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CHAPTER ONE
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Friday, 1st July 2011 

Ariel was about to enter the hospital room a little after seven that evening, not sure what to expect when she did. She had never met Emma’s father before. She had seen pictures of him in his combat uniform and when he was younger and holding his daughter but never met him in person. They wrote letters to each other once a month, because she was updating on everything that Emma did, well the things that his daughter would leave out of her letters so he didn’t worry about her. Every time he had been home from one of his deployments, she had been out of town on one of her father’s construction sites. The four years that she had known Emma and her family, Noah had been home two times, each time only for about a month. His deployments could go anywhere from 18 months to 72 months.

The reason they had never met when he had been home was because of her, Ariel had made sure that she was out of town every time he was home.

Truth be told, she kind of liked him - a lot. He was a nice guy and easy on the eyes and his letters were one of her favourite things about him. She knew that if she met him, there was a possibility of falling in love with him. Those were the reasons that she avoided meeting him. Ariel didn’t want to fall for him. She had been in love before, and the guy ended up breaking her heart. Ariel didn’t want to feel like that ever again. She made a promise to herself after she left Michael that she would never fall in love again, it wasn’t for her. He broke her trust in men and her trust in love.

The reason she was here tonight was to pick up Emma, since the girl hadn’t been home since her father was admitted to hospital five days ago. Emma had been living with her and Faith since October 2007, after gaining permission from her father.

Ariel remembered when she first met Emma.
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Ariel stepped into the diner. Her eyes did a full 360 of the area around her. This was the first time that she had been here. She was here to see her new friend. He was helping his parents out at the family diner today, and had asked her to meet him here at four. Ariel was a little early because she wanted to check out the diner.

It was a classic nineteen sixties diner with its light blue and white booths and brown wooden tables along the window side of the wall. It had a few loose tables and chairs in the centre between the booths and the long counter that ran the length of the diner. There was a jukebox at the far end, just off from the bathrooms and payphone.

Ariel took a few more steps in and let her eyes take in her surroundings. There were several customers in here, some sitting in the booths - some at the tables. A few perched at the long counter. A smile touched her lips as she hummed along to ‘Crocodile Rock’ that was playing on the jukebox. She loved little places like this. There were old photos along the wall. A few were of Australian soldiers.

She noticed a young girl sitting at the counter with a book in front of her. She looked to be colouring. Her back was to the brunette. Ariel began walking towards the counter and towards the girl. She took a seat beside her, now in full view.

Ariel looked down at the picture that she was colouring. It looked good and the girl looked young, at least under the age of ten.

“That’s really good,” she spoke to the girl, causing her to turn her head and look at her. Ariel noticed that she was of mixed race. She had a few traits of an Asian but some of an Australian.

“Thank you,” the girl replied politely, purely Australian tone.

Ariel was speechless. It was rare to find polite people these days. She was amazed even more since it came from a child. “You’re very welcome,” she finally spoke. “Hi, my name is Ariel Patterson.”

The little girl just watched the older brunette for a moment, as if she was trying to get a read on her or decide whether she was a good person.

“Hi,” she spoke up a moment later. “I’m Emma Chase, and I’m eight,” she declared.

Ariel let a chuckle slip from her lips.

“Emma, you know not to talk to strangers,” an older male voice spoke up, standing on the opposite side of the counter with a coffee pot in hand.

The girl turned her attention to the older man. “You also told me to be polite when spoken to, poppy.” She answered straightforward.

The older man chuckled. “You are right, angel,” he told her before turning his eyes on the blue-eyed brunette sitting beside the eight-year-old.

Ariel turned her eyes on the older man. He looked to be in his late fifties, his sandy blonde hair was going grey and he had blue trusting eyes.

“Afternoon Ma’am, would you like a cup?” he asked her, holding up the coffee pot.

Ariel could smell the strong scent, and it turned her stomach. She had never liked the smell of coffee. It had always made her feel queasy, ever since she was little. “Please don’t call me Ma’am, it's Ariel,” she greeted, friendly. “And I don’t like coffee, I’ll take a white English Breakfast tea with a sprinkle of mint drinking chocolate if that’s possible,” she requested.

Patrick Chase looked at her serious for a moment. “You must be Wade’s friend,” he answered with a smile.

Ariel smiled at the older man and nodded her head. “Yes, I am,” she answered, promptly. “I know I’m a little early but I wanted to check this place since he talks about it all the time,” she told him.

“Chief’s a great cook,” Emma proclaimed. “He makes the best mac and cheese, well beside Grams.”

The older man let out another throaty chuckle as the bells above the front door jingled, indicating that someone had entered. “Faith,” he greeted, welcomely.

Ariel turned her head around and noticed a gorgeous blonde around her age, walking towards them. She stopped just behind the young girl, placing her hand on her shoulder.

“Hey Em, ready to go?” the blonde woman asked the little girl.  

Emma slid off her stool and enclosed the small distance between them, threading her fingers with the blonde’s and beamed her a smile. “Aunt Faith, this is Ariel. She’s Uncle Wade’s friend,” the little girl informed her aunt, matter-of-factually.

Faith lifted her eyes from her niece and turned them on the young brunette sitting at the counter. She was looking at her with curiosity.  

Wade appeared from the kitchen and stopped beside Patrick, both were donning white aprons with plaid shirts and blue jeans.

“Hey little sis,” the younger blonde man greeted Faith.

Faith smiled at her brother. “Hey doofus, nice fashion statement,” she teased.

Wade crossed his arms and poked his tongue at his younger sibling.

“Behave you two,” Patrick told his children. “You don’t want to teach your niece any bad behaviour,” he scolded them, amused.

Ariel was just watching the scene play out before her. That’s when it hit her. Faith was Wade’s sister, which made Emma his niece and the older guy beside him, his dad. But who was Emma’s mum or dad?

“Uncle Wade, I’m gonna go see ‘Because I Said So’ with Aunt Faith,” Emma declared.

All eyes turned on the twenty-one-year-old, whom had a smile tugging at her lips.

“Isn’t she a bit young for that movie?” Wade questioned his little sister.

Both Emma and Faith shook their heads at the same time.

“Ariel should go with you,” Wade suggest, turning his eyes on his friend. “I’m gonna be caught up here for a few more hours, so you girls should hang out.”

Faith glared at her brother, not finding this amusing. He knew how she felt about pushing people on her.

