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Dedication

 To my wonderful husband, for
putting up with me this last year when these books have become my
obsession.

 


To my
three boys; words can’t express how proud we are of you.

 


And to
my BFF; you are the blonde to my brunette and the Ying to my Yang.
You may be as mad as a box of frogs, but you’ll always be my kind
of crazy!

 


I love
you all to bits.

 


And to
the men and women of the armed forces of the UK, US and all our
coalition allies, past and present, and to all those struggling to
bring peace to an insane world, I send my heartfelt thanks to you
and your families, for the sacrifices you make so that the rest of
us can sleep peacefully.

May
your God bless you and keep you safe.
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Chapter 1 - Ellen

Ellen had once heard
someone asked which superpower they would pick, if they were
allowed to choose just one.

Personally, she
thought, she would have chosen to be able to fly.

No more public
transport. No more airline baggage restrictions. Heaven!

They chose
Invisibility.

How dumb could
you be? Assholes!

Invisibility
wasn’t a superpower!

It was a
finely-honed skill. And she should know. She was an expert at
it!

People always
made the mistake of assuming that to be invisible, it had to appear
like nobody was there.

Ok, she would
concede that as a concept, that was perfectly reasonable. However,
as everybody knows, it’s not actually achievable. At least, not for
normal, sane people, who don’t believe in Wizards, Fairy dust and
unicorns.

However,
invisibility as a state of mind, could be achieved quite
easily.

Ok, she knew
that most people would still be sceptical here.

But there was a
great deal of truth in the expression ‘hiding in plain sight’.

Now that was a
far more accurate description of what true invisibility was all
about.

It was about
making yourself so abstract, so devoid of all remarkable features,
that you simply melted into the background.

That was what
she did.

She was
Invisible…

For the last 3
years 5 months and 4 days, she’d done everything in her power not
to be seen.

Her clothes,
her hair, even the expression she wore on her face. They all helped
her blend in with the wallpaper.

If people knew
she was trying to stay invisible, there would undoubtedly be the
usual questions. Why would anyone want to stay invisible? How do
you stay invisible?

Well, Ok, the
‘why’ she found that difficult to even think about, let alone speak
of, as it just added to her loneliness and sense of isolation.

But, the ‘how’?
Well, that was something she’d mastered.

Take her hair,
for example. It was a non-descript mud colour – straight out of a
bottle.

It had used to
be a gorgeous honey blonde, with natural golden highlights, that
shone bright in the sunshine. But as blondes aren’t invisible, it
had had to go.

So, her hair
was a now a boring crappy brown colour – all thanks to a well-known
hair product.

Although, what
baffled Ellen, was why anyone would buy this colour hair dye out of
choice. Because honestly? It looked nothing like the picture of the
glamorous woman on the box!

‘Warm Hazelnut’
it was called. Yeah, right! Still, she didn’t suppose anyone would
buy it, if they gave it a more accurate description and called it
‘Shit Brown’!

In fairness,
though, that might also have had something to do with the fact that
she hadn’t used conditioner in, well, 3 years, 5 months, and 4
days!

Then, of
course, there were her eyes.

They were
actually a bright cornflower blue, and were probably her best
feature. Well, people used to say they were. Which was why she now
wore brown coloured contact lenses, and heavy framed glasses, any
time she left the sanctuary of her flat. The glass was plain, but
nobody would know that.

Her thick
golden lashes were permanently coated in cheap mascara to hide the
colour, which was a bitch, because it irritated the shit out of her
eyes.

Fortunately,
her eyebrows were already a shade darker than her normal blonde
hair, and with the frame of the glasses, they were hardly visible
anyway.

Then there was
her face.

Well, she used
to be pretty…

Ok. So, Ellen
wasn’t stupid.

In her younger
days, she used to get more than her fair share of attention from
guys, and more than a few nasty comments or looks from girls. But
it had been so long since she’d bothered to look at her face
properly in a mirror, that she could have sprouted hairs on her
chin, and she still wouldn’t have noticed.

There was no
point. As long as there was no dirt on her face, she simply put her
lenses in, put mascara on, and that was it. No need to look any
further.

She supposed
her face may have changed a bit over the years. After all, she was
twenty-eight now, and she’d only been twenty-four the last time she
paid any attention to herself. But she really didn’t care enough to
look.

Last but not
least was her body.

Well, she was
5ft 6”, so not short, but not tall enough to stand out too
much.

She was still
quite slim, which actually pissed her off, as it attracted unwanted
attention, especially since she had a pretty decent sized
chest.

But when she’d
tried to put on weight when she first ran away, all she’d achieved
was to increase her bra size, so Ellen had given that up as a bad
idea, and settled on wearing the ugliest, most boring clothes she
could find.

So, jogging
bottoms and dark hoodies were now her ‘go to’ outfit.

