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ I replied, blocking the door.  ‘I’m very busy.’

‘Doing what?’ she exclaimed, shaking her head.  ‘Painting with gloves on by the looks of it? That’s an interesting way to stay clean-or not,’ she said, her gaze flickering down my small frame.

I felt self-conscious suddenly.  I wore only a t-shirt and shorts and was covered with paint-both on the clothing and on my skin.  When my artwork was occupying my mind, I lost myself in it, uncaring if I became covered in the materials I used.

‘Look, Detective,’ I said, long sufferingly.  ‘I know nothing about a murder, so if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.’

‘I’m afraid I’ll need to take you into the station if you don’t co-operate,’ she told me.  ‘So, it’s either here or there...your choice,’ she told me, clearly.

I huffed in frustration.  ‘It’ll be a very short conversation due to the fact that I know absolutely nothing, but fine...we can talk out here on the veranda,’ I said, stepping out in my bare feet to join them.  ‘Please...take a seat if you’d like,’ I offered, indicating the option of a swinging chair or a hammock.

They both looked to the options and then back at me, as if deciding against it.  I shrugged, heading to the swing seat, and sitting down.  They moved to stand in front of me, as I tucked my legs up under myself.

I was just getting comfortable and relaxed when the female detective took off her glasses to meet my eyes.  My stomach clenched, tightened and I let out a gasp as I met her incredible gaze.  

Eyes which I’d seen in my dreams met mine.  They were like an emerald isle; beautiful and clear and yet within those earthy depths were flecks of amber gold, melting into the green and so unique that I knew I’d seen them before.  ‘Your eyes,’ I said, before I could stop myself.

‘Yeah, I know...I’ve always been told I’ve got weird eyes,’ she said, shaking off the comment, the brief wrinkle of her nose telling me it was something she didn’t like about herself.

I stopped myself from saying more, as the two detectives met my eyes.  ‘What’s this all about?’ I asked, rather than focusing on the woman’s eyes.  

‘Like I said, there’s been a murder...’ she began.

As the detective spoke, I found myself drawn to her face.  She wasn’t beautiful in a traditional sense, because her face carried a certain strength in the angular lines of her jaw.  She was stunning, that was for sure, but in a way which I’d never noticed in a woman before.  Her eyes were captivating, without doubt.  Her nose was straight and perfectly proportioned, her lips plump and inviting and her tanned skin was flawless-a beautiful colour against the soft blonde hair, which was cut short, framing her face.  ‘Okay,’ I nodded.  ‘What’s this got to do with me?’ I demanded, frowning.

‘Well; the murder happened not far from here.’

‘Yes, you said.  On the grounds?’ I questioned.

‘Yes, that’s right.  I understand from talking to the owners up at Moonacre that you’re the one to talk to,’ she said.

I gaped at her, shocked.  ‘How am I the one to talk to?’ I exclaimed, standing up and placing my hands on my hips.  ‘Try talking to them!’

‘We did,’ she said, unmoved by my outburst.  ‘And they claim to know nothing. They pointed us in your direction.  They said you would be one to know something.  Apparently, you know everything that happens on this land.’

I huffed at her.  ‘That’s just ridiculous.  I suggest you march back up that hill and speak to them.  What a joke!’ I exclaimed, rolling my eyes.

‘A murder is no joke,’ she told me coldly, her eyes fastened on mine.  ‘And we do this questioning here or at the station,’ she said, her gaze straying down my body briefly, as if noticing something about me that I was unaware of.

‘I’ll answer your questions, but I have no idea how I can help,’ I told her, clearly.  ‘I live a quiet life here, alone, and that’s how I like it.  I see no-one unless I go into town to the shop-and that’s infrequently lately.  There have been no visitors to Moonacre that I’m aware of-and no murders I’ve heard about either,’ I told her.

She cocked her head at me. ‘You know there’s rumours about you,’ she said, scanning my face.

I held her gaze, steeled my shoulders against her words. ‘There’s always been rumours,’ I replied, coldly.