“You should come with us,” Emma agreed.

Ariel turned her focus on the blonde woman. She didn’t look like she agreed. “I don’t want to impose ...”

“I want you to come,” the girl pleaded. “Please,” she begged, putting on her best puppy dog eyes.

Ariel melted. “How can I say ‘No’ to that?” she replied.

Emma beamed her a smile. “You can’t” she answered, cheekily.
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Ariel let out the long breath that she had been holding and opened the door, taking a few steps into the room. Her eyes fell onto the attractive blonde man that was lying in the hospital bed, his daughter curled up by his side sound asleep. She hadn’t been sleeping much ever since they had gotten the call a week ago about Noah being shot. Ariel had stayed with the girl the entire time until her father had flown back to Brisbane. She then busied herself with work so she didn’t have to think about the girl’s father. To be honest, she had been a little scared that he wasn’t going to make it. But there he was, alive and breathing. She still had every one of his letters and read them often before she went to sleep.

Noah heard the clicking of heels coming towards the bed. His eyes shot open and turned towards the door, drinking in the beautiful brunette that entered. He looked her up and down, recognizing her from the photographs his daughter and sent him while on tour and the occasional photo she had sent him with her letters. He watched as she slowly walked toward the bed.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

Her voice sounded as hypnotic as it did on the phone when they spoke every few months - mainly just to say a quick 'hi' when he called, his main focus was on his little girl. She looked anxious and nervous, liked she was frightened of him. “Ariel,” he addressed her.

She nodded her head and took a few more steps toward the bed. Ariel took in the guy that was lying in the bed. He had a Chad Michael Murray look to him with those serious blue eyes and short crew cut blonde hair. The sexy stubble unshaven look. He wasn’t moving, only his head and eyes followed her. Faith had already filled her in about his injuries. He had been shot in the back and was lucky he wasn’t paralysed. If it had been a few more centimetres to the left then he wouldn’t have been so lucky.

“I’m here for Em, if that’s okay?” she asked him gently. “I think she needs a break from here.”

Noah slowly nodded his head in agreement, shifting his eyes from the brunette and looking down at his daughter who was resting her head on his chest. He was worried about his little girl. She had been crying a lot too, every time he moved slightly or she accidently bumped him, causing him to hiss or let out a cry of pain. Emma would burst into tears and pressed his morphine button. He loved his daughter and didn’t want her to see him in pain.

Ariel stopped on the right side of the bed, her eyes looking down at the sleeping preteen that she had come to love like her own. She gently nudged the girl, being careful so she didn’t cause any extra pain to the injured soldier.

“Wake up Baby Bird,” she said softly. “It’s time to go home.”

The twelve-year-old mixed race girl began to stir, her eyes fluttering before they opened fully and took in her surroundings. Emma remembered that she was in the hospital and she remembered her father getting injured. She had heard Ariel’s voice. Slowly sitting up and turning to her right to see the older woman looking at her with a soft smile.

“Hey sweetie,” the brunette greeted her. “How are you?” Ariel asked the girl concerned. The stress couldn’t be good for an epileptic, even though being at a hospital would be the best place for her if she had a seizure, but not so good if her father was the only one in the room to get help since he couldn’t really help her.

“Ariel, what are you doing here?” she answered the question with another question, not wanting to answer the older woman’s question.

Ariel knew the girl was avoiding the topic. She knew it was hard for the pre-teen to open up about such personal things, even though she had known the girl since she was eight years old. She placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I’m here to take you home,” she told the girl.

Emma liked Ariel. She was a nice person, always had a smile for you. She turned her brown eyes on her father. “Dad needs me,” Emma told the older woman.

Noah softly smiled at his daughter. “I’m fine, Monkey. You need to go home and sleep in a proper bed. Spend some time away from the hospital,” he told her, lovingly. He needed some time to himself. Noah knew it was hard on his daughter to see him when he was in pain or when he woke up from a nightmare. It scared her and he didn’t like to see that look of fear on her face. “I promise,” he added.

Emma still was hesitant about leaving him.

“Shadow misses you,” Ariel spoke up. “Anyway, your aunt has tomorrow off and we three girls can go spend the day together,” she told the girl.

Emma looked at her father. She knew that smile he was putting on was forced. “Fine, but we’re coming back in the morning,” she told him before turning her eyes on the older woman.

Ariel instantly nodded her head. “Of course, we will,” she told the girl. “I’m sure your aunt would love to visit her brother. But first we have to get home and go to bed before tomorrow comes.”

Emma sighed; turning her attention back to her father and gently gave him a hug. She had learnt over the past few days to be careful with him. Emma heard a slight hiss leave her father. “I love you dad,” she whispered, pulling back and giving him a kiss on the cheek.

Noah smiled at his little girl. “To the moon and back,” he told her, wishing he could hug her back but when he moved, it hurt. He could only move his arms slightly without causing any pain. He was pretty much immobilized. The Doctor told him it would be a few weeks before he would be able to move them properly or even attempt walking. He felt like a crimple. He couldn’t even hug his own daughter back.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he promised, hoping they left soon. He didn’t want Emma or the beautiful brunette to see him cry.

Emma hopped off the bed and walked over to the couch, scooping up her backpack and personal belongings she had brought with her.

Noah shifted his focus to the brunette that was watching his daughter gather her things. This was the first time that he actually saw her in person. Man, her photograph didn’t do her justice, he thought.

“Take care of her,” he said quietly. “She’s my world,” Noah added, his voice thick with emotion.

Ariel turned her attention on the blonde man looking at her. “Always,” she promised sincerely. Her blue orbs locked on his. The girl was like family to her. She would take a bullet for her.

A petite blonde nurse in her late thirties entered the room with a few things in her hands that were needed for a sponge bath. “Mr Chase, are you ...” she began before noticing that he had company, not just his daughter. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had visitors,” she added.

All eyes turned onto the nurse that stopped at the end of the bed.

Ariel smiled at the older woman. “It’s okay, we’re leaving,” she informed her, turning her eyes on the twelve year old who had joined her side, loaded with her stuff. “You ready?” she asked the girl.

Emma nodded, before turning her eyes on her father once again. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she promised him. “Night Molly,” she greeted the night nurse.

The blonde nurse smiled at the teenager. “Night hun.”