She had to wear
something a bit tidier for her job waitressing, but black trousers
and a white blouse were hardly remarkable, and her boss, Gianni,
let her wear a black cardigan over the blouse, as he was sweet
enough to believe her when she moaned about being cold all the
time. The cardigan was what helped her maintain the drab, boring
image she chose to portray.

At first, she’d
thought Gianni, or ‘G’ as he was known, was going to complain about
it, because after all, the restaurant was his business, and he
wanted his wait staff to look nice and presentable.

But when the
protest never came, she suspected that he allowed her to get away
with it because she always smelled so nice.

Ellen couldn’t
help how she looked, as it was vital that she blended in with the
wallpaper, but she’d be damned if she didn’t still take her hygiene
seriously! She may not use the expensive shampoos and body washes
that she’d used to, but she made sure she used the nicest smelling
soaps and shampoos she could afford, because it also helped make up
for the lack of expensive perfume she’d been used to wearing.

And G, God
bless him, well, he was a man after all.

Ok, he was at
least forty-five, a good fifty pounds into the ‘obese’ column of
your average weight chart, and had a wife who basically carried his
balls around in her fake Prada handbag!

But even he
couldn’t help but sniff her, every time she walked past.

Yeah, he
actually sniffed her!

Ellen used to
think it was weird, but not so much anymore. She just took it for
what it was… male appreciation! And it had been so long since she’d
had any appreciation at all, she gratefully accepted whatever she
could get.

Besides, G was
so not trying to hit on her. Fran would castrate him for even
thinking about it! No, G was one of the good guys.

He adored his
wife and mum, and treated every other woman with respect.

Ellen might
work for him, but to G and Fran, she was family, and G was like an
overprotective big brother.

Well, all
except for the sniffing!

Ellen smiled to
herself, picturing his pudgy face.

He was such a
sweetheart, and without him and Fran, she didn’t even know if she’d
be alive now.

G thought that
Ellen had been running from an abusive partner when they met her.
Bless him, she thought it played to the Italian family man in him,
that he thought he was protecting her. It was so sweet.

Not that she’d
given him that much information when she’d started working for
him.

Ellen hadn’t
been in town more than a few hours when she’d seen the sign in the
chip shop window, and she’d applied for the job on the spot.

When G had
asked what she was doing in town, she had blurted out that she was
‘just getting away from stuff” and he had happily filled in the
gaps. He hadn’t asked any more questions, and had even said he
would pay her cash in hand for a while to keep her going.

That was fine
by Ellen.

Now she rarely
needed to go outside in the day, and the money she earned, along
with the tips they shared out, helped her to afford her small flat,
quite close to the restaurant.

Ellen knew G
would prefer her to be on the books, as he was basically an honest
guy. He’d even hinted that he would pay her more if she was. But
that would involve National Insurance numbers, tax records and bank
accounts, which would require her to provide identification. That
couldn’t happen, so he kept paying her in cash.

Ellen was one
of the senior staff now, as many of the girls were university
students, and they tended to only last a year before moving on. Her
wages had gone up a bit since she started, but still, that wasn’t
what was really important to her. She had more than enough money
with her tips to cover her rent and bills, plus enough to make some
small cosmetic improvements to make the flat homely, so she was
more than happy with her lot.

Besides, she
mused, she had what mattered most to her.


Invisibility!

Ellen checked
her watch and found that she’d spent so long day-dreaming, she was
going to have to run to work if she was going to get there on time.
She’d promised she’d be there to accept a delivery, as G was taking
Fran into Birmingham to do some Christmas shopping.

“Shit! Fuck!
Bollocks!”

She giggled as
she swore under her breath.

Wouldn’t G and
Fran be shocked if they heard her swearing.

Apparently
invisible people needed to mind their language!






Chapter 2 - Ellen

“God, it’s bloody
freezing out there!” Suzy hissed as she rushed in through the back
door. “I swear, the milk in my boobs is frozen solid.”

“Oh, God, Suzy,
that’s just gross!” Ellen couldn’t help but laugh at her friend and
co-worker.

The guys in the
kitchen were groaning and making gagging noises like they were
trying not to be sick.

“What?” Suzy
laughed, grabbing her currently very large breasts. “You guys try
carrying around a couple of liquid filled bowling balls, and then
see how much you like sub-zero temperatures! I’m gonna have to
defrost them before I feed Charlie tonight!”

Ellen rolled
her eyes at Suzy, laughing at the way the guys blushed and
skittered away to the other side of the kitchen. Suzy seriously had
no filter on her mouth. If it went through her mind, you just knew
it was gonna come out of those cherry red lips.

Ellen had
absolutely no idea why they were friends.

While she tried
to avoid smiling any time when they were ‘front of house’, smiling
not helping with the whole ‘invisible’ thing she was working on,
out back where Suzy was at her outrageous best, Ellen found she
couldn’t help herself.

