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Rhiann Kelly twisted the lens on the digital camera, capturing the scene of two adult dogs sitting in front of a downed cottonwood tree. Golden leaves splayed on the ground, creating a natural carpet and accenting other autumn colors throughout the Montana campground. She smiled at the scene framed in the camera’s viewfinder.

Rays of mid-morning sunlight danced among the aspens, cottonwoods, and pine trees and enveloped her canine subjects. As she took a deep breath to steady herself, Rhiann silently willed the wire-haired West Highland terrier and the coppery cocker spaniel to stay. Pressing the silver button atop the camera, she snapped two photos.

“Good dogs! Really good dogs!”

The four-footed creatures stood in union at her praise and wagged their tails. Rhiann walked to them and presented each with a soft treat from the pocket of her fleece jacket. First one and then the other nibbled the bacon-flavored morsel from her extended hand. 

Rhiann repositioned the dogs to the right, closer to a russet-colored shrub. She coaxed the animals to sit and stay, and they obeyed. Rhiann walked back to the camera and glanced at the dogs. She smiled at the new scene. The animals’ fur blended well with the colors of the serviceberry bush, its crimson branches and burnished leaves cascading toward heads of yellowing grasses.

“Stay!” Rhiann again commanded as she readjusted the tripod and camera.

She looked through the viewfinder and then placed her index finger on top of the camera. She waited for the autofocus.

This will make a great adoption photo.

Sticks snapped along the nearby wooded trail. Rhiann paused, holding the camera steady, then raised her head. Her photo subjects looked to the left, and she glanced in that direction. Her green eyes widened.

Bear? 

Leaving the camera and tripod, she swept the dogs into her arms and drew a deep breath. Knowing southwestern Montana provided prime habitat for such creatures and that late September offered opportunity for food foraging before hibernation, she reprimanded herself under her breath. 

“Why didn’t I bring that bear spray?”

Leaves crunched as running steps padded closer. Rhiann sprinted toward the nearest concrete picnic table. The two dogs chorused a barking frenzy from the security of her embrace. Rhiann tried to hush them as she leaped upon the structure’s seat and climbed to the higher tabletop. Twigs cracked as something rushed from the surrounding forest. She quivered and bit her lower lip to stifle a scream. She knew bears had poor eyesight, and if she kept quiet, perhaps the creature would move on without noticing her.

On impulse, her right hand delved into her jacket pocket in search of a defense weapon. However, the two wiggling dogs in her arms made the attempt difficult. Rhiann shushed them as her fingers closed around a set of keys. Her hand emerged from the pocket, and she whispered praise to the dogs plastered against her chest. Rhiann closed her eyes in silent prayer. The intruding noises ceased, and she re-opened her eyes.  Her mouth rounded in an “O” when she saw what stared at her.
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LEVI BUTLER GAWKED at the woman standing on top of the picnic table at Twin Bridges Campground—holding a pair of small dogs no less! The scene made him come to a complete stop after jogging the three-mile circular river trail. He muffled a smile and turned his head to squelch an eruption of laughter that rumbled in his chest. 

Returning his gaze to the picnic table, he watched the dark-haired woman place a hand over her heart. The russet cocker spaniel jumped from her grasp. Instinct kicking in, Levi took a step forward, but the glower from the dog stopped him.

The woman exhaled and said, “Heavens! You scared me!”

“And you startled me,” he replied. 

“What are you doing here?” they asked simultaneously. 

Levi chuckled. He reached a hand toward her and said, “Here, let me help you.”

He noticed her hesitation, so he smiled. Dressed in black sweatpants and a long-sleeved dark blue T-shirt, he pointed to the emblem above his left pocket. Red lettering announced, “Jefferson County EMS.”

“I promise—I’m one of the good guys.”

Her eyes traveled to the insignia. The emerald spheres sparkled like jewels, catching Levi off-guard. He shook his head to banish any thought of attraction.

I need her to feel comfortable, not more frightened.