Ariel felt a little awkward just standing there and not saying anything. It would be rude not to say anything. “Night everyone,” she spoke up a little nervous. “Come on Em,” she instructed the girl, walking towards the door. Emma followed the older woman and headed out of the hospital room.

Noah watched his daughter and the brunette walk out of the room, his eyes lingering on the door before he turned his eyes on the older woman. She was smiling at him. Molly had been his night nurse since he had been admitted. She was a nice woman who liked to talk about her family.

“I see Emma is finally leaving the hospital,” she spoke up as she began to set things up for his sponge bath. “I’m glad that the girl is finally taking some time away from here, it’s a lot for a teenager to take in.”

Noah was use to Molly rambling on about anything and everything. “She’s only twelve, not thirteen for two more months,” he pointed out, watching as the nurse turned her hazel eyes on him.

She gave him a look, the same look his mother often gave him. “Close enough,” Molly told him. “You’ll blink and she’ll be all grown and falling in love or getting married.”

Noah groaned. He didn’t want to think about those things. He preferred to see her as the same pigtailed six year old girl who would chase butterflies and wanted him to check her closet for boogie monsters when he was home from tours. That was the one thing that sucked when he was deployed, missing important moments of his daughter’s life.

“She’s very pretty, the brunette,” Molly spoke up as she walked to the injured soldier’s left side with the wet sponge and small bucket with warm soapy water in it.

Noah looked at the woman with a glare, knowing what she was hinting at. Molly was like an annoying big sister at times. Molly chuckled, squeezing the sponge. “So, is she a friend?” she inquired, prying.
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Noah was laying on his swag, looking down at the letter that he had just read from his daughter. He couldn’t believe that she was eight already. People didn’t believe him when he told them that he had an eight year old daughter, mainly because he was only twenty four. Being a teen dad was hard but he wouldn’t trade his little girl for anything.

He turned the last page and attached to it was some laminated photos she had sent him. He removed the paper clip then removed the ten pictures. Emma had sent him a picture of his parents, his brother and sister making faces, a few of just her. One was playing the violin which she had just started this year and others of her doing various things.

He continued to flip through them and in the last few were photos of a beautiful young brunette around twenty with his daughter. Emma had written about how she had met Ariel. This must have been her. Wow, she was beautiful. That would be the photo that he kept with him. Emma and Ariel were looking at one another and grinning, his sister must have taken the photo.

He just wondered how long Ariel would stick around for.

-o0o-
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The blonde soldier was lying in a hospital bed, heaving in sweat. He had just woken up from a bad dream. Every time he closed his eyes, he flashed back to the battlefield. He was still on a strong dose of morphine to help ease the pain that constantly was shooting through him whenever he moved too much. Noah had been here for just over three weeks now, every time the doctor visited him, he asked the older man when he could go home and always got the same answer.

’Your body is still healing, Noah. It’s going to be a while yet.’

Noah wasn’t known for his patience. He didn’t like sitting around and doing nothing. A soldier’s brain was always thinking, needing to know the next move or attack to stay alive. He knew the doctor told him not to move much until his body had healed a little more, but he was tired of waiting.

Noah lifted his hand and gripped the bar hanging above his bed. He began pulling himself up, sharp pain began to shoot through him. “Aaaarrrggghhh,” he cried out, continuing to pull himself up.

Patrick Chase ran into the room, hearing the younger man’s pain. He hurried over to the bed and helped his son sit up, placing a pillow under his back and pressed the morphine button. “Noah, what the hell are you trying to do?” he demanded, glaring at the younger man. “You wanna be here longer?”

Noah could feel the pain slipping away as more morphine entered his system. He turned his attention on his father, a former soldier himself.

“I’m fine,” he gritted through his teeth.

Patrick crossed his arms at the younger man. “Don’t be so damn stubborn, Noah!” he told him, turning to the side table and picked up the blue velvet box, opening it and holding up the purple-heart medal that they had received only a few days ago. “Some soldiers come back in a box just to receive this medal.”

Noah refused to look at it. He crossed his arms and stared up at the TV above his bed at the end of it. His father of all people should understand what he was going through, he was a former soldier.

“I don’t deserve it,” he told the older man.

Patrick looked at the younger man, slack jawed. “You’re kidding me, right?”

Noah shook his head, not shifting his eyes from the screen. “I should still be over there fighting with my men instead of being stuck here.” He told him, persistent.

Patrick was a little proud and annoyed, at the same time. His son was having survival guilt, a lot of men that served went through it when they come home safe and others didn’t. He placed the box back on the side table and turned his attention to the young man. “Your Lieutenant Colonel managed to get a call through to me an hour ago,” he told him.

Noah turned his attention to the older man.

“I know how you got shot in the back, son. You dived in front of another soldier and saved his life,” the older blue eyed, dark blonde haired man proclaimed.

Noah shook his head. No, he was just doing what he was taught to do. “It’s my job to make sure my unit comes home alive, every one of them. I just did what any soldier would have done,” he concluded, looking at his father before noticing that someone else was standing in the doorway.

Ariel stood in the doorway with a takeaway beverage in her hand, frozen. She had heard the end of that conversation and now he was looking at her. She couldn’t just walk away and pretend that she didn’t hear any of it. For the last two weeks Ariel had been coming to the hospital at least once, every day. She had no project going at the moment and was curious about the soldier.

Whenever Noah’s parents were too busy with the diner, she would bring Emma in to see her father. The girl was back at school but would visit her father after school. Emma spent most of her weekends at the hospital. Ariel didn’t mind making the trip. It was only just over an hour’s drive from the Gold Coast to the heart of Brisbane.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt ...” Ariel began to mumble.

Patrick turned around at the sound of the familiar woman’s voice. “Ariel,” he spoke up a little surprised. He thought she only visited when she bought in his granddaughter, guess he was wrong. “Don’t be silly, come in, maybe you can talk some sense into this stubborn fool.”

Ariel felt her feet moving forward and towards the bed, a smile twitched her lips at the older man’s comment. She narrowed her eyes on the blonde man, her eyes locking on his as she stopped beside the older man and handed Noah the takeaway beverage.

“What did he do now?” Ariel questioned, exasperate as she placed a hand on her hip.

Patrick turned his attention on the younger woman, knowing that she was going to write his son up for doing something stupid. “I found him trying to pull himself up with the steel bar and with only one arm.” He told her. “I’m gonna go find the doctor, you deal with him.” He answered, walking off and mumbling something under his breath.

