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When Love Comes Back

(When the Mission Ends #5)

by

Christi Snow

Dedication:

This book is dedicated to the real Felicia.

Yes, there is a real Felicia.

She inspires me daily by her love and devotion to animals and is why when it came time to create a fictional veterinarian, I knew what her name had to be.

Back then, I had no idea that my fictional Felicia would get her own story.

But someone who’s so devoted to animals makes for a kickass, sexy heroine and I couldn’t resist.

But rest assured, the real Felicia is her own person. Other than her love for animals, fictional Felicia is entirely made up from my imagination.
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Chapter One
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Life was good.

Felicia Parks smiled to herself as she reached into the large cage in the back of the vet office to scratch behind the ears of the momma cat, happily nursing her five, week-old kittens all nestled in a pile on her belly. “You’re such a good momma.”

The big, mottled, brown tortie erupted with loud purrs at Felicia’s words. 

Her smile widened. This was quite a change in attitude for the stray who’d been brought into the clinic two weeks ago. Back then, the cat would hiss and scratch, leaving her hands and arms bloody.  

Her cell phone, tucked into the back pocket of her scrubs, vibrated. She pulled it out, grinning even wider at the name on the screen. She answered, “You’re not calling to cancel, are you?”

“No way in hell,” Steven’s low voice growled. “I have big plans for you tonight.” His sexy tone sent shivers down her spine. “I just wanted to call and make sure there hadn’t been any emergencies today at the clinic to prevent us from going out.”

She closed and locked the momma cat’s cage and did a cursory check of the rest of the clinic’s charges down the row of kennels. Everyone was calm and secure for the evening. 

“No, it’s been a quiet day.” They’d been dating for just over six months, and Steven Hardesty had never once complained when she cancelled at the last minute, which happened way more often than she would have liked. 

As a general rule, veterinary medicine was less demanding than other medical careers, but since Felicia ran the Valley View vet clinic as the sole veterinarian, emergencies had trumped her social life and had cost her more than one relationship. 

Steven was different, though. He supported her and her conviction to her practice. Her stomach erupted with tiny butterflies at what that meant for them. She was forty-two years old. Had she finally found The One? Only time would tell, but after six months, she was beginning to think so.

“Good.” He sounded relieved. “See? Fate is on my side tonight. It’s meant to be.” 

Her heart clutched at that word. Fate. She didn’t believe in fate. Not anymore.

But she wasn’t going to think about her history with that word tonight, not when he had been acting so mysterious about this night for weeks. 

It’s meant to be. Another flurry of butterflies took off in her stomach as she contemplated what exactly he could mean by that. 

“You haven’t had any more trouble, have you?” he asked.

“No. Everything’s fine. I’m sure it was just some kids out pranking.” Two nights before, someone had let all the air out of the tires on her truck. Annoying, but minor in the grand scheme of life.

She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’d ask for more details about tonight, but you’re going to be here in forty-five minutes, and I’m in danger of running late if we don’t get off the phone, so you get a reprieve...temporarily.”

He chuckled low. “It doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t tell you, anyway. Tonight’s special, and part of that is the anticipation. I’ll be there at six. I can’t wait to see you, gorgeous.”

“I can’t wait, either. See you in a little bit, Steven.” She grabbed her purse off the desk in her office, flipped off the clinic lights, and let herself out of the back door. 

At times, she wondered about her choice to live in the small, adobe house behind the clinic just because it made her too readily available to work at any time. But on nights like this when she just had to cross the parking lot and go a few feet up the stone path to her home, it was a relief. 

She had forty-five minutes to transform from her ponytail and fur-covered scrubs into a femme fatale sex goddess for their evening out. 

She laughed out loud. 

Who was she kidding? She’d be good if she simply looked like a real girl again. Feminine had never been her forte, at least not in a long, long time. But she wasn’t going to think about those early medical school days tonight. No, tonight was about her future. A future that she had a feeling was wound up wholly in Steven Hardesty, a major in the U.S. Air Force.

***
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GAGE WINSTON CLAMPED his teeth together in an effort to get things under control as he drove up to the main gate of Vandeman Air Force Base in New Mexico. Yelling at his upset, seventeen-year-old daughter on the phone as she followed in the car behind him wouldn’t make any of this better. 

He glanced at the Bluetooth system display on the dashboard of his son’s truck. “London, sweetie.” He used his most soothing voice. “I need you to calm down.” 

Her sobs rang out over the speakers. “Dad, something’s really wrong with Ralph.”

Gage glanced at his rearview mirror.  The twins and their golden retriever, Ralph, followed behind him in London’s car.

“Aww, Dad.” Austin’s voice joined in, disgust ringing through it. “He’s horking again. Oh god, roll down the windows, London. I’m going to be sick.” 