He maintained his smile and watched as she extended her arm. He clasped her hand and helped her to the ground.

“You ruined my shot,” she said with a glare. “Who runs in a campground at 11 am on a Tuesday at the end of September?”

He heard the frustration in her voice, tinged with a note of relief. 

“I’m sorry about scaring you,” he said. “I go on duty in a few hours, so I needed to get my run in before work. Usually, during a weekday in autumn, no one is around.”

“That’s what I thought, too.”

He detected frustration mingled with anxiety in her voice.

“Again, I’m sorry. I usually have this place to myself during the weekdays this time of year.”

The woman set the white terrier by her feet and reached up to the cocker spaniel. She helped the dog to the ground. She looked at Levi, and her face softened. 

“I admit, I’m glad you’re not a bear.”

He patted the can of spray on the belt at his hip. 

“That’s why I have this.” 

Holding the dogs’ leashes, the woman escorted them away from Levi. He noticed the camera and tripod.

“I take it you don’t have bear spray?” 

She shrugged and replied, “I planned on it, but forgot it at home.”

The woman pulled a biscuit from her jacket pocket and gave a piece to each dog. She walked closer to the camera, the small dogs trotting close behind her. 

“Where’s home?” Levi asked as he watched them.

The woman turned. Her eyes narrowed, and she frowned. 

Levi picked up on her hesitation and concern. He shrugged.

“I’m just curious. I’ve lived here nearly fifteen years, and I don’t believe I’ve seen you around.”

“You likely haven’t. I recently moved to the area.”

“Oh? What brought you here?”

“Family. And these guys.” 

She nodded toward the dogs. 

He studied them a moment. 

“Nice-looking animals. Yours, I take it?”

“For now. The terrier is Molly, and the cocker is Max. They’re available for adoption. The photos I’m taking will hopefully get them a new home.” 

“Do you work at the animal shelter near Bozeman?” Levi asked.

She shook her head.

“I’m a pet rescue transport coordinator.  I’ve visited Heart of the Valley Animal Shelter a couple of times during transports through the area. I’m setting up an animal sanctuary near Colter on land that’s part of my family’s heritage.”

“Really? May I ask where?”

She hesitated and chewed her lower lip. Her emerald eyes gazed into his slate-colored ones. She glanced at the insignia on his shirt again before responding. 

“A few miles west of town.”

His eyebrows arched. 

“That’s interesting. I live west of Colter, too. I don’t recall seeing any for sale signs on properties around there lately.”

“I bought the place for back taxes.”

Levi remained silent a moment, his mind whirling with wonder as he pictured ranches in the area. He shook the cobwebs from his entangled thoughts and said, “Well, maybe we’ll be neighbors. I’m intrigued by your idea of a rescue sanctuary. My future involves raising horses, and some will come from the Bureau of Land Management’s wild horse adoption program.”

Her face softened as she smiled. Levi immediately noticed her smooth complexion and high cheekbones. 

“Sounds wonderful,” she said. “I’d like to hear more about that sometime. Rescue and adoption are important, and though I don’t know a lot about horses, I’m always ready to learn about animal rescue.”

He returned her smile. 

“Horses and Montana go hand-in-hand. You’ll see a lot of equines not just in this area, but around the state. I’d like to learn more about your sanctuary plans sometime, too. Our area could use a strong rescue organization. Bozeman is a good thirty minutes away and sometimes that can be a bit far, especially during a bad winter.”

The woman nodded.  

“Sadly, there’s no lack of need for animal rescue and adoption, no matter where a person lives. Do you have pets?”

Levi shook his head and replied, “My job leaves very little time for a pet. However, I’m sure a dog or two, maybe even a few cats, will be part of the horse ranch I’m planning.”

The woman smiled again. 

“You could consider adopting for your department. Agencies like yours across the county have dogs as mascots and ambassadors to the community.” 

She took a few steps closer to the camera. 

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get a few more pictures taken so I can post photos online and get the word out about these two.”