‘They say you’re a witch,’ she said, bluntly, shocking me with how blatant she was in coming out with it.

I narrowed my eyes at her, feeling my body tensing.  ‘I’ve heard the rumours,’ I replied, rather than anything else.

‘They say Moonacre was home to witches through the centuries.  That dark magic exists in these grounds.  Now there’s been a murder, and evidence of witchcraft has been found. What do you say to that?’ she questioned.

I sighed, folding my arms across my chest.  ‘I’d say look at the history.  Yes, there are stories of the generations of women who’ve owned Moonacre-but they’re just that...they’re stories.  Even if witchcraft was something they practiced, it’s not a crime these days, is it?’ I demanded.

‘No, it’s not,’ she conceded.  ‘Unless is results in murder,’ she added.

I cocked my head at her, studying her face.  ‘I know nothing of this murder, Detective. Unless you plan on taking me into your station for questioning, you’ll excuse me? I have work to do.’

She sighed; clearly aware she was getting nowhere with me.  ‘Well; we’re minutes away from your home here,’ she said, eyeing the cabin with interest, ‘So we’ll be back...’

‘Minutes away? Where the hell did this happen?’ I questioned, frowning.

‘Just down the path which leads to your cabin.  We’ll be working the scene so I’m sure I’ll have more questions in time.  Thank you, Miss...?’

‘Whitby,’ I told her, quietly.  ‘Alestria...but I go by Ally,’ I said, unsure why I was telling her about myself when I normally kept to myself.

‘Thank you, Miss Whitby.  I’ll be in touch,’ she said, reaching out her hand towards me. 

I took a physical touch back, more than unwilling to take her hand. ‘Oh, I don’t...’ I shook my head.

She frowned, glanced down at her own hand and then withdrew it.  Lifting her gaze to mine once more, she studied my eyes, all gaze captivating as it met mine. Nodding once more, she backed off, finally leaving.

I watched them go while my heart pumped fast in my chest.  When they were out of sight, I hurried inside the house and up to my studio.  Grasping another canvas, I reached for the black, white and midnight blue and set up my palette, painting fast and frantically as the images came to light.  When I was done, an indeterminate time later, I stared at what I had drawn.  The pictures were disturbing, and I quickly gathered a sheet to throw over the canvas, hiding it from view.  Shuddering at the ideas forming in my mind, I left my studio and headed to the upstairs bedroom.  

Staring out at the forest beyond, I felt my body flood with fear.  The ominous feeling which had been lying dormant in the pit of my stomach began to rise and my arms developed goose pimples.  I rubbed at them absently, noticing the paint there as I did so. Realising I needed to shower, I headed to the bathroom and shut the door.

The mirror greeted me, and I stared at my reflection in shock.  My long, dark hair fell in rivers down my back, glossy and black.  It was stark contrast to my pale, white skin, which held patches of pink blush from the stresses of the past few hours.  I studied my face-my overly wide eyes, which stared with an owlish intensity, my blood-red lips, which were glossy and full and my small, snub nose, which suited me perfectly somehow.  

I’d been called beautiful by men I’d met, and I knew I was attractive to them because of their interest, reactions and attempts to get me into bed.  Mostly, I ignored this, distracted by a life I’d created for myself that required no-one else-especially someone who didn’t quite ‘fit’ with my lifestyle.

I glanced down at my petite, slender frame and realised why the detective’s eyes had been flitting downwards earlier.  My t-shirt hid nothing, and I wore no bra.  My nipples stood proudly, clear through the threadbare material of my old, painting top.  I groaned with embarrassment and pulled it over my head, discarding it on the dresser. No wonder she’d been looking at me! I’d had everything on show, it seemed.

I tugged off the little shorts I wore and stepped into my shower, turning the spray onto hot.  Spending long minutes washing my hair and body, I felt renewed by the time I emerged, fresh and clean.

After getting dry, I piled my wet hair up onto my head in a messy ponytail and pulled on jeans, a bra a black t-shirt.  I planned to go out and see what was going on-but this time, I would go dressed, I mused, shaking my head.  No more nipples on display for attractive detectives, I told myself.