He’d picked the twins and their dog in Georgia and had just arrived at their new home at Vandeman Air Force Base, New Mexico. His car had been ordered from his last base in Japan six weeks ago. He should have his new Jeep waiting for him to pick up sometime this week. 

If he made it through this day. 

The big gate of Vandeman loomed in the distance. “Kids.” He raised his voice over the cacophony of noise coming from the other car. “Let me get us through the gate and to the house. The wing commander and vice are supposed to be meeting us there. They should know where we can get to a vet, but you have to get through this gate calmly. Got it?”

The last thing he needed was his upset teenagers freaking out some young airman manning the gate with an M-4 strapped to his chest.

Murmurs of disgruntled acquiescence filtered through the sound system before London disconnected the call. Gage took a deep breath, his nerves more frayed than they’d been when he crashed his F-16 after an engine failure last year. This was not the way he’d imagined rolling through the gate of his new wing. As the incoming wing commander, it definitely wasn’t the first impression he’d hoped for. 

He took another deep breath as he slowed and rolled down his window to greet the base gate guard. “Good evening, Sergeant.” He handed over his military ID. The young man’s eyes widened as he examined the information and saluted. “Welcome to Vandeman, Colonel Winston. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival.”

“Thanks. My kids are in the car behind me and their dog is sick. Can you wave them through quickly?”

“Absolutely, sir. My wife has a cat that gets carsick. I get it. Nothing makes a PCS more miserable than traveling with a sick pet.”

“Thank you.” Gage slowly pulled away from the gate, watching the rearview mirror as the guard quickly waved the kids’ car through. 

Gage hadn’t been to Vandeman in a few years, but he had familiarized himself with the directions to the wing commander’s house. Luckily, base housing wasn’t too far away from the front gate.

Within five minutes, they pulled up to the front of the large house with a circle drive. Two cars were parked on the street out front, including the distinctive wing commander’s blue sedan with a white roof. The drive had been left empty, so he pulled into it. The twins pulled in right behind him. 

He’d barely opened the truck door before the front door of the house opened and three people spilled out, two men wearing Air Force flight suits and a woman in jeans with a tailored jacket...her look casual but still very stylish. 

He smiled at Colonel Robert Heller and his wife, Midge. The other man had to be Lieutenant Colonel Emmanuel Carter, his new, vice wing commander. 

He knew the current wing commander, Robert, from their days as lieutenants when they’d served together for a couple of years at a couple of different assignments. That had been before Midge had come on the scene. He’d never met her, but since it had been announced that Gage would be taking over as the wing commander for Vandeman, they’d been in communication about the twins and the local schools and area amenities available to them. Not that those lists had done anything to convince the twins that they wanted to be here. 

Now, all three members of the welcoming committee appeared a bit concerned about the ruckus coming from the twins’ car.

Before Gage had a chance to say anything to their greeting party, London ran over and grabbed onto his arm. “Come on. You have to help Ralph.” Her tears of panic had left smudged lines of black mascara down her face. 

Midge turned to him with wide eyes and a frown of worry. “What’s going on?”

Gage smiled apologetically at her and the two men standing with her. “I’m sorry. The kids’ dog didn’t take the mountain descent well. He’s been sick all the way down. I know this isn’t the way...but...I’m so sorry.”

There was a certain protocol to these things that Gage had been trained about for his entire career in the Air Force, but his frantic teen didn’t care one bit. And why should she? She hadn’t lived with him since she was two. She had no idea how the military worked. 

London continued to pull on his arm. 

“Just let me go check the dog,” he said to them apologetically.

The greeting committee nodded, and Midge said,  “Of course. Your kids and their welfare are more important. Greetings can wait. Go take care of them, Gage.”

He jogged over with London to the car. Austin looked up at him with terrified eyes from where he sat in the back with Ralph. The golden retriever had foam dripping out of his mouth as he panted, his eyes glazed in a drugged looking state. 

“Oh, hell,” Gage muttered, panic zinging down his spine. Carsickness wouldn’t cause his mouth to foam like that, would it? If their dog died, the twins would never forgive him. “Hang on, kids. Let me go find out where we can find a vet in town.”

He swung around to the group hovering behind him. “I’m sorry. This looks bad. I can’t...” He waved to the kids. “I have to take care of the dog. I think this is more than just carsickness. It looks like maybe he got into something poisonous when we went hiking in Snowcroft.” 

London hiccupped out a sob that made Gage wince. Hell. He should know better than saying things like that in front of his emotional daughter.

But Gage just barreled on. “Is there a good vet in town that you know of?”

Carter nodded. “Yes, the doc up at Valley View is incredible. She lives on the premises, so she’s the best for emergencies, and you can trust she’ll keep an eye on urgent cases through the night.”