Levi extended his hand as he said, “Stop by the EMS office in Colter when you have some time so we can continue our conversation. We brew some great coffee at the station. I’m Levi Butler, by the way.”

She shook his hand. Her grip was firm, yet gentle. 

“Nice to meet you. I’m Rhiann, Rhiann Kelly.”

Levi smiled. “Well, Rhiann Kelly, I’d be happy to help however I can, and I’m sure my colleagues would be, too. Most of us at the department are dog lovers.”

“Good to know, and thank you,” she said with a smile and another sparkle to her eyes.

Levi noticed the shimmer of green as well as the glimmer of auburn highlights in her wavy hair. Curiosity caused him to ask, “You’re Irish, I take it?”

Rhiann’s smile remained on her face. 

“Both sides of the family. Levi sounds like a strong western name.”

“I’ve lived in Montana for nearly two decades, but I’m originally from the east coast. I came here for fire school and took EMS training. Decided to stay.”

Rhiann glanced at the natural setting surrounding them. 

“I can see why.”

Levi took a few steps toward the parking lot and then said, “Welcome to our little community, Rhiann. Don’t forget that offer for coffee next time you’re in town.”

He gave her another smile and a quick salute before jogging toward the vehicles parked several feet away. He glanced back to see her watching him. His gray eyes off the path, Levi nearly tripped over a tangled root bulging from the ground. He stumbled but caught himself. He glanced back again to see Rhiann covering her mouth with her hand. 

Likely hiding a grin at my expense. 

Levi pasted on a smile and waved. She returned the gesture before turning her attention to the dogs. 

“Way to go, dude—not a great first impression,” he muttered as he slowed to a walk.

The hurt from his romantic history rose like a weed. Levi shook his head to disentangle past and present.

“What do I care about first impressions anyway?”

The murmuring took him to the paved parking lot. As he neared his black Ford F-250, he noticed a red Toyota Tacoma with Washington license plates parked nearby. A heart-shaped sticker on the passenger side of the truck bed noted, “I Love My Rescue Dog.” He saw another placard on the driver’s side near the tailgate which stated, “Rescue Road—The Journey Home.” 

Levi glanced back at Rhiann, who now engaged the terrier and cocker spaniel in a game of fetch. He heard her laughter as she occupied the little dogs in play. Levi smiled at the joyous scene.

“She obviously loves what she does.”

He unlocked and opened the driver’s side door of his pickup. 

She might be a woman worth getting to know.

The thought made his heart leap. He sucked in a deep breath and muttered, “Don’t go there, dude, just don’t go there.”

New thoughts came to his mind as he climbed into the cab of the truck and started the engine. 

Where is this place she bought? Back taxes? Whose property could that be? 

The questions racked Levi’s brain as he drove onto the highway.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2



[image: ]


Rhiann stood on the porch of the mid-century ranch house. Cup of coffee in hand, she watched the blazing orange sunrise. Streamers of light cascaded on the mountains west of the property, casting a rosy glow on the rocks and patches of snow upon the higher elevation. October’s morning danced with the browning grasses of the nearby pastures as touches of frost shimmered upon tan sprigs surrounding the house. Overhead, a flock of Canada geese in traditional V formation honked as they winged their way south. 

Rhiann observed them and whispered, “We have something in common. We’re starting over.” 

Her body shivered, from autumn’s chill coupled with a wave of nervousness. She sighed as her gaze returned to her surroundings.

“Sure wish you were here, Grams,” she said, her voice still low. “This was our dream, to come here together and to make the sanctuary a reality. Now, it’s just me, starting over again.”

Yips and whines from two dogs sitting at her feet caused her to smile. She reached down and petted an elderly tri-colored female beagle and a middle-aged male black and white shih tzu.

“I know, guys, I know. I have both of you.”

Rhiann glanced through a bay window that protruded from the kitchen. She saw her two adoption-bound dogs, Max and Molly, resting on dog beds near the living room’s stone hearth. Her gaze flickered back to her canine charges on the porch, and she scratched their heads.