Once I was dressed suitably, I tugged on my trainers and left the cabin.  The air still held a chill and the ominous feeling from earlier was still present, despite being duller.  As I walked down the path, I reached into my pockets and tugged out my black gloves, pulling them on.  I didn’t care what I looked like with a black t-shirt and then gloves. They prevented me from having to experience a myriad of emotions, thoughts and feelings, so they had become part of my day-to-day life.

Meandering down the path, I found that Detective Jess Steele had not been lying.  There, only a minute’s walk from my home, was the murder scene.  It had been taped off and a white tent covered what I presumed was the murder victim.  

Seeing the detective before anyone else, she noticed my approach and headed over to me.

‘Miss Whitby!’ she exclaimed.

‘Detective Steele,’ I nodded.

‘What are you doing here? This is a murder scene.’

‘Yes, and it’s also my home,’ I told her. ‘I wanted to see what’s going on.’

She frowned at me, noting my wet hair and then lowering her eyes to focus on my hands.  ‘Why are you wearing gloves again?’ she questioned.

I glanced away, drawing in a deep breath.  ‘Does it matter?’ I said, looking back at her.

‘It does to me,’ she replied.

I frowned.  ‘Why?’

‘Because I’m interested in you,’ she said, before correcting herself. ‘I mean, I’m intrigued by you...I want to find out more.  Call it the detective in me,’ she said, and smiled at me for the first time.

I felt the air catch in my throat as her whole face transformed with her smile.  I’d noticed that she was stunning, but when she smiled, she was absolutely gorgeous.  ‘I, uh...I don’t like touching things,’ I said, shrugging.

‘You don’t? Why not?’

I huffed at her.  ‘Nosy, much?’

‘I’m a detective!’ she exclaimed, chuckling at me.  ‘It’s my job to by nosy and ask questions.’

I shook my head.  ‘Nosy,’ I muttered.  ‘I’m just a clean freak,’ I lied.  ‘Some weird OCD going on.’

‘But you’re a painter, I thought? Doesn’t that involve getting really messy?’ she questioned.

‘It doesn’t if you wear gloves,’ I commented.

‘But earlier when we came to your cabin, you were covered in paint...all over your, uh...body...’ she said, scanning my eyes with interest.

I almost groaned, remembering the fact that I’d basically had my breasts out on show for everyone to see.  ‘Yeah, well, I’m just weird, okay? I live by my own rules and gloved hands is part of that.’

‘Interesting...’ she commented, scanning my face.

I huffed at her again, finding her blatant appraisal of me really unsettling.  ‘Look, I didn’t come here to talk about me, anyway.  I came to find out what happened here.’

‘Oh, that’s not possible. This is a closed crime scene now,’ she explained.

‘You’re kidding, right?’ I exclaimed.  ‘You’re on my land and you’ve told me there’s been a murder! I have a right to know what’s going on here!’

‘Your land?’ she questioned.  ‘I thought this was owned by the sisters who live in the mansion?’ she frowned, drawing out her pad and paper and checking her notes.

‘Moonacre is mine,’ I said, quietly, looking off into the distance.  ‘I just choose not to live there anymore,’ I said, mysteriously.

She frowned at me, baffled.  ‘But I...hang on, I’m confused...you’re Alestria Whitby, right? And up on the hill live Blair and Bella Blackleach?’

‘That’s right,’ I agreed.

‘You’re saying Moonacre Mansion belongs to you?’ she asked.

I shrugged.  ‘Pretty much,’ I answered.

She shook her head at me, getting frustrated.  ‘Can you just answer my question without these mysterious, thought-provoking responses, please?’

I met her unique, beautiful eyes.  ‘It’s not a simple story,’ I told her, quietly.  ‘But it comes down to the fact that Moonacre Mansion is mine-but I choose not to live there. What I choose is to live in this forest in my lovely peaceful cabin-or I did until this murder happened! I don’t want my life disturbed, Detective, which is why I’m here.  What’s going on?’ I demanded.