Gage nodded his head enthusiastically. “That sounds perfect. Where is the clinic?”

“Go back into town just the way you came through. Follow the bypass on Valley View until you get to the space center. After the rocket, you’ll see the clinic.”

“Okay. Valley View, right?” That sounded vaguely familiar, but he shoved the thought aside.

Carter nodded. “I’ll call ahead and let the vet know you’re coming, so she’ll be watching for you.”

Gage grabbed the driver’s door and motioned for London to get into the car on the other side. “Thank you.”

“No problem. Call us, and let us know how he is.”

Gage nodded and jumped into the car, praying the entire time.
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Chapter Two
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Felicia finished putting on a coat of lip-gloss and smiled at her reflection after a quick glance at her watch. She’d gotten completely ready with two minutes to spare. With another quick glance down at her fitted, short dress, she felt a frisson of worry. Was it okay for a forty-two-year-old woman to wear a dress showing this much leg? At the store, the sales clerk had assured Felicia that she looked  “fierce,” but what if she’d just been saying that to make the sale?

She turned to examine the dark-turquoise dress. Her legs were shaved smooth, and she’d slathered them in lotion so they were buttery soft. The strappy, silver high heels tested the strength of her muscular control so her legs looked completely tight and toned. Her ass was still good and high since she spent half her days squatting up and down onto the floor with her patients. 

It was one of those things they didn’t say in vet school...how good of a workout a vet got from working with animals ten to twelve hours a day. But this was one of the good side effects.

Time had taken its toll on the perkiness of her breasts, but that’s what Victoria’s Secret was all about, right? And everything there seemed to be as good as she got. Besides this dress showcased the necklace her dad had given her when she’d earned her veterinary license.

He’d died two months later, and the memory of the exchange still made her smile, even as her eyes filled with tears. 

Her life had been very different back then. She wondered what he would have thought of Steven. He’d never met her boyfriend that she dated all through veterinary medical school—that should have been her first sign of trouble for that relationship—but her dad had always maintained that guy hadn’t been good enough for her. 

In the end, her dad had been proven right. 

She shook her head to clear it just as a knock sounded at her door. The phone also rang for the vet clinic, which had been forwarded to her cell phone. This time of night, she almost always got a phone call from a nervous pet owner whose baby had to stay in the clinic overnight. That was fine with her. She’d much rather have overprotective animal lovers any day over the neglectful ones.

She grabbed her cell, answering it as she went to open the door for Steven. “Valley View Vet Clinic. This is Dr. Parks. What can I do for you?”

She pulled open the door, smiling when Steven grinned at her from behind a huge bouquet of beautiful pink tulips. Gah, this man. They just didn’t make better guys. She leaned up to brush a kiss across his cheek in greeting as she accepted the flowers, mouthing, “They’re gorgeous!” 

And damn, so was he. Steven was a huge guy. If she didn’t know he was in the Air Force, she would have guessed him to be a professional football player. He had muscles upon muscles, and tonight, that incredible physique had been poured into a suit that had to have been custom-made for him to fit so well. 

His golden hair glowed in the setting sun shining through the front doors of the house, making him look like the perfect all-American boy with those beautiful eyes that flipped from hazel to golden in a single moment of emotion. His dimples were in full effect tonight sending giddy sparks through her stomach.

Her mouth began to water as she scanned him from head to toe again. How had she gotten so lucky to catch his eye? 

The voice on the other end of the phone connection snagged her attention. “Oh good, you’re still there. This is Emmanuel Carter. You took care of my beagle, Roxie, last year.”

“Oh, yes, I remember Roxie. Is she having complications with her hip?” The rambunctious puppy had gotten away from her preteen dog walker last year and had run into traffic. Her hip had been badly broken. The surgery had been tricky, and at the time, Felicia hadn’t been sure Roxie would ever have full mobility again. But Roxie was one of the lucky ones. 

“No, no nothing like that. We just had a family arrive on base whose dog was in really bad condition. It’s an emergency, so I sent them to your clinic. I wanted to make sure you were still there and open when they arrive. It should be within the next five minutes.”

She glanced at Steven. “I’m so sorry, Colonel Carter, but I’m on my way out the door.”

Steven’s concerned gaze flew to her face. As a squadron commander at the base, he’d recognized the vice wing commander’s name. 

“I’ll send them back into town to Dr. Bennett’s office. He’s set up to handle the after hours emergencies tonight.” All the Terravista vets had joined a cooperative of sorts several years ago to help handle emergency calls after hours. They rotated so that they were only on call one night a week. It worked out well for all of them.

“Oh, damn, I’m sorry Dr. Parks. I didn’t realize it had gotten quite so late. Can you give him directions when he arrives? They literally just drove into town, and Gage doesn’t have any idea of where anything is in Terravista. He had barely found the base.” 