“You both are always so good with the animals waiting to be adopted, and our new home here in Montana hasn’t changed your sweet dispositions.”

Taking a sip of coffee from her mug and observing the mountains to the west, Rhiann’s mind wandered to the previous day. The face of the smiling EMT with his chiseled features and cleft chin caused her heart to skip. Even though his appearance from the wooded trail had startled her, the tingle she’d experienced from the touch of his fingers upon her hand seared her skin like a brand. She stroked her wrist and hand at the memory. Nearly four years had gone by without the fire of attraction. Her former fiancé’s rejection had also branded her, causing her to forgo love and romance for many years, and the next risk she took while Grams was still alive burned again. After that heartache, she re-focused on work, her grandmother’s care, and finding a location for the rescue sanctuary. She prepared to live without a man in her life. Yesterday, however, a spark ignited. She pondered where Levi lived. He had mentioned they might be neighbors. 

Rhiann shook her head, disengaging the image and thoughts of the EMT and concentrating on tasks that needed completion. 

“I’m here for a purpose, not a relationship,” she spoke aloud, chastising her mind and heart. “There’s work to be done, especially with the moving van arriving soon.”

She picked up the shih tzu. 

“Spa day for you, Jax. Can’t start off our new journey looking bedraggled.”

The little dog licked her cheek, and Rhiann laughed as she hugged him.

“Yes, Jax, we can do this. If you could survive four years in a puppy mill, I can make this our new home, no matter how much work lies ahead.”

Rhiann glanced once more through the kitchen window. Max and Molly continued their siesta near the hearth, and lamp light continued its glow in the two main rooms. Rhiann had been surprised, and thankful, to find the electricity and propane gas still active despite the absence of anyone living in the house. Neighbors must have ensured the utilities remained working after the former owner’s passing. She wondered if one of those neighbors could be Levi.

“I need to stop this and now,” she muttered. “I’m wasting time wondering about this guy.” 

She looked at the beagle sitting near her feet.

“Come on, Rae, follow me and Jax. We’ll get some breakfast and later, we’ll hang a few curtains and clean some floors before the moving truck arrives.”

The beagle brayed, and Rhiann laughed. She bent down and ruffled the dog’s long ears. As she walked inside the house carrying Jax, she looked at the canary-colored kitchen door and frowned.

“And when we go into town, we’ll get some paint. That yellow has got to go!”
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LEVI DROVE HIS WORK truck down the gravel road toward the ranch house. The 1995 two-toned blue Chevy pickup he’d purchased five years ago came in handy for chores, like today’s project of mending fence. Time off from the Jefferson County EMS had arrived faster than he’d expected, and he was grateful, for he knew winter knocked at the door and opportunities for outdoor work waned. He hoped to hear from George’s attorney today or tomorrow.

Probate likely concluded or will soon.  

He looked forward to having all that business squared away. 

He missed his old friend. Memories flooded his mind as he gazed at the sunshine-filled autumn sky and the majesty surrounding the ranch. Sugar-coated mountain peaks with fingerlings of snow rose above pine-covered ridges. An elongated house George constructed in 1952 waited at the end of the half-mile lane. Several yards from the main house stood a two-room log cabin. Levi looked forward to spending time at the place where he and George had forged their friendship, the property Levi had called home for more than eight years.

The 44-year-old broad-shouldered man began to whistle an old cowboy tune as the truck drew closer to the house. Ride Around Little Doggies reminded him of George, who had kept cattle on the property for nearly sixty years. Levi had asked George last year why he had sold all the livestock, but the old man’s retort to mind his own business caused Levi to do just that, even though his old friend had told him two years prior that he intended to leave the place to him. 

Levi had protested the announcement, but George had insisted. Once Levi agreed to the elderly man’s wishes, a dream took root. Levi’s ‘doggies’ would be horses, raising and selling quality stock. Adding a real dog was likely in his future, especially after meeting Rhiann. A canine companion had not graced his life since childhood, and now that retirement neared, he should consider a dog.