When she’d
arrived in town, her mission had been simply to survive. To stay
invisible, to blend in, and to make no attachments. She had
succeeded for about six months, until this tiny blonde bombshell
was hired at the restaurant where she worked.

Suzy had come
in for the interview, a university student, looking for part time
work to supplement her grants.

Within half an
hour she’d left, not only with the job, but also with G agreeing
for her to work exactly the hours and days she wanted, even though
they weren’t anywhere close to what he was looking to fill!

But that was
Suzy. She steamed in, bowled you over and was out the door, before
you even realised that she’d been in, turned you over and wrung you
out. But she always, but always, left you with a grin on your face,
and thankful for her visit.

And almost
three years later, Ellen was grateful to her for so many
reasons.

Firstly, Suzy
was so popular with the customers and so bubbly, that they all
focused on her and barely noticed Ellen. That was good. Really
good!

Secondly, the
tips, which were shared equally among all the staff, were always
better when Suzy was working. Never a bad thing!

And to top it
off, Suzy’s beautiful son Charlie was the only male Ellen had
allowed to touch her since she’d become invisible.

He was just
over six months old, and on the odd night when their shifts didn’t
match, Ellen would babysit for Suzy to give her mum the night off.
When she held Charlie, or rocked him to sleep, she felt calm and
peaceful. It was such a contrast to the way she normally lived,
that it was wonderful.

Suzy was
married to Matt, a gorgeous hunk of a man, who Ellen had met on a
handful of occasions. He was in the army, according to Suzy, and
was stationed overseas for long stretches, so Suzy relied on her
mum an awful lot. Charlie had been a bit of a surprise, and the
reason for a somewhat rushed wedding, but as they’d already gotten
engaged, it had just been a question of bringing the date
forward.

Babysitting for
Charlie was Ellen’s very small way of thanking Suzy, for being the
friend she never wanted, but was so thankful to have.

Suzy knew a
little bit of Ellen’s story, well, the few parts it was safe for
her to know, and did everything she could to watch out for her.
They were a good team.

Charlie, the
little cherub, looked to have inherited Suzy’s colouring and smile,
but his stubborn chin and love of attention seemed to be all Matt.
The guy was a force of nature. Loud, large, and full of laughter,
Matt was drool-worthy, but Ellen reckoned it was the absolute
devotion and adoration he showed his wife, that had women sighing
over him. He’d been known to get home from his overseas trips,
burst into the restaurant and demand loudly ‘Where’s my
woman?’!

The first time
he’d done it, Ellen was serving a customer some soup, and the poor
man nearly had it dumped in his lap! Her heart had very nearly
stopped beating.

But hearing
Suzy’s squeal, and watching her run across the room into her
husband’s arms, had everyone ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’, and even Fran
had tears in her eyes, knowing Suzy hadn’t seen her man for more
than three months.

Now Ellen loved
being there when he did it, as it gave her hope that maybe that
sort of love could be for her one day, too.

Ellen didn’t
feel a sexual attraction towards Matt, and certainly didn’t want
him for herself. She just liked the idea of a Matt out there
somewhere for her.

But what the
hell point was there in that sort of thinking? It wasn’t going to
happen. She couldn’t let it.

Invisible!

Right!

Ellen felt the
tears build up behind her eyes, and forced them away. It was no
good crying over what you couldn’t change. She hadn’t allowed
herself to cry in, well, 3 years, 5 months, and 4 days. There was
no point.

“Hey Ell? Where
do you want me tonight?” Suzy yelled from the staff room as she
yanked the big fleece she was wearing over her head.

“Can you cover
the engagement party upstairs with the twins?” Ellen called back.
“The function room is all set up, but there’s a big group, so we’ll
have to get the bar upstairs opened. One of the twins will have to
cover the bar as well.”

“Yeah, no
problem.” Suzy yelled, pulling her boots off and slipping her flats
on. “But you’d better put Mark on the bar if G wants the till to
balance. Chris can’t add up past ten unless he’s wearing
flip-flops.”

“Screw you! I
heard that!” Chris shouted from the linen closet at the back of the
laundry.

“You were meant
to, big boy!” Suzy’s laughter had them all smiling.

Chris and Mark
were nineteen-year-old twins, who were in their second year at
university. Smart as hell, they were both headed for big things,
but it was a well-known fact that Chris, currently studying
politics and current affairs, was awful with numbers. Add a pretty
girl or two into the mix, and his head (the big one) would
definitely not be on what was going into the till.

Mark was a
completely different kettle of fish. He was completely focused at
whatever he did, had mad IT skills, and had made it clear that he
had no time for girls. He had his life mapped out, and this was a
stepping stone. He was going to be the next Steve Jobs!

Ellen had a
soft spot for both, but she could relate to Mark better. Keeping
your head down was what she did well, and although their reasons
were different, she felt a connection to him.

Still, they
were just boys. Almost a decade younger, they were like her kid
brothers, and that was fine with Ellen. She wasn’t looking to
attract men into her world. It just wasn’t safe.