Ariel turned her attention back on the injured man. “Noah! You know what the doctor said about doing any strenuous activities, do you wanna be in here longer?” she scolded him.

Noah could not believe that his father had told on him. Over the last two weeks, Ariel had been the only person that was able to put up with his mood swings and tell him what she honestly thought. From her letter he could tell that she was a tough and stubborn woman, finding it out in person was something different though. His family was dancing around his outburst, but the young brunette gave it back as good as she got. He made sure that he didn’t snap at his daughter.

“I’m a soldier, it’s what I am! I don’t know how to do anything else,” he confessed to her, damn this morphine that dropped his barriers.

Ariel could see that he was hurting, not just physically but emotionally also. It couldn’t be easy for a soldier to be so defenseless and vulnerable when they’re so use to be tough and guarded.

“How about a father,” she answered, quietly. “How about staying alive so you can see your daughter turn from a young girl into a young woman? Don’t you wanna be there to walk down the aisle? Or see her first crush and scare away the boy that comes knocking?”

A moment of complete silence filled the room before Ariel spoke up again.

“Emma needs her dad. She needs you, Noah.”

Noah was holding the warm takeaway cup in his hand. He let out a heavy sigh. “I do miss her when I’m away,” he admitted, shifting his eyes to the beverage in his hands. This was the first time that she had bought him in something besides his daughter.

Ariel smiled at him. “She misses you too, talks about all the time. I feel like I’ve known you for years and not just because of the letters we sent to one another,” she admitted. “Your favourite colour is army green. Your favourite time is at dawn, just as the sun is rising. You told her that it doesn’t matter where you are in the world when the sun rises, it’s still beautiful...”

Noah watched the brunette as she spoke. He watched as her nose crinkled when she talked about something she didn’t like and how she lit up whenever she talked about his daughter. He couldn’t believe how much Emma had shared about his letters to her - with Ariel, even though he wrote to her himself, when he wrote to her their main subject was his daughter or his family, not him or her.

Emma had often mentioned Ariel in her letters to him, along with the photos she sent of them together. He had a whole album full of pictures of them along with the letters she had sent. Noah was surprised that it actually took them so long to meet. But whenever he had been home from deployment, Ariel had been out of town working on a jobsite, which he found strange that she just happened to be out of town those two times that he had been home over the last four years. He had really wanted to meet the woman in those photographs, meet the woman who watched over his daughter when he was millions of miles away.

Ariel had stopped talking a moment ago to find Noah staring at her with a concentrated look on his face, like he was deep in thought.

“Noah,” she spoke up, touching his arm.

He was pulled from his thoughts when he felt her fingers brush his arm. Noah turned his eyes on her. “Hmm,” he answered, slightly distracted.

“You should drink that before it gets cold,” she told him, gesturing to the Styrofoam takeaway travel cup in his hand.

He gave her a mock salute with his free hand. “Yes Ma’am,” he replied, bringing the beverage to his lips and took a swig before swallowing hard and making a face. “What the hell was that?” he demanded, turning his eyes on her.

She grinned, letting a chuckle escape her lips. “Tea,” she told him, amused.

He put the cup on the side table and glared at her. “Soldiers don’t drink tea!” he proclaimed. “I thought you knew everything about me?” he challenged with an amused sparkle in his eyes.

Ariel placed a hand on her hip and held a straight face. “I’m not bringing you coffee, you don’t need the extra caffeine to bug the nurses...”

“You tell him, Miss Patterson,” an older male voice spoke up from the doorway. The doctor and Patrick Chase re-entered the room, making their way towards the bed.

“Noah, your father informed me that you’ve been pushing yourself, again,” the doctor scolded the younger blonde man. “We’ve talked about this, mate. The more you push yourself, the more damage you could do to your body. There is already tissue damage. Muscles and ligaments are shattered and need to be re-knit together. Bones have been damaged so they need repairing too. You know this takes time. I will continue to give you this speech if you continue to ignore my orders,” he told his patient, sternly.

Noah gritted his teeth.

“Look, if you can be a good boy for the next few weeks and not cause your body any extra stress, then I might consider sending you home as long as you don’t overdo it. Understood?”

Noah nodded. He hated being talked to like he was a little child.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ariel pushed the door open with her hip and entered the hospital room, which now seemed like a second home to her. She had been coming here for the last six weeks since she still didn’t have a project to work on. Her father said he would call her when something came up, so while she was waiting for a call about a job, Ariel would put all her energy into Noah’s recovery. Ariel was the type of person that needed to be doing something active, she couldn’t sit around and do nothing or just shop. She needed a purpose. At the moment, Noah was that purpose.

It was the last month of winter, so the weather could be a bit nippy at times; luckily this room had the heater on.

She spotted him. He was standing near the window, his back to her and his arms folded across his chest. Noah wasn’t in a hospital gown anymore, hadn’t been for a few weeks now. He was dressed in dark grey sweatpants and a dark blue slim fitting sweater; his hair was slowly growing longer. He had on bright green woolly socks that Ariel had bought in for him, along with several other fluro colours. That made her smile. She began walking towards him with the two takeaway travel mugs and pastry bags in hand.

Noah heard the clicking of heeled boots coming towards him and he knew it was her. He didn’t need to turn around to confirm his theory. Ariel had visited him every day for the last six weeks, most of the time without his daughter. Emma often came in with one of his parents or his brother or sister, opposite times to Ariel. Emma had dropped her visits back to a few days a week but called everyday, which was good. Noah was glad that she still wasn’t freaking out about him being here.

He was looking out the window, for the last week and a bit he had been allowed to move around the room more and go for small walks. He was going insane just lying in bed and watching that damn television. He had read multiple books and listen to hours and hours of music. 

Noah could tell that she was getting closer, not because of the clicking of her heels but because her scent was getting stronger. Ariel always smelled like wild berries, it was intoxicating.

“Planning your escape?” she finally spoke up, stopping by his side and placing the travel mugs and pastry bags down on the wide window ledge, that looked more like a bench.

He turned his head to the left and looked at her with a serious expression. The thought of escaping from here had crossed his mind a lot of the last six weeks but he knew if he even attempted that, his father, daughter and Ariel would kick his ass all the way back to this room.