“Dogs and ranches go good together,” Levi said aloud.

He pondered her suggestion of a mascot for the EMS department. That idea had intrigued him yesterday as well, and he had conducted some online research. He hoped to have a chance to talk with her more about the possibility soon. Her smooth, oval face also popped into his brain. Levi smiled. He’d been startled to see her and the dogs as he had rounded that final corner of the trail, but he soon warmed toward the woman. 

Something about her. 

Her face, her hair, her figure—sure, all about her was attractive physically, but her demeanor, independence mixed with kindness, also made an impact. He hoped they would be neighbors. She intrigued him, and that’s a feeling he had not experienced in a long time.

As he drove closer to the ranch house, Levi noticed a small, red dual-cab pickup parked near the building. His eyes squinted. He remembered seeing a similar vehicle at the Twin Bridges Campground yesterday. He parked next to the truck.

“Who in the world could that be?” he murmured as he exited his pickup.

He looked at the license plate. He didn’t remember George knowing anyone from Washington state. He saw a heart-shaped sticker on the side. Levi scowled. He meandered to the driver’s side and saw the “Rescue Road” emblem. 

“Can’t be,” he muttered.

He looked up when he heard the front door of the house slam. He stared.

“What are you doing here?” he and Rhiann asked simultaneously.
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Rhiann couldn’t believe her eyes. Left hand on her hip and straw broom in her right, she glared at the man she had met yesterday.

“Well?” she questioned, looking Levi in the eye. “Answer my question. What are you doing on my ranch?”

“Your what? YOUR ranch? This is my land,” he snapped.

“Uh, unless your last name is Kelly or McCallister, I don’t think so.”

Levi stalked toward the front porch. Rhiann took a step back. She looked into his smoldering gray eyes as he said, “George Nelson left this place to me. Just who are you to come claim it as yours?”

Before she could respond, he rushed on, “Are you related to George? I didn’t think he had any kids or grandkids. Are you a niece or something?”

Rhiann shook her head. 

“I didn’t know Mr. Nelson. I’m the granddaughter of Mary Martha McAllister. She was born here, in that log cabin over there, and she and my great-grandparents lived on this land for several decades.”

“That cabin is my house,” Levi stated.

She detected the curt tone, and she responded in kind.

“I don’t know why you keep saying you own this property. That cabin, this place, has been mine for nearly four months and was in my family for two generations. I’m just now getting here after settling the back taxes.”

Levi’s face blanched. 

“Back taxes? What are you talking about? Geroge would have told me if he owed ....”

At that moment, his cell phone rang. She watched him pull the device from the back pocket of his jeans. He turned away from her.

“Mr. Williamson, Yes, this is Levi Butler. You have news for me?” He paused in his conversation. “I see. You can’t be serious?”

Rhiann continued observing him. Levi gradually turned toward her. His eyes darkened, and his teeth clenched. Rhiann took a step back, holding the broom in both hands.

I’ll swing this thing at his head if he takes one more step.

“Yes, yes, I’ve met her. In fact, I’m looking at her right now.”

His icy statement sent chills up Rhiann’s spine. Whatever the conversation, it obviously involved her, and this man did not like what he heard. Rhiann bit her bottom lip and held her breath.

“And no one knew?”

She heard the strain in Levi’s voice. Nervousness mixed with empathy – the man obviously had expected something regarding the property, if that’s what he was talking about. And she suspected that was the case. She reached into the back pocket of her jeans and pulled out her cell phone. She had 9-1-1 on pushbutton if she needed.
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LEVI GRIPPED THE CELL phone tighter. His mind tried to process the words spoken by George’s attorney. 

A few moments later, he said, “I see. Not the news I expected to hear but thanks for letting me know.”