As they all got
to work, it wasn’t long before the doors got unlocked, and soon
there was a steady flow of customers making their way through the
doors. The engagement party upstairs was in full swing, and
downstairs Ellen was being kept busy with a few large family
groups, as well as the usual complement of couples, out on a
romantic date.

They tried to
keep the two groups apart as the families were generally noisier. A
wicker screen and some cleverly placed plants kept one group of
tables fairly private, and they’d had quite a few proposals go down
over the years.

Being the
romantic that he was, G always gave a bottle of champagne to the
newly engaged couples, so they could celebrate properly. Ok, so it
wasn’t Dom Perignon, but it was a sweet gesture anyway.

It was about
nine-thirty and the night was actually going quite quickly, when
the door opened and a man-mountain of a guy came in, wearing a big
overcoat to keep out the cold.

G welcomed him,
and took his coat, guiding him over to a quiet corner table.

Ignoring the
seat that G offered, the guy moved to take a seat with his back to
the wall, and lowered his big frame into the chair. Being a
welcoming host as always, G smiled, ignoring the snub, and offered
him a menu.

Watching the
interaction from the back, Ellen saw them exchange a few words,
before G walked away, leaving the man looking over his choices.

“Wow! Intense!”
G whispered as he came up to her. “Can you see to him?” He nodded
his head toward the corner.

“What’s the
deal?” She looked over to the giant.

“No clue, but
he doesn’t speak, he growls!” G muttered. “I think he’s going for
the dark and dangerous vibe.”

“Ok, I’ve got
it.” Ellen nodded, inwardly groaning.

Just as the
night was going so well!

Picking up her
pen, she glanced across at the new-comer. He was big all right, and
kind of rough looking. He could be military, she thought, although
his dark hair wasn’t regulation by any means. It fell just below
the collar of his button down black shirt, but was still pretty
tidy, as though it had once been a short cut that was only just
growing out.

Checking other
diners as she passed, and making small talk with a few of the
regulars, Ellen made her way slowly towards his table. As soon as
she saw him look up from the menu and glance around for service,
she took the last few steps to his table.

“Good evening,
sir. Are you ready to order?” She offered a twitch of her lips in
place of a genuine smile. Ellen didn’t make eye contact – she never
did with strangers. She just waited for him to speak.

And waited, and
waited…

Eventually, the
silence was too much, and she glanced up at him.

He was staring
straight at her, and she got the feeling he had been deliberately
waiting for her to look up.

As she did, her
breathing stopped.

For seconds,
she was absolutely transfixed.

His left eye
was what caught her attention. It was split down the middle, half
blue and half black. It was quite stunning!

But what was
more shocking, was the fact that whilst she didn’t know this man
from Adam, she’d seen this exact same eye before!

And when she
had last seen the man it belonged to, he was staring straight at
her.

And he was
dead!

3 years, 5
months, and 4 days ago!




 Chapter 3 - Luke

Luke almost smirked.
She’d seen his eye, and almost stepped back.

God, how many
times had he had this reaction, from women and men alike?

But he was too
tired to react or even care, and he sure as hell didn’t want to get
into it with anyone tonight. He’d been travelling for too long and
was utterly exhausted, so the last thing on his mind was
conversation.

Huh, he almost
grunted aloud. He was never one to welcome conversation at the best
of times, but even more so today. He was here for a reason, wild
goose chase as it might be.

He was here to
find someone, and he didn’t have much time.

“Soup, steak,
well done, and a beer.” He clipped out, bringing the waitress out
of her trance.

“Sorry?” She
mumbled, obviously still distracted by his eye.

He frowned, his
brows pulling together.

“Soup, a
well-done steak and a beer.” He drawled slowly, as though he was
talking to a half-wit.

“Oh!” The
waitress jumped back, startled, as if only just realising she had
been staring like an idiot.

“Of course.”
She started scribbling frantically. “Would you like a sauce for
your steak? We have….”

“Plain, no
sauce. No salad. Just chips” He interrupted rudely, barking the
instruction at her.

He watched as
her eyebrows raised slightly. She didn’t appear cowed by his bossy
manner, which in itself was unusual, but he could tell that she
obviously considered him rude.

“Certainly,
Sir.” She said, taking the menu, and backing away.

He watched as
she headed back towards the kitchen.

He was a pig, a
bully, some may say, barking at a poor waitress like that, but he
was tired and frustrated. This was just another restaurant in
another town, and he’d been doing this for far too long.

Searching.

He sat back and
poured himself a glass of water from the jug on the table.

He’d been back
to this area quite a few times in the last few years.

Every time he’d
been on leave from the army, and in the years since, he’d taken the
time to come up here and search, but so far with no success.

Looking for a
woman. Hah, that was a joke!

And what was
his search based on? An intercepted telephone call, and a grainy
picture from a CCTV camera in a London bus depot, taken almost
three and a half years ago.