Gage. 

The colonel kept talking, but ice slid down Felicia’s spine as her gut cramped. It couldn’t be, could it? Lots of guys in the Air Force were named Gage. There was no way, after all this time, that this could be her Gage. The guy she had known was probably balding, overweight, and working some cushy corporate piloting job now with a wife and a couple of kids at home. 

“No problem,” Felicia replied weakly. She was being silly, reacting to a common name like that. “I’ll make sure the animal gets the care he needs.” 

“Thanks, Dr. Parks.”

The line disconnected before she could ask anything else.

Steven lightly rested his palm on the small of her back, reminding her that her current boyfriend stood beside her, comforting her. No thinking about bad exes. 

He kissed the top of her head. “Please tell me that everything is still good to go tonight. While I want to keep my commanders happy, you look too gorgeous. Screw Colonel Carter. I want to take you out and show the world that you’re all mine.” His words were hot and possessive, and warmth flowed over her.

She smiled at him and let his steady demeanor sooth her. She rose up and brushed a kiss across his cheek. “You clean up pretty nicely, too, Major Hardesty. It’s just a minor delay. There’s an emergency coming in, but I’ll send them over to Dr. Bennett’s and then our night can truly begin.”

“Hmm, okay.” Steven nuzzled the sensitive skin under her ear lobe. “I’ll agree to a slight delay, only because I could never tell you no for anything.”

A flutter of butterflies swept through her lower belly. “I’ll make it up to you later.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he murmured as he cupped her ass, pulling her tight against his rock-hard erection. 

Her eyes widened, and she pulled back to get a good look at him. “Where did that come from?”

While their sex life had always been decent, Steven had never been known for bouts of unprovoked passion. They had barely even touched one another since he’d arrived, certainly not anything to make him that excited.

His eyes blazed with hunger and desire. “Tonight is our night. The first night of forever, and I’m just excited about all that entails.”

She gaped in surprise. He’d been giving her hints about how important tonight was to him, and maybe, this was his way of stepping up their relationship. She’d been thinking he wanted to take a trip together or was considering making space in a closet for her. But this might be “it”...like a “getting down on one knee and proposing” kind of event.

Her heart rate ratcheted up as adrenaline surged through her system. What would she say? Her immediate reaction was Oh my god, yes, but what if that was wrong? She’d been wrong about a guy before, and it had taken almost twenty years to recover. Could she do that again? 

But Steven was the perfect guy. If she didn’t say yes to him, then she was probably condemning herself to never getting married. She was forty-two now, as her mother kept reminding her.

He kissed her lightly on the lips. “Let’s head over to the clinic so you can get rid of any distractions, and then, we can begin our night.”

She swallowed and nodded. “That sounds good.” She could use the time to compose herself.

They crossed from her small, adobe house to the back of the clinic through the employee parking lot. She unlocked the back door, and they skirted around the kennel area. She didn’t want to disturb the animals that should be settled for the night. 

After so many hours spent inside this clinic, she knew the way to the front and could do it blindfolded, so she didn’t turn on any additional lights. 

Steven grabbed her around the waist and tugged her tightly to him. “Mmm, it’s dark in here. I kind of like the ambiance.”

She chuckled softly and gently pushed him away. “You are horny if you’re finding the inside of an animal hospital romantic in any way.”

“It’s not the setting; it’s the company that has me turned on.”

Her heartbeat skipped.

Greatest. Guy. Ever. 

There were thousands of other women out there who would pay good money to be in her place. Steven had it all...good looks, amazing physique, he was fun to be with, and he genuinely cared about her. They may not have the most passionate relationship. So what... She wasn’t twenty-two anymore. That was just a fact of getting a bit older, right?

She dodged behind the counter at the reception desk so she could grab one of Dr. Bennett’s business cards with the emergency vet clinic’s address. A knock sounded on the door.  

“Steven, can you unlock the front door?” she called.

“Sure.” The sound of the metallic lock being shifted echoed over the empty reception area. 

“My dad’s coming in with Ralph,” a feminine, panicked voice said. “Where should we take him?”

Felicia stood with a business card in hand. “I’m sorry. You’re going to have to go to the emergency clinic.  I have the address here.” She held up the card for the teenage girl to see. 

Despite her tear-ravaged face, there was no doubt the teenager was a classic beauty...porcelain skin, deep, dark, emotional eyes, and a trembling mouth.

The young girl’s face crumpled, and she erupted on a desperate sob. “No, he’s really sick. You have to see him. Here. Now.”

There was no way she could say no to that broken-hearted face. Besides, it would only take a couple of minutes to examine the dog. “Okay. Let me take a quick look, and then we can decide if he’s in good enough shape to go to the emergency clinic.”