He clicked off and stared at Rhiann. He noticed she held the broom as if to fend off an attacker. He glanced around. He wanted to punch something but saw nothing nearby.

She’d likely have me arrested anyway.

He took a deep breath and clenched his fist. He exhaled a ragged breath. A moment of silence ticked by. Levi inhaled again, trying to steady himself. As he released the air and unclenched his fist, he spoke in a terse but controlled tone. 

“Someone who knows nothing about this place, it’s history, or the man who lived here ... I guess it’s yours after all.”

Levi stalked to his pickup. He glanced at the old cabin. 

Lots of memories. Lots of plans. Oh, man, George, why didn’t you tell me?

Heart rendered, Levi jumped into the driver’s seat. He backed the Chevy toward the Y junction and stomped the accelerator. He heard a large spray of gravel as the truck tires dug in, and he drove from the house.
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Rhiann sat in front of a sprawling cherry desk and watched the judge as he reviewed the documents in front of him. The silver-haired and mustached magistrate raked his gaze between two piles of paper: those from her hand and those obtained from the county assessor’s office. His hazel eyes darted from page to page. His face crinkled, and he drummed his index finger on the desk.

“Most of us in Colter and Jefferson County knew George. I don’t think anyone except the county clerk knew he was behind on his taxes,” the judge stated. “This surprises me.”

“Seemed to surprise a few other people, too,” she responded. She noticed the man studying her. “I had a visitor at the ranch earlier today.”

“Levi Butler?”

Surprised, she asked, “How did you know?”

“Good guess.” The judge once again reviewed the papers. “Everything looks legal.”

“Why wouldn’t it be? And why does Levi Butler think he has claim to the property?”

The judge sighed, readjusted his glasses, and then responded, “George died suddenly, but I know he had a will, and I know he had a person in mind to whom he planned to leave his ranch.”

“Obviously, that person wasn’t me,” said Rhiann.

“No. No, it certainly wasn’t.” 

“Let me guess—Levi Butler.”

The judge sighed and nodded. 

“Levi expected to inherit the ranch. Everyone in the area expected it, too. He and George were quite close, so this is coming as a shock. To him, to everyone, I’d guess. Apparently, George kept the back taxes a secret.” 

He sighed again and then said, “I don’t quite understand why you would want to operate a ranch you know nothing about.”

Rhiann’s neck prickled. Just like that EMT, her brain shouted.

Aloud, she stated, “My grandmother’s father, my great-grandfather, homesteaded that land more than one hundred years ago.”

“Closer to one hundred-twenty-five years ago, it seems, according to this deed. Have you ever been to the property, Miss Kelly?”

“Not before a few days ago. I didn’t even know Grams grew up there until we learned about the tax sale.”

“Why do you want to reclaim the land now? Does your grandmother wish to return to the area?”

Rhiann shook her head. 

“Grams passed away two months ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

“Thank you. My sister and I are her only heirs, and since I lived with her for several years, she told me about special documents she’d kept. We had done a family lineage several years ago. So, while she was sick, we gathered all the documents together and went through them. Four months ago, we learned the place was going up for sale for back taxes, and we jumped on the opportunity to buy the property. I had hoped she’d recover, but ...”

Rhiann couldn’t finish the sentence. After a moment, she continued, “Before she died, my grandmother told me she wouldn’t hold me to moving here, but I wanted to honor her and be a part of her heritage. I stayed with the plan to move to the place she’d called home as a child and young person. My sister, who was the executor of Grams’ will, gave me the largest part of the estate to help me set up and get going here. She said Grams really wanted that for me.” 

“So, you’re carrying out a dying wish and tracing your roots, so to speak.”

Rhiann nodded. 

“Yes, sir, in some ways, but I’m also looking to settle here.”

“And what is it you intend to do, Miss Kelly?”

“Set up a dog rescue, and hopefully, in the future, grow it into an animal sanctuary. I’m a freelance writer, so I can make my living anywhere. Why not here, where my family roots are?”