“It’s crossed my mind,” he replied dryly. “What are you doing here today?” he questioned her, turning his eyes back on the window. It came out a little more serious and distant then he attended. Noah was just in a bit of pain today and she was in the firing line.

Ariel kept her baby blue’s on him. A puzzled looked etched across her face. “I’m here every day,” she answered, honestly. “Why would today be any different?” she questioned him.

Noah watched as she removed her thick white wool jacket and casually tossed it towards the end of his bed. His eyes ran up and down the length of her, appreciatively. How can someone who’s dressed so casual, look so damn attractive? She ran her fingers through her long dark chocolate locks. His eyes drifted down the deep red v neck sweater that cupped her breast and dark blue bootleg jeans that gripped her like a second skin and showed off her all curves. He averted his eyes from her and picked up the take away travel mug.

“You could at least take your birthday off,” he muttered before bringing the hot rich beverage to his lips and taking a long swig. Over the last four weeks, she had finally caved and started bringing him strong black coffee, after making sure it was okay with his doctor.

Ariel turned her eyes on him. “It’s just a normal day,” she answered with a shrug of the shoulders. Ariel wasn’t big for celebrating her birthday. She usually only cared about the big numbers.

“What, for a party animal like you,” he replied sarcastically, turning his eyes back on her and a grin breaking free.

She couldn’t help but smile back; it was infectious and rare when it came to Noah. He was always so serious, which she couldn’t really blame him for. He was a soldier. When Noah was on the battlefield he had to be serious, lives were involved.

“So any big plans?” he asked casually.

Ariel picked up her own hot beverage, shaking her head before taking a swig of her chocolate mint tea. She turned her eyes on the window and looked out at the garden area below.

“I don’t celebrate my birthday,” she informed him. “It’s just another number.”

Noah was still looking at her, surprise filled his features. He felt the same about his birthdays but didn’t expect that from her. When they wrote to each other, they rarely got into personal details, unless he was telling her about a tough time some of his younger men were going through and she would give him advice. For the last six weeks he had observed a lot of Ariel and couldn’t quite work her out. At times she was all smiles and bubbly and other times she was quiet and withdrawn. She sure was different, that was one thing he was certain of.

He knew some of her past. If it wasn’t Emma talking about her, it was his siblings. Ariel was good friends with both his younger brother and best friends with his little sister. She had met his brother first, at a construction site four years ago. Ariel had actually introduced Wade to her older brother and the two had been dating ever since, but Ariel never talked about herself.

“I need a break from this room. How about we go down to the garden area from some fresh air?” he asked her, not shifting his eyes from hers.

Ariel turned her eyes on him, filling with apprehension. “You know that your exercise is still limited, Soldier Boy,” she told him, concerned.

Noah let out a groan of frustration, even though a smile was tugging at his lips at the use of the nickname she had given him in her letters many years ago. “I’m allowed a little exercise, Blue Eyes,” he told her, using the nickname he had given her. “I’m going insane in here and we cannot spend your birthday in a hospital room. That will make me feel bad,” he added, honestly.

Ariel bit down on her bottom lip. The garden was a long distance from here. He wouldn’t be able to walk there and back, plus it would take forever. Ariel knew that if she had to spend as much time as Noah did in this room, she would go insane. Maybe a little air couldn’t hurt and there were park benches down there so he wouldn’t be on his feet the entire time. He was giving her the puppy eyes, a weakness when it came to her.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” she began. “We take a wheelchair down there and then you can get up and walk around.”

He made a face when the word ‘wheelchair’ was mentioned. “I don’t need a ...”

Ariel crossed her arms across her chest and glared at him. “Wheelchair! Otherwise no go,” she told him, sternly.

Noah let out another groan. He hated wheelchairs, they made him look weak. He wasn’t weak. He could tell by the look on her face and tone in her voice that Ariel was deadly serious. Man this woman was stubborn, but that was what he loved about her.

“Fine, but I don’t need to be pushed,” he told her, flatly.

Ariel smiled and nodded. “I’ll go get the chair,” she informed him pleased as she turned and headed towards the door.
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It was a little nippy out; the sun was out and shining but did little for warmth. Brisbane was a lot colder than the Gold Coast, where she lives. Ariel had put her thick coat back on and her black leather gloves. She had made Noah put on his jacket and gloves on also, after listening to him complaining that it wasn’t that cold, for five whole minutes.

Noah wheeled himself into the garden area. She was walking right beside him, her eyes watching him closely. Ariel would bet he was glad that she made him rug up now. She could tell that his hands would have frozen off if he wasn’t wearing the gloves. The two had made the journey in a comfortable silence, occasionally greeting a nurse or doctor as they passed them.

The area was beautiful. It had a few outdoor glass tables and chairs where people could sit to have lunch or just relax. There was a smoking and non-smoking section, a good distance apart. Frost covered a lot of the plants but the garden still looked beautiful. There were park benches just off from the table area.

Noah gently lifted himself from the chair, a little pain pushing through him, but he ignored it and continued to stand on his feet. His legs feeling a little wobbly for the first few seconds before they felt normal again, he took a few steps forward. His legs were still a little stiff since he spent a lot of time in bed, but every chance Noah got when somebody wasn’t around. He would exercise them until one of the nurses caught him and read him his rights.

Ariel stood back and watched him. She knew if she even suggested helping him, he would bite her head off. It pained her to see him struggle but she also knew that he wanted to do this by himself. He wanted to prove that he could do it by himself.

She watched as he began taking a few stiff steps forward, this weather couldn’t be helping his injured body. Ariel could see that he was fighting the pain, heard the hisses that slipped from his lips but stood back.

Ariel took a seat on a park bench a few metres from Noah. She watched him as he walked around the area.
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A comfortable silence lingered between them.

Noah felt his legs getting sore and knew that he needed to sit down. He walked over towards the park bench and gently placed himself beside Ariel, leaving about a ruler length between them. He was glad that she didn’t baby him like his family currently were.

Ariel couldn’t stand the quiet anymore. It was nice for the first ten minutes, now she just needed to talk. So she asked him the first thing that popped into her head, hoping that she wasn’t being too nosy. “So, what do you plan to do when you’re healed?” Ariel asked.

Noah turned his eyes on her, noticing that she was watching him and waiting for a response. He crossed his arms and turned his eyes from her, looking dead ahead. That question had been on his mind a lot lately. Since he was eighteen and joined the army and his daughter had come along. Noah wasn’t the type to just sit around and do nothing. He needed to stay active. He would go insane otherwise.