She winced in Steven’s direction, but he grinned and shrugged good-naturedly. He winked at her to reassure her it was okay. He really was such a good guy.

The door opened again and another teenager—a boy this time, but he looked enough like the girl that they had to be siblings—held it open as a man backed into the room, obviously lumbering under the weight of the massive golden retriever. The dog’s head hung low. He looked to be unconscious or close to it. Steven rushed over to help, and Felicia ran to the dog’s side. 

No wonder the girl was so frantic. Foam drooled from the dog’s mouth. Felicia went into trauma mode. “Get him into exam room one. I need to go grab some charcoal.”

“Doc?”

That voice...it still managed to haunt her dreams. Her gaze flew to the man holding the dog and met those green-silver eyes that used to look at her with passion and love. Now, they just held pure shock. 

“Gage,” she whispered, her legs suddenly weak and shaky. She grabbed onto the wall before she fell. All of the blood drained from her face. “What—”

But then a low sound of pain rumbled from the dog, and Felicia refocused on her job. She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. Bring him back here.” She took off at a jog—not an easy task in her heels—and called back behind her. “Do you have any idea what he might have eaten in the last few hours?” 

“Not really, no,” Gage said. “But we stopped and hiked up at Snowcroft for about an hour, so he must have eaten something up there in the forest...a plant or something.”

Felicia nodded as she unlocked her medication cabinet in the hall near the exam room and rifled through it. A new species of mushroom had been introduced to the area that was highly poisonous for dogs. Two other animals had been reported in the area with the same symptoms as Gage’s dog. Neither of those animals had survived the fast-acting poison, which systematically shut down the animals’ organ function. 

Adrenaline coursed through her as she raced to get everything she’d need to counteract the unknown poison. When she entered the exam room, she couldn’t even see the dog since the room was full of people...Steven, Gage, and both the teenagers. 

Oh, hell. 

The magnitude of what she was seeing here made her stumble. Those teens belonged to Gage. Children he’d had with someone else. She gritted her teeth as the pain swamped her with the knowledge. It had been almost twenty years since she’d seen him. This shouldn’t hurt anymore.

“Felicia, are you okay?” Steven asked.

For the first time since Gage had walked in, Felicia focused on Steven...her boyfriend. 

Her very serious boyfriend watched her worriedly.

“Yeah, thanks, but I need to be able to work on...” She focused on the teenage girl. “What’s the dog’s name?”

“Ralph,” the girl choked out. 

Felicia nodded. First order of business was to gain control over the situation. “Okay, I’m going to do everything I can to help him, but I can’t do that with it so crowded in here,” Felicia said soothingly. “Steven, maybe you can take the kids back to my office and offer them something to drink?”

“Sure. Come with me. My name’s Steven. What are your names?” He gently guided them out of the room. 

Their voices carried down the hall, and Felicia focused on the dog, lying still except the hard panting breaths that shook his whole body. She grabbed her stethoscope and listened to his heart, not liking the rapid, staccato rhythm at all. 

“Okay, since we don’t know what we’re dealing with, I’m going to treat him for general poisoning. I don’t have any assistants here tonight. Are you up for helping me?” She hazarded a look at Gage, something she’d been avoiding doing ever since she realized who he was. Even after all this time, having him so close hurt.

“Yes, just tell me what I have to do...” He gently scratched behind the dog’s ears. His breath hitched. “You have to save him, Doc.” 

She wasn’t sure what hurt more, the quiet desperation in his voice or hearing his nickname for her fall from his lips after so many years. 

“If he dies, my kids are never going to forgive me.”

She glanced up sharply. The worry and pain in his gaze as he looked at the dog clutched at her heart.

“Gage,” she said softly. “You said it yourself, they’re your kids. They won’t hate you for something you have no control over. That’s not the way things work.” 

His chuckle was hollow and sad. “That’s what you think.”

She had no idea how to respond to that, so she just concentrated on treating Ralph. But that didn’t change her awareness of Gage standing just inches away from her for the first time in decades.

She worked in silence for about ten minutes, notating any changes in Ralph’s vital signs in the file that she’d quickly thrown together. 

“What do you think his odds are?” Gage asked quietly.

“It’s impossible to tell right now. If it was something he ate while out hiking, it sounds like he started vomiting almost immediately. Anything else he had in his system, he’s vomited out here. I gave him charcoal and another drug which has shown to be helpful in the absorption of any traces that made it into his digestive tract. The main danger right now is that if enough of the poison got into him, it will start affecting his other organs. I’ll stay here tonight and monitor the situation.”

“Do you have another doctor you can call in? We obviously interrupted you on your way out.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “You look beautiful. It would be a shame to waste the effort.”