‘Pushy little thing, aren’t you?’ she smirked.

I put my hands on my hips, trying to appear taller than I was. Next to her, I was tiny.  She towered over me, a head taller.  ‘How dare you! I have every right to know what’s going on if it’s my property!’

‘Not considering this is a murder investigation, Miss Whitby. You could be involved,’ she mused, studying my face with interest.

I gaped at her.  ‘I’m hardly a murderer, Detective! Have you seen me? How would a woman my size be able to overpower and strangle a man who is over six foot?’ I demanded, without thinking.

She gaped at me, staring at me in shock.  ‘I’m going to have to take you down to the station, Miss Whitby,’ she said, surprising me.

‘What? Why?’

‘Because you just admitted you know the cause of death of our victim-not to mention his height.’

I stared at her, wide-eyed.  ‘But I...I...’ I realised my mistake and felt like a fool.  I’d let slip what I’d already figured out and was now going to suffer the consequences.  ‘I need to lock up my house,’ I told her.  ‘And get a jumper.’

‘Fine-but I’ll have to come with you.’

I gave her a long-suffering look.  ‘I’m not going to run off or anything.’

She shrugged.  ‘I don’t know you, Miss Whitby, and I’m just following procedure.  I could be much more unhelpful and demand you get in the car right now, but I’m not doing that.  I’ll accompany you to your cabin to collect what you need.’

‘Fine,’ I huffed, annoyed by this whole situation.  The woman was infuriating, with her stunning eyes and calming voice.  ‘Let’s go.’

I marched back down the path ahead of the detective and stomped into the house, annoyed.  I’d let slip that I knew too much and now the detective thought I was involved in murder! Frustrated with myself, I whirled on her, lifting my head to meet her quizzical eyes.

‘Just so you know, detective, I have absolutely diddly squat to do with this damn murder-and you’re wasting both your time and mine by taking me in to discuss this.’

‘Miss Whitby, please. You live nearby, you know details of the murder scene-there’s no avoiding you from being questioned about this.  For all I know, I’m taking in someone who not only knows information about this murder, but who has killed.’

I cocked my head at her. ‘You don’t believe that for one minute,’ I told her, smirking.

‘What? Why not?’

‘Because if you did, you wouldn’t have walked back to my cabin with me alone and be chatting and laughing with me like this.  You’d already have me in cuffs and be flanked by your little friends.’

‘Miss Whitby, time is ticking...can you collect your belongings so we can leave.  We need to go.’

‘My jumper is upstairs,’ I told her, indicating the stairs.

‘I’ll have to come with you.’

‘I’m not going to jump out of the upstairs window and run away, idiot!’ I exclaimed, shaking my head.

She gawked at me, stunned.  ‘Miss Whitby...’

‘I’ll be quick,’ I told her, heading for the stairs.

The woman annoyingly followed me, taking the stairs two at a time and joining me on the landing while I went into my bedroom to retrieve a warm jumper.  It would protect me against the chill as it seemed I was destined to spend some time stuck in a police station.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, heading the other way.

‘Oh, don’t go in there,’ I said, somewhat urgently.  ‘That’s my studio...my work is private,’ I said, hurrying after her.

‘Wow; this is amazing,’ she said, wondering around the room, despite my request for her not to. 

‘Please, Detective...this is my work...my...no don’t!’ I exclaimed, as she reached for the sheet on the canvas I’d been working on earlier.

It was too late.  She pulled the sheet free and there it was...the scene which had flooded my senses and infiltrated my head.  She stared at it, shocked, and then lifted her gaze to mine.  ‘Now I really have to take you in...’ she said, her voice quiet and much colder than it had previously been.

‘Detective no...it’s not what you’re thinking...’ I began.

‘Save it, Miss Whitby.  I think I was mistaken about you...time will tell.  Let’s go.’