“Because I was thinking that if you wanted to, you could work with Wade on a jobsite,” she suggested. “We’re always looking for hardworking men and I know you have the qualifications and more, to work on a construction site.”

Noah turned his eyes back on her, surprise washing over him. He could tell that she was being serious. She was willing to give him a job if he wanted one. He knew it would be months before he could even attempt work but the idea was appealing.

“I’d like that,” Noah answered.

Ariel smiled at him. “Good, as long as you don’t mind me being your boss, Soldier Boy,” she added with a teasing grin.

Noah let a deep rich chuckle leave his throat. “I think I’ll survive, Blue Eyes,” he assured her.
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Ariel and Noah had been sitting on a park bench for the last hour just talking about the last year. She was filling him in on everything that he had missed out on with his daughter, during his latest deployment. Noah had asked her to fill him in, most things he already knew because of the letters, but he still loved hearing about them in person.

The injured soldier watched her facial expressions as she told him story after story. He was slowly working out her expressions and observed that when Ariel was uncomfortable with something, she would twist the ring on her finger and chewed her bottom lip.

He loved how she lit up when she talked about his daughter’s achievements, however insignificant they were. Noah had been worried that Emma would always feel that there was a missing piece in her life since she didn’t have a mother. Being abandoned as a baby, feeling like she wasn’t enough or wanted - could really damage a child’s trust and love in people. But his daughter was the happiest, well-adjusted child he knew. She loved Ariel. She told him so in her letters.

“She’s really talented with that violin, you should be really proud of her,” she finished, looking dead ahead and avoiding eye contact with him, because when she looked into those blue eyes, her heart skipped a beat.

“I am,” he automatically answered. Noah couldn’t tear his eyes from the brunette. She was captivating. “Thank you,” he added, genuinely.

Ariel turned her eyes on him, blue locked on blue. “What for?” she asked, confused to what he was talking about.

Noah gave her an ’are you serious’ look. “For being there for my daughter when I couldn’t be. I know it means a lot to her and it means a lot to me too. I know she has her aunt and my mum as female role models, but to have someone outside of the family to care for her the way you do, words cannot describe how grateful I am.”

Ariel felt a catch in her throat. “Always,” she promised, finding her words. “Emma is a great kid and I couldn’t imagine not having her in my life now,” she answered sincerely.

Noah lit up after hearing that, a smile curved his lips and he really wanted to kiss her for saying that, but knew that would scare Ariel away. It had been a long time since he had felt this way for any woman. After Lucy left Emma with him like that, turning away and never looking back. It made him lose trust in love and being with someone, sure he had only been sixteen but it still hurt. Then Ariel came into his daughter’s life and letter by letter, she came into his too.

“Why do you wear those rings?” were the words that slipped from his lips. It had been bugging him for some time now. He knew for a fact that she was single and had been for some time. His daughter never mentioned a boyfriend and neither did she in the letters.

Ariel looked down at her rings. The first ring was an oval purple amethyst sterling silver ring. The silver band had a heart twisted on each side of the oval gem and the second one, a wedding band that was silver and gold swirled. Ariel had bought them not long after she broke up with Michael.

“I work on a construction site,” she spoke up, avoiding eye contact. “I don’t like being hit on when I’m working, the rings gives the illusion that I am off-limits. It stops most of the men from flirting with me,” she told him, it wasn’t all a lie but it wasn’t the whole truth either.

Noah looked at her suss. He had the feeling that she wasn’t being completely honest with him, but he wasn’t going to invade her privacy.

“Well this fictional partner of yours is very lucky, Blue Eyes,” he told her, genuinely, causing her to lock her eyes on him. “You’re the perfect package, being beautiful, smart, stubborn yet strong - with a big heart.”

Ariel bit down on her bottom lip, her heart was racing. Why did he have to say that? She had enough trouble fighting her feelings for him as it is and he goes and says something like that. Her eyes flickered from his eyes to his lips then back to his eyes.

“Hey guys,” a familiar female voice spoke up.

Both adults turned their heads towards the voice and noticed the newcomer.

Ariel quietly got to her feet and walked over towards her roommate and best friend. “Hey Faith, perfect timing for a visit because I have to head off,” she spoke up, talking at a rapid pace. She turned around and looked at the star struck look on the injured soldiers face. “I’ll see you around, Noah,” she told him before speed-walking away.

Noah mentally kicked himself for letting his guard slip and telling her what he honestly thought. She usually called him Soldier Boy when she said her goodbyes, not Noah. He hoped that he hadn’t screwed everything up. Noah loved seeing her every day, it made being in the hospital bearable.

Faith took a seat beside her older brother, sitting in the spot that Ariel was sitting in moments ago. She had heard the end of their conversation and knew that she had interrupted a moment between her brother and best friend. Faith knew that Ariel was falling for her brother and vice versa.

“So what was that?” she inquired, turning her gaze on her big brother.

Noah looked dead ahead. “What’s what?” he grumbled.

Faith glared at her older brother. She wasn’t stupid and could spot a lie a mile away. She was a cop for crying out loud. “Don’t BS me, if I wanted that I would be at work talking to a criminal. What’s going on with you and Ariel?”

Noah didn’t say a word. He wasn’t planning on sharing his ‘feelings’ with his little sister. She could damn well mind her own business. He just sat there in silence, hoping that she would change the subject.

“Noah, there is something you should know about Ariel,” Faith spoke up, cautiously.

He was now concerned. Noah turned his eyes on his sister and a serious expression etched across his face.

“When I first met her and we became friends, she was dating somebody. After I met him, I didn’t like him. When he asked me what I did and I told him that I was a Rookie cop, he stiffened but faked a smile. Alarm Bells went off, automatically. I knew something wasn’t right with that, so I got a friend at the station to pull a background check on him,” Faith divulged to her brother.

Noah listened intently. By Friend, he knew that meant Reed.

“I discovered that Michael James wasn’t his real name, so we pulled his prints and another friend ran them through the lab. A few days later she got the results back to me and I found out that he was a wanted con man. So I arrested him and told Ariel the truth about him. It broke her heart and she felt used and betrayed.”

Noah couldn’t believe what he was hearing, poor Ariel. He wanted to find this guy and beat him senseless. How dare he treat her like that! How dare that scumbag use her like that!