Easy,
right?

That would be a
‘Hell No!’ If it was easy, he wouldn’t have wasted all this time
doing it.

3 years, 5
months, and 2 days to be precise.

Luke had been
in Afghanistan, half way through his fourth tour, when the call had
come through.

Luke closed his
eyes, the taste of vomit rising unmistakably in his mouth. He
remembered everything like it was yesterday.

Dragged from
his bed after only an hour of sleep, he’d gone along to the tent
where all the communications equipment was housed.

His Captain was
sitting at the head of the table where he usually sat, but the rest
of the room was almost empty. A few men in uniform sat at the
opposite end of the room, their ever-present headsets firmly
attached to their ears, but apart from the occasional mumbling into
a mouthpiece, the tent was as quiet as Luke had ever known it.
Unnaturally quiet.

“Luke?” The
Captain waved him over. He’d known Jon Thornton for ten years,
served with him for most of that time, except for the odd occasions
when one of them had been seconded out for other missions. ‘Captain
Sensible’ was his name amongst the men that served under him, a
sign of respect for the level-headed way he dealt with everything,
even under extreme duress.

Rank aside, the
man was one of his closest friends.

“S’up Cap?”
Luke grinned. “Missed my ass so much you just had to drag it out of
bed? Hell, I was only gone for three days!”

Yeah, three
long, dry, dusty as shit days. in the mountains of hell!

He held his
arms out…. “Well, pucker up then…”

The lack of
come-back was the first indication that something was wrong. He and
JT gave each other shit. That was just what they did, at least when
there were no subordinates around.

JT wiped a hand
across his face, his eyes shut tight.

Luke waited.
This was bad. Really fucked-up bad!

“What the fuck
man? Are the team still out there?” Luke was trying to figure out
what could have put that pained look on his friend’s face. Had
something gone down with his team?

They’d been
split into two groups, and what with more and more IED’s taking out
the coalition convoys, anything could have happened….

“Nah, man. The
team’s good. Got back just after you bunked down.” JT sighed.

“Then spit it
the fuck out, man!” Luke hadn’t stopped worrying. “You look like
someone just ran over your dog.”

The silence
stretched out for a few more seconds, with Luke dreading what might
come out of JT’s mouth. Was it his mum? He’d spoken to her last
week, and she’d been a bit under the weather, but he hadn’t
detected anything serious in her complaint. It was just the flu,
wasn’t it?

It felt like
minutes had passed, before JT suddenly pulled in a breath and faced
him.

“I just had a
call from London. The police, in London, to be exact.” JT paused,
as if not sure how to carry on.

“Luke, it’s
your brother.”

Luke blew out a
breath.

“Casey? What
the hell has he got himself into now?” Luke groaned.

Casey was
Luke’s twin brother, his other, more adventurous, half, and until
nine months ago, he’d been his brother in arms as well.

Casey had been
hit by shrapnel when a car had exploded during a routine patrol,
and he’d suffered damage to one eye.

Unable to
consider a desk job, he’d agreed to a medical discharge when it
became clear that his eyesight was so badly damaged in his ‘normal’
eye, that he’d be ineffective on the front line.

He’d gotten
himself a security job in London last time Luke had spoken to him,
rehearsing for when they all got out and set up their own business.
At least that was the plan!

So, who the
hell knew what Casey could have been caught doing?

He’d teased him
last time they’d spoken, that ‘doing recon’ was just another way of
saying you were being a peeping Tom.

Shit! Had Casey
been arrested for looking in some poor woman’s window? Luke almost
smirked at the idea.

“Luke, he’s
dead.” JT said quietly, looking Luke straight in the eye. “I’m so
sorry.”

Luke wanted to
laugh. He wanted to punch his friend in the face for pissing about.
But the look on JT’s face told him that he wasn’t joking.

Luke felt the
bile rise into his mouth at the same time his bones disappeared
from his legs. Shit, he was going to faint. Or vomit. Or both! It
was like a race to see which happened first.

What the
fuck?

His mind was a
mass of white-noise, like the hiss of a TV channel with no signal.
If JT was talking to him, he didn’t know it, couldn’t hear it above
the racket going on in his head.

NO, NO, NO!
This couldn’t be happening. Casey was his brother, his best friend,
his mirror image. He was too God-damned mean to die for Christ’s
sake! There had to be a mistake. Had to! FUUCCKKK!

“Luke! Man,
it’s me!” JT said, his mouth close to Luke’s ear, his hand firmly
gripping Luke’s bicep. “Come back to me, soldier!”

Luke jerked
upright. He hadn’t even realised that his body had started to
collapse in on itself.

“How?” He
managed to whisper. “How did it happen?”

“There’s no
easy way to tell you this.” JT grasped his upper arm tighter, as if
preparing to have to hold him back.

“He was
murdered.”

The vomiting
won!