She glanced down at her less-than-pristinely clean dress after doctoring a sick dog for the last fifteen minutes. “I think it’s too late for that,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “I know better than to try to embrace my girly side if I’m going to be around animals at all. I just hadn’t planned...” 

There was no way she could have predicted this night. She’d never planned on seeing him again in her lifetime, but yet, here he was in her clinic, standing so close, too close. It was all too much of a shock for her to take in at once.

She met his stormy, conflicted eyes. “Besides, this is my clinic. I’m the only vet, so I’ll monitor him overnight. It’s okay. I live on the premises. I have a house in the back. I’m used to it, and Steven will understand.”

“Steven?” Gage’s voice sounded rough. “He’s your husband?” At the shake of her head, he raised an eyebrow in question. “Boyfriend?”

“Serious boyfriend.”

He made a grunting sound in the back of his throat. She wasn’t sure what to make of that, especially since he was here in her vet clinic with his children that he’d obviously had with someone else. It’s not like he’d been living like a monk. But she wouldn’t go there with him. He’d lost his chance to have any say in her life a long time ago.

“So, listen,” Felicia said. “I understand you just got into town. Ralph will need to stay here tonight. So, why don’t you go on? Get the kids out of here, and get settled wherever you’re spending the night. There’s nothing you can do here anymore tonight. I’ll do everything I can to get him through this.” And she needed time to recover from the shock of seeing Gage. 

“Okay.” He ran his hand down Ralph’s side. 

His hands had aged, but they were still the long fingers of the boy she’d once known. His forefinger still had the scar from where she’d accidentally slammed his finger in the door on their second date. That date had ended with him getting six stitches and her more than halfway in love with him.

Her throat tightened at the memory.

“Doc?” He touched her arm, and the skin beneath his fingertips electrified. 

She looked up into his warm, cautious gaze and wanted to weep for no good reason. She’d cried all the tears over this man that she ever planned to. 

“You really do look gorgeous.” His voice sounded low and intimate. “Time has served you well.”

A throat cleared from the doorway, and Steven frowned at them. 

She stepped away from Gage’s reach. “Steven, I think Gage and his kids are going to leave.” She needed to keep reminding herself of that. He had kids and a whole other life now that had nothing to do with her. And somewhere, those kids had a mother. “Are they still in my office?”

Steven’s gaze shifted between the two of them. “Um, no, they’re back in the break room, watching T.V.” He approached the two of them, putting his hand proprietarily around Felicia’s waist while also lifting his other hand out to Gage to shake. “I probably should introduce myself, Colonel Winston. I’m Major Steven Hardesty. I’m your Aircraft Maintenance Squadron commander. Welcome to Vandeman, sir.”

Oh, hell. Steven introducing himself like Gage was someone high ranking on the base. Felicia knew some of the military hierarchy from when she had dated Gage before, but so far, Steven had mostly kept her out of that side of his life. 

Actually, this week was the first formal event they planned to attend on base. Some sort of dinner party for the incoming wing commander. 

Oh my god. 

Felicia’s limbs felt a little weak as her mouth dropped open in realization. If that new wing commander were Gage, that meant he would be Steven’s boss. No, that wouldn’t be awkward...at all. Felicia swallowed her groan.

“Thank you,” Gage said. “It’s good to be here, although this wasn’t how I hoped to come into town.” He glanced worriedly over at the family dog again.

“Felicia’s the best vet in town.” Steven ran his hand up her spine and brushed it across the exposed side of her neck. 

Gage’s jaw tightened as he watched the intimate gesture.

”Your dog is in good hands,” Steven continued as he beamed at her with pride.

Gage chuckled, a sound more mocking than jovial. “Yeah, of that, I have no doubt. Felicia always took care of animals better than anything else.” His jaw clenched. “I have to go.” Gage pulled a business card out of his wallet. “This has my cell phone number on it. Please call me if there’s any change with Ralph. Otherwise, we’ll be back tomorrow.” With that, Gage strode out of the room. 

Felicia wanted to slump against the exam table but instead examined Ralph again to avoid Steven’s searching gaze. He stayed completely quiet and left her to work until the sound of the front door closing behind the Winston family echoed through the empty clinic.

“I think we might need to talk,” Steven said. “Want to tell me about your history with my new wing commander?”
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Chapter Three
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20 years ago

Felicia twirled in the middle of the dance floor, sending her skirt swirling high up her thighs. At any other time in her life, she would have worried about that flash of too-much skin, but she was on her third strawberry margarita for the night, it was the first night of spring break, and she was on the verge of finishing her second grueling year of veterinary school. To top it off, she’d assisted with the care of a feral cat today in labs, and her input might have just saved that cat’s life. She deserved to celebrate, and that’s what she planned on doing.