“She refuses to date or fall in love, Noah. She won’t risk her heart again. I am telling you this so you don’t risk yours. I love Ariel like a sister but you’re my brother and I don’t want to see either of you hurt. You’ve already had your share of heartbreak.”

Noah looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, we’re friends,” he told her, flatly.

Faith gave him a loaded look. “I’ve seen the way you light up when she visits and I know you big brother. You like her. I just don’t want either of you to get hurt. You’ve both already been hurt enough.”

Noah didn’t know what to say.
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Ariel was heading towards a local coffee shop that Faith had discovered a few weeks ago in Southport and the two sometimes met there for lunch. Her mind was still reeling from her conversation with Noah. Things were good with them. Why did he have to say something so nice about her like that?

“Help the children,” a young blonde woman in her early twenties, shouted from her stand just outside of the trendy little cafe.

Ariel turned her attention on it. Act For Kids – The banner read. She knew that charity and actually donated money on a monthly basis. It was to help abused and neglected children in Australia. She smiled at the woman around her age and reached into her pocket, pulling out a twenty dollar note that she had on her and dropped it into the metal tin.

“Thank you,” the blonde woman greeted.

Ariel softly smiled. “If every person that was able, just gave a dollar - it would make a real difference.” She told her before heading up the few stairs and into the little cafe.
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Ariel entered the little coffee shop, the bell jingling above her head. She walked towards her table and sat down. The little Cafe was cute, had a modern look to it and wasn’t overly busy at this time of the morning. Soft music was playing through the speakers. That was one of the reasons she loved this place. It felt like home.

“Be right with you,” the girl from behind the counter called.

Ariel turned her eyes onto the teenager who was re-filling the pastries in the display counter off from the register. The dark- haired, slender teen was a beautiful young girl. She was also very nice.

“Take your time, hun. I’m in no rush,” she told Bay. That girl always seemed to be here, even though Ariel often wondered why she wasn’t in school, but knew it was none of her business.

Bay slid shut the glass door on the display counter before walking around the counter and towards her customer. “Hey, Ariel ... the usual?” the dark haired female teen asked. “No Faith?” she asked casually, stopping at her table.

The brunette shook her head. “No, she’s visiting Noah,” she told her, forcing a smile.

Bay nodded along. “How is her brother doing?”

Ariel and Faith had been coming here for almost a month now and this place had become their little hangout. Bay seemed like an easy person to talk to so Faith tended to unload on her at times. The two seem to get on well, like they were in some secret club that Ariel didn’t know about.

“Yeah, he wants to get out of the hospital. He’s driving the doctor and nurses nuts. I just came from there,” she divulged.

Bay studied her regular customer. There was something off about her. She was usually always full of smiles and wanting to talk but today she wasn’t. “Is everything okay?”

Ariel averted her eyes from the brown-eyed teenager and just nodded.

The bell above the door began to jiggle and a blonde teenager dressed in the same uniform as Bay, entered the little cafe. She had her light blonde hair swept back into a ponytail, her stylish fridge falling forward.

“Sorry I’m late,” the teenage girl called as she rushed to the black haired teen’s side, tying on her black apron.

Bay smiled at the girl, assuring her. “It’s okay, Boss man isn’t in. Table three is ready to order though, how are you feeling?” her voice filled with concern. Chloe looked pale and not well. She was a slender thing and had the pose of a dancer.

“Morning sickness sucks,” she admitted to her friend quietly, before walking towards her table.

Ariel looked at the blonde teenager, serious. She was pregnant? The girl barely looked fifteen.

“She’s new?” Ariel casually asked her favourite waitress.

Bay turned her eyes from her friend and on one of her favourite customer’s. “Yeah, hired her a few days ago, sweet girl ... I’ll go make your order,” she told her briefly, before walking away.

Ariel turned her eyes on the blonde teenager. You couldn’t tell that she was pregnant by just looking at her. She was so thin, mustn’t be far along. Ariel couldn’t help but wonder how the girl got into that situation, most likely the same way that most girls her age got into that situation. She had nothing against teen pregnancy. Every child is a blessing in her eyes.
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Ariel had just dropped Emma off with her father since he was getting out tomorrow and since Faith had the night shift tonight. Ariel figured that she could kill a little time before she headed home. It was barely seven at night and she had heard about a competition over the radio on her drive back and thought she would stop in at Southport and check it out. The shopping centre was packed but being in the city, it always was.

The competition had been going for twenty minutes now and she had heard a few good singers, but no one had moved her yet. Ariel let her eyes drift around the open area as she absorbed in all of the people that were watching from around. She had got a good spot just off the side from everyone. She could still see the person on stage and wasn’t too close to the speakers.

Soft piano music began playing and Ariel recognized it from the song ‘Because of You’ by Kelly Clarkson, she just hoped this singer didn’t butcher a good song.

A soft voice filled the air and hit every note perfectly.

Ariel turned her eyes back on to the stage and shock washed over her as she listened to the teenage girl singing the song. She felt her breath catch in her throat. Ariel could hear the raw emotion in the singer’s voice as she sang and see the silent tears that were running down her face. Ariel had no idea that the girl could sing like that or at all. She was amazing.

-o0o-

––––––––
[image: image]


Ariel waited until Bay finished her song and began making her way off the stage. She stopped and talked to a man with a clipboard for a moment before making her way down the stairs. Ariel began walking towards her, reaching the bottom of the stairs at the same time.

“Bay?” she spoke up, surprised.

The dark haired teenager gripped the handrail like it was her lifeline and went white as a sheet. She hadn’t expected to see someone she knew here. “Hey Ariel,” she replied, trying to sound casual. “What are you doing here?”

The brunette was still trying to get over the shock of what she had just heard. This girl standing opposite of her had amazing talent. Words were still trying to form in her mind to string along a coherent sentence.

“You ... up there ... wow,” she replied back.

Bay bit down on her bottom lip and dropped her eyes to the ground. That wasn’t the first time she has sung in public. She often busked a few nights a week for extra cash - singing was a hobby, an escape from reality.

“It’s nothing,” she mumbled. “I only did it for the five hundred dollar prize money.”

Ariel had heard about that over the radio. The winner got five hundred dollars and had their recording played over the radio the following day. That kind of money was the reason that so many people were belting their hearts out in public.