 



Chapter 4 - Ellen

As she carried
the steaming hot soup to the table she watched her customer very
closely.

He was
definitely military, she thought, given the way he’d barked those
orders at her.

But something
was strange about him.

She’d taken the
beer to him first, along with the soup spoon and steak knife, ready
for his starter and main course. He’d barely even breathed, let
alone acknowledged her. He seemed to be in a trance, yet as she’d
watched him from her spot at the server’s station, she’d seen his
face take on a look of anguish, almost as if someone was causing
him physical pain as she looked on.

By the time she
was ready to take his first course over, he’d seemed to have
settled a bit, but she’d watched him take a paper out of his pocket
and unfold it, and he was studying it intently now.

As she got
closer, she could see he was looking at a road map. It looked like
a street map of the town and surrounding area.

That was odd in
itself, she thought, as most people used the map app on their
phones these days, but as she got closer, she could see writing and
notations all over the map, and it was well creased, like it had
been refolded a hundred times.

“Sir?” She said
quietly as she reached the table.

As he glanced
up at her again, the look on his face was questioning, as if he
couldn’t figure out why she might be interrupting him.

“Could you move
your map, please, so I can put the soup down?”

She wasn’t sure
if he’d comply or shout at her at first, but as if a switch was
clicked, he suddenly came back to life, and gathered the map up,
folding it carefully and laying it to one side.

“Yeah, sure.
Sorry!” He mumbled, looking a little embarrassed.

“No problem.”
Ellen said quietly. “There’s more bread in the basket, and if you’d
like anything else, I’ll be around, so just ask. Ok?”

He looked up at
her again, as she readied to turn away, and she could have sworn he
was going to ask her something, but then he shook his head.

“I’m good.” He
said, turning his attention to his food.

Ellen walked
away slowly, more than a little confused. Ok, so this man was
odd!

One minute he
was barking at her, making him seem like a big, bad bully. Then
he’d looked so hurt that she’d almost wanted to hug him. And now
he’d turned into Bashful!

Jeez, the guy
had actually blushed!

But, good God,
he was sex on legs!

There was no
mistaking the impressive number of bulging muscles, just about
contained under his shirt, or his trousers for that matter!

She certainly
hadn’t come across too many men built like that in her life!

Admittedly,
Ellen had zero experience with men, either in this life or the
previous one, but even she could see that this guy was HOT!

He’d probably
had more women than she’d had cooked breakfasts. Hell, he could
probably take two at a time, and keep both of them happy!

Ellen blushed
at the direction her thoughts were taking.

Men like that
weren’t now, nor would they ever be, in the picture for her, so why
she was thinking about this particular guy like that was a
mystery.

Since he’d
walked in to the restaurant not twenty minutes ago, her mind had
wandered to all sorts of places it never went. What was with
that?

And what about
his eye?

She thought
back to the other man she’d seen with an eye like that.

That was a
memory she preferred to repress because it frightened her. Because
it led to where she was today.

Invisible!

She hadn’t
known him, had never seen him before that night.

Her father had
gone to his employer’s house to pick up some papers, and had taken
her with him as they were supposed to be going to dinner to
celebrate Ellen getting her Masters’ degree.

Dad was so
proud of her, and as there was just the two of them, they’d gone
out intending to eat at their favourite restaurant, as they’d done
for every milestone they reached. Her eighteenth birthday, his
fiftieth, her twenty-first and even her graduation, were all
celebrated, just the two of them, at Frazelli’s. It was the
restaurant he’d taken her mother to so he could propose to her, so
it was special to them for so many reasons.

Neither of her
parents had had any extended family, so when her grandparents had
died, it had been just the three of them. Her mother’s cancer when
Ellen was just eight, had left it as a twosome, and Ellen and her
dad had clung to each other for support ever since.

Her father had
been in finance, and had made a very good living, so she’d gone to
an elite girl’s school until she was eighteen, and then on to
Oxford, just as her father had done before her.

Rather than
ride on his coat tails, so to speak, she had chosen to drop the
hyphen from her name, and instead of enrolling as Emma
Thomas-Lansing, she’d gone through university as plain Emma
Thomas.

Ellen was his
pride and joy, and she’d never thought their closeness strange. Dad
was her best friend, and she’d never imagined meeting a man who
would live up to him.

Even when their
finances took a hit when the markets crashed, he’d never shown any
sign of panic.

He’d simply
explained that it wasn’t the time to be in business alone, closed
the firm, paid off his Secretary, Margaret, and taken a job with
one of the thousands of millionaires that now called London
home.

They’d
downsized their home, which had upset Ellen a little bit, but dad
had said it was time for a fresh start for them both, and the house
they’d moved into was very nice and modern, in a good area, so she
didn’t complain. She’d been in her second year at Oxford then, so
it seemed churlish to moan about it when she wasn’t even living at
home for most of the year.