Her best friend and lab partner, Whitney, squealed over the pounding music as she shimmied and leaned in to yell in Felicia’s ear, “Girl, look behind you. Hottie at four o’clock, checking you out. He hasn’t taken his eyes off your ass for the last two songs.”

Felicia glanced over her shoulder, and her stomach did a somersault. Gorgeous didn’t even begin to describe the man. Tall, dark, and handsome, he stood at the edge of the dance floor, watching her with intent. When he saw her looking, one corner of his mouth kicked up, showcasing an adorable dimple in his left cheek. He winked.

She bit her lip. Dang, he was gorgeous. “What should I do?” she yelled to Whitney as they continued to dance to the pounding beat.

Whitney began to answer, but her eyes widened. “Two words, Fe...have fun.” With a jaunty little wave, Whitney turned on her heel and walked away.

Felicia became aware of a tall, strong body standing behind her, moving with her to the music.

“Looks like you lost your dancing partner,” he said, his voice low and sultry. The hot air of his breath flowed over the shell of her ear, sending goosebumps erupting down her arms.

Felicia glanced over her shoulder and met the teasing, silver-green eyes of the hottie. She wouldn’t have thought it possible, but his deep voice made him even sexier. He was more gorgeous close up, and he smelled delicious...a spicy male cologne that made her want to bury her face in his neck and lick. 

“Are you going to take her place?” he asked saucily...so much smoother than she usually was with a gorgeous guy. Thank the tequila gods.

***
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FOUR HOURS LATER, FELICIA and Gage switched from tequila to coffee and sat in the back corner booth of the local pancake place. She had sobered from the alcohol, but the high from her chemistry with this guy had kept her flying. Never in her life had she felt so immediately at ease with someone, but at the same time, excitement thrummed under her veins with a realization that this guy was different.

Was it too early for thoughts like that? Hell, yeah. But that knowledge couldn’t slow down her speeding heart. 

“So, why a veterinarian?” he asked as he stole one of her fries and dipped it in ketchup. 

“The girl I was dancing with at the club, Whitney, has a ranch. I spent every summer with her since fourth grade. Their ranch is on the outskirts of a little New Mexico town called Terravista. That’s a couple of hours from my hometown. Going to her place was the best...not only because I got to spend time with her, but because of the animals. 

“They raise goats, which are the most ornery creatures in the world. But they also have a few head of cattle they move from the valley where they winter to the BLM lands up in the mountains for the summer. Between the horses, cows, goats, chickens, and barnyard cats, there were always baby animals being born, grown animals to care for. A pure cycle of life happened on a daily basis, right there on their ranch. It was heaven. I knew I’d never make it as a rancher, but I could have a hand in it as a vet.”

“Do you still spend time on the ranch now? I’d like to see you on a horse.” His eyes glittered with interest.

She grinned. “Every chance I get. Her brother, Billy, runs it now.”

“Billy, huh?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is he just a friend, too, or more?”

She laughed. “No, unfortunately for women everywhere, Billy is gay. He’s gorgeous and sexy as all get out, but I don’t have the right parts. Besides, we really did grow up together. It would be like dating my brother. Ew, no thanks.” She widened her horrified eyes theatrically. “So, what about you?”

He shook his head morosely.  “No, I don’t think I’d want to date Billy, either.” His eyes twinkled.

She snorted. “I hope not, or else I’m going to have my heart broken tonight.”

He stilled, and she wondered if she’d said too much, too fast.

He grabbed hold of her hand. “I know we haven’t known one another very long, but the man who would deliberately break your heart doesn’t deserve you.  I don’t plan to be that man.”

She couldn’t stop the fluttery sigh from escaping. “Wow,” she whispered. “You’re smooth.”

“Only with you, darling.” He gave her that flirty wink again that lightened the moment.

She shook her head at what was obviously a cheesy line. “But what I was asking was...why the Air Force? Have you always wanted to be a pilot?”

She attended vet school at Oklahoma State University, but Gage had come into town for the weekend from Vance Air Force Base, a pilot training base about an hour away from her quaint college town. He said it was for the nightlife, but she was pretty sure the college coeds were the real draw for the van-full of pilots in training.

“I’ve always been an adrenaline junkie. My older brother is in the Air Force, although he flies KC-10s. Those are the huge planes like DC-10s that are tankers that refuel the other jets in the air. I’m hoping I get a fighter or bomber slot.”

“Is that likely? Do you get a say in what plane you fly?”

“No.” He shook his head at her. “It’s all based on skill, but I’m not worried.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, and his mouth spread wide in a complete shit-eating grin. “I have skills.”

“Oh my god.” She laughed as she shook her head at him. “That was so bad. It’s good to see that your ego is completely intact.”