“You sounded amazing,” she told the teenager, finally finding her words.

Bay just nodded her head as silence fell between the two for a long minute before she spoke up. “I gotta go ...see you around,” she announced, before heading into the crowd.

The brunette just watched the teen disappear into the crowd of people between the ages of 14 - 50. She stood there in awe. That was odd.
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Ariel and Faith were sitting on the back patio of their townhouse, enjoying their morning catch up. She told the young cop all about Bay and her hidden talent and Faith didn’t seem as shocked as the brunette would have expected. Her Alaskan Malamute was by her feet, chewing on a calcium bone. They had hours yet before they had to head to the hospital at noon to pick up Noah. He was being discharged today but still had to take it easy. Ariel had threatened to hire a nurse ratchet to watch over him if he didn’t follow the doctors restrictions to the letter.

Ever since their little moment last week, she had dropped back her visited and only went in when she was with Faith or Emma. Ariel didn’t know what she was gonna do when he came home. Noah would be moving in with them since his daughter lived here. He kinda already lived with them since his stuff was already in the fourth bedroom. His things got moved in when his daughter moved in and Noah had lived here for those weeks he was home over the last few years, she just hadn’t been there to see it.

“I talked to dad late last night,” Ariel revealed.

Faith took a sip from her mint-choc tea and looked at her friend, intrigued. “Really, has he got a job for you?” she inquired, curiously.

Ariel shook her head. “No, he actually told me to find one for the company. He said I’ve been in the business long enough to start one from scratch by myself. That I would know what I was looking for when I found it, I’ve ran projects by myself but never have I found one.”

Faith raised an eyebrow. “Sounds exciting,” she asked her friend. “Any ideas?”

Ariel let out a heavy sigh, nursing her now luke-warm choc-mint tea. “I wanna do something different. I’m tired of working on posh apartment buildings and resorts. I wanna do something with a cause. I haven’t worked something like that in a while, besides my charities.”

“We’ve got a big homeless problem here,” Faith interjected casually. “I see a lot of kids on the street on a daily basis and it breaks my heart. Every time I see one of them, I think of my brothers,” she confessed.

Ariel placed her mug on the glass table, fixing her eyes on her friend. “Your brothers? Why?” she questioned, puzzled. “What has homelessness got to do with Wade and Noah?”

Surprise etched across the young blonde woman’s face. “You don’t know?” she questioned, surprised. Faith thought that Wade would have told her, at least.

The young brunette shook her head. “No, know what?” she asked, befuddled.

Faith placed her mug on the table and let out a sigh. “Wade and Noah aren’t my brother’s by blood,” she divulged. “Mum and dad took them in when I was little,” she confessed.

Ariel was completely flabbergasted. She never would have suspect that they weren’t. They were almost around the same height and built and she’d seen them together, they acted like brothers bonded by blood. Faith even looked like their sister with her blonde hair and bluey grey eyes. She resembled Amanda Seyfried.

“They were homeless?” she finally asked.

Faith kept her face set. She knew she could trust her friend not to tell anyone or say anything to them if asked. “Well they both ran from home. When Noah came to live with us I remember he had Emma with him, he was sixteen and she was only a few days old. He was living in a shared house and taking her on job interviews with him. Noah was a foster child before that. And Wade ran from home when he was fourteen because his father use to try and ‘beat the gay’ out of him,” the young cop shared, thickly.

A gasp slipped from Ariel’s lips. How could someone treat their child like that? It’s just wrong!

“Promise me you won’t say anything to them about what I told you,” she requested.

Ariel just nodded. How would she bring up something like that? She just wanted to give each of them a hug, but than they would wonder why.

“I know a place where some homeless kids live,” Faith blurted out.

Ariel fixed her attention onto her bestfriend as she processed what Faith had just said. She raised a curious eyebrow. “Show me, please,” she requested.
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Faith pulled her car up in front of the rundown rec centre that hadn’t been used in five years. It was closed after the funding was cut by the local government and hadn’t been used since. It was just left and abandoned. She turned her eyes on her friend, who had already opened her door and hopped out. Ariel wasn’t known for her patience, she always jumped straight into the fire, even at the risk of getting burned.

Ariel looked up at the old rundown building in front of her. It looked like it hadn’t been used in some time. She was curious to see what it used to be.

“Ariel,” she heard Faith call, turning around she watched as the young cop reaching into the boot. “Gonna help me?”

Ariel walked towards the back of her friend’s SUV and peered in. There were boxes of can and packaged food, blankets and pillows and what looked like a few bags full of children’s clothes in assorted sizes.

“Where did you get all this stuff from?” she asked her friend.

Faith was juggling a box full of food and a few bags on top of it. She peered her head around the side of them. “I don’t pay rent and not much bills, so I went to a second hand shop to stocked up on supplies for the kids, and every few days I come down here and make a drop and check up on them.”

Ariel picked up the box that was filled with blankets, pillows and other things before shutting the boot and following her friend towards the right side of the building. She watched as the young cop did a special knock on the door.

A minute later the door opened, standing there was somebody she knew.

“Bay?” she whispered in disbelief. She was homeless? How well do you really know the people around you? How do you know that just because they smile at you, there world isn’t breaking around them?

Bay stood there dressed in worn blue jeans and a light grey sweater, her dark brown eyes looking at Ariel with hesitation. “What are you doing here?” she spoke up, looking directly at the brunette.

Faith smiled at the dark haired teenager. “Bay, can you please help me with these boxes?” she requested.

Bay grabbed the box from Faith and headed inside. Ariel followed her friend inside the rundown building and the door closed behind them. She followed her friend through the building until they entered an open room that looked like where the kids lived. Shock washed over her when she absorbed in the sight before her, there were two small children under the age of ten and an older boy in his teens. She then spotted the other waitress from the cafe. There was a section with air mattresses, where they must have slept and another section where they stored things.

Ariel watched as Bay stopped opposite of the teenage boy and was now talking to him in a low tone. Bay looked the oldest out of all the children in this room. She then spotted Chloe walking towards them. Bay handed the male teen the box of food and was telling him something, they both then looked in her direction.

Ariel looked for Faith. She had left her side and was talking to a young boy that looked around six or seven. She remembered hearing Bay sing last night and hearing the raw emotion in her voice as she sung that song. It now made sense where all the pain and emotion was coming from. She was homeless. That was why she could sing with such
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