So, when her
dad said that he’d needed to go to his boss’s house that night, she
hadn’t blinked an eye. After all, she didn’t really know whether
this was a regular occurrence or not, as she was hardly ever
around.

When he’d let
himself in, she hadn’t questioned him.

“He’s away this
weekend.” Dad had explained, smiling at her.

He’d left her
downstairs, while he’d gone in search of whatever it was he was
supposed to pick up.

Ellen had
wandered into what seemed to be a sitting room, when she heard the
front door opening.

“Shit!” She
muttered to herself. She should have stayed in the hallway, then it
wouldn’t have looked like she was snooping.

She heard
footsteps as several people passed the sitting room door, but
thankfully, nobody entered. They seemed to be heading straight
towards the kitchen, so Ellen hovered, just out of sight.

She wondered
whether her father knew they had come in, but presumably he’d heard
them as well, as she heard his footsteps coming down the
stairs.

She waited for
him to come to her, but just as his shadow appeared at the sitting
room door, she heard one of the men call out to him.

“Well, if it
isn’t the laundry man!” She heard the gruff voice call out.

“Cleaned up the
boss man’s money for ‘im, ‘ave yer?”

Ellen puzzled
at what that implied.

She heard her
father chuckle, but it didn’t sound like his normal laugh. It
sounded strangled.

She watched his
hand snake around the doorframe, as he reached for the light switch
and clicked it off, leaving her in almost darkness.

“Something like
that.” Her father replied, moving away from her. “I was just
collecting a few papers ready for the morning meeting. So, what are
you guys doing here?”

Her father
sounded nervous, and so unlike himself.

“Well, see it’s
like this…Old Georgie isn’t a particularly trusting sort of bloke.
And he got wind that someone was tipping off the law, about some of
his, shall we say, ‘extra-curricular activities’.”

The man paused,
for obvious effect.

“You wouldn’t
know anything about that would you Davey boy, huh?”

Ellen’s heart
stopped beating in her chest. Oh, my God! Georgie was obviously the
man her father worked for, and he was involved in something
illegal!

And they
suspected her father of going to the police? Shit, this was
bad!

She took a step
toward the door, not sure whether she should go out there or not.
Maybe seeing her would cause the men to back off? Hell, it was more
likely it would end up with them both getting killed!

Oh God! She
didn’t know what to do!

She was still
standing there deliberating when a hand suddenly snaked around her
waist from behind, and another covered her mouth, preventing her
from so much as squeaking.

“Be silent, and
don’t try to move!” A man’s voice whispered urgently into her ear.
“I’m not going to hurt you.”

Oh God! Wasn’t
that the sort of thing someone would say to calm you down, just
before they slit your throat?

Ellen didn’t
know which would be worse… struggling and getting killed, or being
passive and getting killed. Still, as each alternative in her mind
ended with her dead, it seemed a pretty moot point.

“I have to help
your father, so you need to hide out of sight while I go out
there.” The man whispered. “Can you do that for me?”

Good! He was
going to help dad. That was good.

Ellen nodded
her head to let the man know she was on board with the plan.

His hand
loosened, and she felt the cool air hit her back as he moved
away.

“Who are you?”
She whispered, turning to look at the man in the dim light from the
doorway.

“I’m one of the
good guys.” He smirked.

“What, like
you’re undercover or something?” She whispered, still confused.

“Yeah,
something like that.” He squeezed her arm, and she supposed he was
trying to comfort her. “Now go and hide until I tell you to come
out.”

Ellen couldn’t
see his face, couldn’t read his expression, but she had no choice
but to believe what he was saying.

She nodded
again, and scurried behind the big sofa. From her position, she
could see the living room door reflected in the glass of the patio
doors, but anyone coming in would be unlikely to spot her.

She watched his
silhouette disappear through the door, and could hear the raised
voices from the kitchen. They were arguing about something.

Then she heard
the unmistakable sound of gunshots. Oh God! Someone was firing a
gun, maybe two people, and neither of them would be her father, as
he’d never have dreamed of carrying a weapon!

She cowered in
her hiding place, frozen stiff and unable to move. She wanted to go
and check on her father, but fear had left her paralyzed to the
spot.

“Hide until I
tell you to come out.” The man had told her. She had to wait until
the undercover cop, or whatever he was, came for her.

Oh, God, what
if he was dead too?

The door opened
suddenly, and she heard a man stumble into the room. Just as her
saviour came into view, she heard another sound from over by the
door.

“You fucker!”
She heard the second man roar, as she watched him in the
reflection, charging through the door.

He flipped the
light switch as he came, bright light flooding the room and almost
blinding Ellen for a second.

More gunshots
rang out and she watched her saviour fall to the floor in front of
her. Just before he landed, his body twisted, and she saw him raise
a gun and fire. But she heard two gunshots, milliseconds apart, and
just as she recoiled from the sound, she heard the soft ‘huff’ come
from her saviour, just as his body fell back and hit the carpet
right in front of her.