There was really nothing else to say.  I’d messed up, and she knew it.  Realising she now thought I was part of this crime, I tailed her reluctantly, leaving the cabin with my jumper and keys, the ominous feeling in the pit of my stomach settling hard.

She led me to a police car and held the door open at the back. After shutting it behind her, I heard her call for her partner and then I was joined by both Detective Steele and Detective Jenson.  They were quiet as we drove, clearly saving it for the police station, and I fiddled anxiously with my gloves as we made our way into town.  Discomfort filled me, but I was beating myself up-because I knew the only reason I was being taken in was because of my own stupidity.

When we arrived at the police station, I was led inside the building and stood waiting in a reception of sorts.

‘This way,’ Detective Steele said eventually, beckoning me into a side room.  ‘We just need to take your prints and then we’ll take you to interview.’

‘Prints?’ I questioned, dumbly.

‘Yes, fingerprints.  I want to check you on the system.’

‘Oh, you don’t need to do that,’ I said, urgently.  ‘I can’t...’

She cut me off.  ‘Miss Whitby, we’ll be taking your prints.  There is no question about it.  If you’d prefer Detective Jenson to do it, that’s fine,’ she said, indicating her male partner.

I squirmed at the thought.  He would be even worse somehow.  Huffing my frustration, I shook my head. ‘I haven’t done anything! Why do you need to fingerprint me?’ I demanded.

‘It’s procedure,’ she shrugged, and it seemed to be her line for everything. It was ‘procedure.’

‘Look; I don’t mean to be difficult,’ I began.

‘Then don’t be!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Just take off your gloves and let me fingerprint you.’

I stared at her, seeing her strength-how she would not yield.  ‘I’m not happy about this,’ I told her, frowning my unhappiness her way.

‘I can see that,’ she replied, unmoved.  ‘But it’s procedure-and a hell of a great way to eliminate yourself from proceedings if you have no involvement.’

I shook my head, muttering several curse words under my breath as I made my way to her side.

‘Okay, great.  Take off the gloves and we’ll start,’ she said, setting up the machine before her.

I carried on muttering to myself as I peeled the gloves off slowly and carefully, placing them on the counter and seeing that my hands shook with the fear of what could potentially happen now that they were off.

Looking up at her, I saw she was looking at me expectantly.

‘Can I?’ she asked, reaching towards my hands.

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ I said, curling my lip.

‘I can’t do this without guiding your hand on the sensor, Miss Whitby.  So again; may I?’ she asked, trying her best to remain patient with me.

I drew in a deep breath, steadying myself before it started.  ‘Fine,’ I bit out, angrily.

The moment she took my hand in hers, I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to it.  As a bolt of white-hot lightning sparked between us, my eyes flew to hers.  I felt like her fingers were burning me and my heart began thudding in my chest like a drum.  Our gaze met and connected, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from hers.  They were so unique and captivating.  I felt like I was drowning in their emerald depths as I continued to stare.

'Get out of my room, Jessie-cake,’ I said, out of nowhere, breaking the moment.  ‘And get yourself dressed.  We’re not staying here!’

Detective Steele gasped, yanking her hand back and staring at me in horror.  ‘What did you say?’

I frowned at her, confused.  What had I said? ‘I don’t know,’ I said, defensively.  ‘Can we get this over with?’ I questioned, feeling more and more heightened by the minute.

‘Yeah...yeah, I mean...’ she trailed off, frowning intensely.  ‘Give me your hand.’

I offered it again, and yet this time it was her who seemed reluctant to hold it.  The same spark of electricity rushed through me when she touched my skin again, but I avoided her eyes as she made quick work of taking my prints.  

Unbeknownst to her, a whole variety of images, pictures and visions were flashing before my eyes as she worked, a lifetime of experiences, hurt and pain filling me.  

When she was done, I stepped back, clasping my head.  

‘Are you okay, Miss Whitby?’ she asked, sounding concerned.

‘Headache,’ I complained, clutching my skull.

‘Can I...can I do anything?’ she questioned.

‘No; just wait.  Give me a minute.  It’ll pass.’