He joined her and laughed. “No, but seriously, I think I’m doing okay. This is the first weekend I’ve taken any time off from studying, and that’s just because we’re in a slight break as we switch our training between airframes.” He traced over her palm sending shivers through her body. “I think I owe fate or the Air Force a thank you, since neither one of us are known to go out like this. What were the odds that our weekends to let go would coincide?”

“Do you really believe in fate?” He didn’t strike her as a romantic, but how well did she really know him?

He drew a finger around the rim of his coffee cup as he considered her question. “I believe that we all make decisions that affect our lives every day...big ones, little ones. Do I think it’s all out of our control? No. Do I think tiny miracles happen every day like meeting the right people at just the right time?” He looked up to meet her eyes, his gaze intense and serious. 

Her breath caught. She felt like she was on the edge of jumping off a cliff. She could die, but the adrenaline rush might be worth it.

“Yeah, I do,” he answered. “I think we’re seeing it at play here.” He tilted his head and nodded toward the windows. “I think fate, god, my guardian angel, or some sort of other higher being brought you into my life tonight. And from all the signs, they want to keep me here...at least for tonight.” 

In the couple of hours they’d sat in the restaurant, it had begun to snow. There were several inches on the ground, and it was a virtual whiteout with the swirling flakes still cascading out of the sky. He wouldn’t be going back to Vance tonight. The highway would be too treacherous. 

Maybe it was fate. Felicia didn’t know, but she was thrilled that their night wasn’t ending, because she wasn’t ready to let him go.
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Chapter Four
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Present day

Gage opened his eyes with a gasp, the lingering dream of sweet memories fading to only a tendril along the edge of his consciousness. Memories of the night he’d met Felicia. 

They’d had a discussion about fate that night. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at his naivety about the cruel twists of fate and choices. He’d made so many bad decisions over the years. He shook his head and wiped his hand over his face. No, he didn’t believe in fate anymore. His love life had been fucked up by him and only him.

But that didn’t mean his body didn’t remember and want what he’d once had with the gorgeous brunette. His cock throbbed at the memories of how that weekend had gone. In the end, they’d been snowed in because of a freak spring snowstorm that hit the southern Oklahoma plains. Felicia and he had taken advantage of the time, spending three glorious days and nights in her bed, getting to know everything about each other. 

When he had finally returned to the base four days later, he’d been more than halfway in love with her. Eventually, he’d ruined it all. 

That particular memory had his morning erection flagging, which was a good thing since he could already hear the twins up and in the kitchen, arguing. The echo of their voices carried throughout the empty house. 

He glanced at his cell phone lying beside the air mattress on the floor. Forty-five minutes before the movers were supposed to arrive with their furniture. Maybe if they had their things, the twins would calm down a bit. They’d sniped at him and had been at one another’s throats for days. The stress of this move so close after their mother’s sudden death had pushed all of them to their max tension levels.

He almost set the cell phone down, but then saw he had several missed texts from a local number. Felicia. He opened them. 

They were from her. His heart jolted at the knowledge she’d reached out to him, even if it was only about the kids’ dog, and she truly had nothing to do with him personally. 

There were several updates...about every two hours throughout the night. The latest had been an hour ago. Ralph holding his own. Think he’s going to make it. Will test further this morning.

Relief flooded Gage. Maybe the twins would relax a bit once he shared this good news. And on that note, it was time to get this day started. It promised to be a busy one. 

He rolled off the air mattress and onto the hard wood floor and groaned as his back twinged. While the temporary beds were better than sleeping directly on the floor in the empty house, he’d be glad to have his stuff and real bed here. They had two days counting today to get the house unpacked and situated before the wing change of command, and he reported into his job. Piece of cake, right?

“Hey, asshole. Shut the fuck up!” London’s screamed from the other room, making Gage wince. 

His seventeen-year-old daughter had the mouth of a sailor, and she was in a great mood this morning. 

He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. First task, get the unhappy teens under control. 

A few minutes later when he entered the kitchen, London scowled at her brother, but her eyes were filled with tears. 

Damn. Those tears made his gut clench. He hadn’t seen either one of the twins cry in all this time until last night and now they didn’t seem to stop. He’d only been able to come home for one day for their mother’s funeral two months ago since his assignment in Japan had been wrapping up. He wouldn’t have been given even that much leave if he hadn’t had to sort through the twins’ paperwork to take custody of them. In the fourteen years since their mother and he had gotten divorced, he’d never had custody of them.

It was a sad state. He was a virtual stranger to his own kids, and they didn’t trust him enough to be vulnerable and let him see their emotional turmoil. Last night with the dog was the closest they’d come.

He blew out a loud sigh and examined the twins. “I have no idea what you’re fighting about, but chill. It’s already going to be a long day without you two at one another’s throats.” He held up his cell phone. “Dr. Parks texted me all night long. Ralph is still holding his own, and she’s sounding positive about his prognosis.”
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