His head was
turned toward her and she could hear his rough breathing as he
stared straight at her. Further away she registered the noise of a
second body hitting the ground, but her eyes never left the
man.

He was young.
Well, older than her, but no more than late twenties. Handsome, she
supposed, in a rugged sort of way.

But it was his
eyes that shocked her speechless. The left one was blue, but the
right eye was dual coloured. Half was the same blue, but it was
split down the middle, and the other half was black. It was the
strangest thing she’d ever seen.

She wanted to
remark on it, but then the reality hit her. She was cowering behind
a sofa, in the sitting room of a criminal, while this poor man
who’d tried to protect her, lay gasping for breath, and her father
was goodness knows where, maybe alive, maybe not.

Oh God! Her
stomach rolled.

The house was
silent, but she didn’t know who else was there, and she was too
frightened to move. She looked at the still form of the man in
front of her.

“What can I
do?” She whispered to him, desperate for someone to tell her what
to do next.

He smiled at
her, or at least that was what she thought he was doing, but as his
lips moved, she saw the blood seep from between them, and with one
last sigh, he fell quiet.

She’d clasped
her hand over her mouth, desperate not to cry out loud and attract
attention to herself.

Ellen sat
quietly and watched as the light seemed to drain from those
fascinating eyes, and coldness spread through her body as she
realised that the man staring at her so intently was actually dead.
A quiet sob left her mouth.

After only a
minute or two more, she managed to make herself move, her worry for
her father dragging her back from the depths of despair.

She ran out
into the hallway, stepping over the bodies in the sitting room. She
was heading for the kitchen when she heard another noise.

“Emma?”

“Oh God!” She
gasped, as she recognised her father’s voice.

“Dad?” she
called out, following the direction from where she’d heard the
voice.

“Baby?” She
heard him rasp again.

As she rounded
into the kitchen, she found the prone form of her father, blood
seeping from his stomach and shoulder. Two other bodies lay further
into the kitchen, neither of them moving, blood everywhere.

“Oh God, dad!
What can I do? You’re bleeding everywhere.” Tears were streaming
down her face as she fell to the floor next to her father.

“Police, baby.
You have to call the police, and an ambulance.” He grimaced. “Don’t
use your phone. Use the house phone but wipe it clean of prints
afterwards.”

She nodded. She
knew what he was trying to say.

“Then you need
to get out before they get here. Run!” He winced again as he
grasped her hand tightly. “You can’t go home! They’ll go there
looking for you. In the boot of my car there’s a bag with some
money, and a phone. Take it and get far away from here. Nobody can
ever know you were here.”

Ellen, shook
her head. “No, I’m not leaving you!” She cried.

“You have to
go, sweetheart. You won’t be safe here.” Her father sounded choked
up. “It’s the only way to protect you. When it’s safe, I’ll get in
touch with you by calling that mobile. There are so many people
caught up in this it could take a while, but you have to stay safe,
you hear me? Only turn it on between midnight and one am on the
first of each month, until I get hold of you. Ok?”

His voice was
filled with so much urgency that Ellen didn’t consider arguing.

“That other
man?” She asked, still trying to put the pieces of the jigsaw
together. “The one who was helping you? Who was he?”

“Casey? He’s a
good guy.” Her father coughed and winced, and as he looked up at
her again, she saw the understanding come into his eyes. She’d said
‘was’. Who ‘was’ he, not who ‘is’ he.

“He’s dead?” He
murmured, but it was more of a statement than a question. “Casey
was undercover, working with the police. He’d been working with the
team for about four months, trying to get inside George’s crew. I’d
just managed to get him in.”

Her father
draped his hand over his eyes, as if trying to shut out the truth.
“Oh God, it’s my fault he’s dead!”

“No, dad, no!”
Ellen wrapped her arm around him, trying to comfort him as best she
could.

It took no more
than a minute before he shrugged her off.

“Police, Ellen.
Call them now! And then you get out of here!”

She nodded,
using the tea-towel to pick up the phone on the wall in the
kitchen, alerting the police that she’d heard gunshots and there
could be multiple casualties, before placing the handset on the
counter.

“I love you
dad.” She smiled weakly at the man who had raised her.

“Love you so
much, sweetheart! I’m so sorry for everything!” He smiled thinly.
“Now grab my car keys and go!”

This time Ellen
didn’t hesitate.

By the time
she’d retrieved the bag from the car and started to make her way
down the road, she could hear police sirens in the distance. She
was almost running, and she kept up a quick pace right up until the
moment police cars and ambulances turned into the road she was
walking down, at which point she slowed to a stop. She turned and
watched them pass, as any curious bystander might, and when they
were out of sight, she turned and ran, trying to put as much
distance between her and the house as she could.

She had no idea
where to go or what she could do, but she knew one thing for sure….
life would never be the same again.

That was the
night Emma Thomas-Lansing died, and Ellen Thomas was born!
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