The headache did pass, and when I lifted my head, the police around me were staring at me.  Quickly reaching for my gloves, I yanked them on, shielding myself from any more pain.

‘You okay?’ Detective Steele asked, uncertainly.

‘Better now. Can we get this over and done with?’ I said, quietly.

‘Please come with me,’ she said.

As the detective led me down the hall, my mind tried to process all the information it had been overloaded with.  It gave fresh perspective on the fearless detective who strode ahead of me and made me realise how deceptive first impressions could be.

‘Please, take a seat,’ Detective Steele said, offering the chair in the corner.

I sat down, noting the camera in the corner of the room and the recording device on the table.  ‘You’re wasting your time,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘Let me be the judge of that,’ she murmured, clicking on the tape.  ‘It is Monday 2nd March 2024.  I am Detective Jess Steele and I’m here with Detective Tommy Jenson.  Present is Miss Alestria Whitby, owner of the cabin on the Moonacre Mansion Estate.’

‘Not just the cabin,’ I interjected.  

‘What?’ she questioned.

‘I own the whole estate.  I just choose to live in the cabin, not the main house,’ I explained.

‘Okay, correction, owner of the Moonacre Estate.  So, Miss Whitby, you’re here to be questioned about the murder which was discovered in the early hours of this morning,’ she began.  ‘Do you understand that?’

‘Yes, I understand that,’ I nodded.

‘I’d like to start by getting some background information from you,’ she told me, her eyes intent on mine.

‘Background information?’ I replied, dumbly, repeating her again.

‘Yes.  I’d like to find out more about you,’ she said, eyes holding mine captive.

‘Well, we could do that-but what’s the point? Ask me about the murder...that’s why we’re here, right?’

She considered this.  ‘Can you give me a brief history of Moonacre Mansion? I hear from many that it’s an interesting story.’

‘Well, it’s a story, yes-whether you choose to believe it is up to you,’ I told her.

She nodded.  ‘Please go ahead.’

I sighed.  ‘Moonacre Mansion was once a very special place.  It’s situated in a magical spot where the stars connect and the constellations form.  It is sacred ground, which is why they built it there.’

‘They?’ she questioned.

‘My ancestors-the white witches of Raveryn,’ I said, simply.

‘Your ancestors built the Moonacre Mansion?’

‘Yes, they did, and it’s been passed down from mother to daughter ever since,’ I told her.

She frowned at me.  ‘Mother to daughter?’

‘That’s how it works in our family...that’s the tradition.  Anyway,’ I said, dismissing this with a wave of my hand, ‘things happened, and I decided to spend my time elsewhere.  The cabin suits me far more than some grand, stately home anyway.’

‘Hang on, go back...so, this home was your mothers?’ she asked.

‘Yes, it was,’ I nodded.

‘And why does your mother no longer live there?’ she wondered.

‘Oh, she’s dead,’ I told her, bluntly.

Detective Jess Steele’s eyebrows rose in surprise.  ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ she said, politely.

I nodded, used to the sentiment.  ‘Thank you.’

‘And your father? The house was then passed to him?’ she questioned.

‘Yes, that’s right-but he’s dead too,’ I added.

She cocked her head at me, confused.  ‘Your mother and father are both passed?’

‘Yes, they are,’ I nodded.

‘And so, who lives there now? I thought they were your family?’ she questioned.

‘They are-unfortunately.  Not blood, though,’ I said, making the point.  ‘Look, when my mother died, my father was extremely sad and lonely.  He met a woman who had two young girls and they eventually married.  We were thrown together to become a family of sorts, but I never felt welcome.  My father was besotted with his new wife, and I found the girls to be unkind and mean.  I wasn’t happy, so when my father died and my stepmother moved out to live with another man, I didn’t want to stay with my stepsisters.’

Detective Steele stared at me.  ‘So, you left to live in a little rustic cabin in the woods.’

‘Hey! The cabin might be a little rustic but it’s home!’

She shook her head at me in wonder.  ‘You’re Cinderella,’ she commented.

I laughed, genuine amusement filling me for a brief moment.  ‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’ I said, shaking my head and noting the way her eyes flitted downwards towards my mouth for the briefest second.  The look told me everything, but I steadfastly ignored it, unwilling to register what it meant.  

‘The evil stepmother and two ugly stepsisters?’ Steele insisted.

‘No, not really.  We didn’t get along, so took a step back from life with them.  It’s also not even close to being like Cinderella because there’s no happy ending.’

She looked confused.  ‘What?’

‘I don’t have a happy ending-and I won’t ever either,’ I told her.

‘I’m sorry, I’m not following what you’re saying, Miss Whitby.’

I sighed.  Maybe now wasn’t the best time to tell this woman the perils and pitfalls of my life in great detail. I should just stick to the basics.  ‘Oh, nothing.  I just live a very solitary, quiet existence.  Cinderella met her prince and lived happily ever after. That’s not on the cards for me.’

‘No?  You have no partner?’ she questioned.

‘No, I don’t,’ I replied, curtly.  

‘How come?’ she asked, bluntly.

‘Not everyone needs a partner to complete them, Detective,’ I said, frowning at her.  ‘You of all people should understand that.’

‘Why me of all people?’ she questioned.

‘Well, you know...’

‘No, I don’t know.  What did you mean by that?’ she asked.  ‘You say some very strange things-and you did earlier too.  Can you explain to me why you say things like that?’

‘Don’t get in the car, Mama,’ I said, leaning towards her.

She gasped, sitting back like I’d slapped her in the face.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I said, snapping out of my reverie.  It was so easy to get lost in her eyes, and therefore lost in her thoughts.  

‘Why would you say that?’ she gasped, her voice a near-whisper.

‘What did she say?’ Tommy Jenson asked, the other detective speaking for the first time in the conversation.

‘She...she...’ 

‘I have the gift of sight,’ I explained, cutting to the chase.  I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but it was the only way right now.  I had to come clean and tell them the truth.

‘I’m sorry, what?’ Detective Steele questioned.

‘I have the gift of sight,’ I repeated, waiting for the news to sink in.

‘You’re a psychic?’ Detective Tommy Jenson asked, leaning forwards.

I sighed.  ‘Look; I’m not claiming to be a psychic.  I’m not here to ‘prove’ anything to you-let alone be tested by either of you, so you can get that out of your head,’ I told Detective Steele, giving her a warning glance.  ‘I just need to explain that to you so that you understand me.  I know I’m not your average, everyday person but if you understand my gift then you understand my life.’

‘Make us understand,’ Steele requested, leaning towards me even closer.

‘I live a quiet life, Detective, because when I didn’t, life was hard.  I avoid people, friendships and relationships because when I’m with people, my head becomes busy.  If I touch someone-connect with their skin, it’s all over.’

‘What do you mean ‘it’s all over?’ she questioned, frowning.

‘I mean once I touch someone, I know everything. It swarms me, it takes over and suddenly, they’re in my head.’

‘That’s why you wear the gloves? To avoid touching people?’ Steele frowned.

I nodded.  ‘Since you forced me to do those fingerprints, everything about your life is spinning through my head at a million miles per hour.  I can’t control it or stop it, it’s just there.’

‘What if I said I don’t believe you?’ she said, cocking her head at me and regarding me with interest.

‘I don’t care if you believe me or not.  You’ll realise soon enough, anyway...’

‘I will, will I?’ she murmured.

‘Uh huh,’ I nodded.

‘Do you know how many people I’ve met in my life who’ve claimed to be psychic, Miss Whitby?’ she questioned.

I cocked my head at her.  ‘Do you think I give a shit?’ I asked, rudely.

‘What makes you any different to all the other quacks who come in here, claiming to have psychic knowledge of a crime?’ she questioned.

I laughed at her, shaking my head.  ‘Who brought who into this place?’

‘Well, you know what I mean.  We have had many people who claim to have psychic ability and not once has it been based
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