“You have a very big dream, Miss Kelly,” the judge said as he signed the property documents. “I wish you well.”

“Thank you, sir.” Rhiann stood and shook the judge’s hand. As she walked toward the door, Rhiann muttered, “I wonder if anyone else will.”

––––––––
[image: ]


LEVI LAY ON THE COUCH in the living room of his split-level home two miles outside of town. A hand across his forehead and eyes, he pondered the happenings of the past few days.

“How could George not tell me he was behind on the property taxes?” Levi murmured.

When his old friend learned of his heart failure diagnosis two years ago, he had decided against surgery.

“I’m nearly eighty-two,” George had told Levi. “Whenever the Good Lord calls me, I’m ready.”

They had been sitting on the front porch of the ranch house. As he swept his arm across the vastness of the property, George had said, “This has been my home for nearly sixty years. I bought it from the original homesteader. That log cabin you’re staying in when you’re out here—it’s the original house. A family was raised there. I don’t want to see this beautiful place taken apart in ten and twenty-acre parcels. I want you to have it, Levi; I’ll be leaving it to you in my will.”

Dumbfounded, Levi had stared at his friend. “George, you can’t mean that. Surely you have some relatives....”

“Nary a one. Never married. Could have, should have, but the love of my life up and left this valley. Her papa and mine were neighbors; she and I grew up together. But she wanted to leave, see other places, do things other than ranch. Since I couldn’t have her, I didn’t choose anybody. Likely a mistake on my part ‘cuz here I am with no kids, no grandkids.”

“What about nieces or nephews? Surely your sister’s kids ...”

“I don’t know ‘em. Last time I seen any of ‘em, they were bratty teenagers. I’m leavin’ ‘em somethin’, though; after all, they’re my sister’s kids. But you, Levi, you’ve been a good friend to me the past ten years or so. I know you love this place. I know you want to raise horses, and that’s a good, honest endeavor. You’re like the son I never had, and I’m going to do my best to see that dream of yours comes true.”

“Now, it won’t,” Levi murmured. “All because of two thousand dollars in taxes. Why couldn’t you tell me, George? I could have given you the money.” He sighed. “Two thousand lousy dollars.”
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Chapter 5
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Rhiann sat on a maroon wing-backed chair inside Riverside Veterinary Clinic. Beside her lay Rae, the elderly beagle. In front of her, Colter’s silver-haired veterinarian, Dr. Henry Black, leaned back in a leather chair behind his walnut desk.

“I’m sorry about Rae, but with her age, diabetes, and the glaucoma’s progression, there isn’t much we can do at this stage,” he said, as he steepled his fingers.

Rhiann nodded. “I thought as much. I wish my grandmother’s friend had contacted me sooner. With her own eyesight dwindling, though, she most likely didn’t know how bad Rae’s condition had gotten.”

“That was very kind of you to take her dog.”

Rhiann smiled. “Grams wouldn’t have it any other way. Eleanor was a friend, and we felt it was the right thing to do when she had to move in with her daughter.”

“And you took care of your grandmother?”

Rhiann nodded. “For about four years after my grandfather passed. I cared for both of them before that. She and I were able to share another six years together, and we shared some great times together. This, moving to Colter and setting up the rescue, was to be one of those wonderful adventures.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” the vet expressed.

“Thank you,” Rhiann replied with a wavering smile. “We were close. It’s still hard for me to believe she didn’t live to see this move happen. She really wanted to come back when we learned we could buy the property on which she grew up.”

“It’s her side of the family who homesteaded in the area, you said?”

Rhiann nodded. “Her parents.”

“I don’t recall the last name, but I’m sure some old-timers may remember. There’s a historical society here and the museum just up the street about five blocks. Since it’s off-season, they are only open on weekends and will close at the end of the month, but you might investigate family history there, especially regarding the land.”

“I’ll do that.” Rhiann stood and extended her hand. “Thank you, Dr. Black. I appreciate the opportunity to work with you, both personally and professionally.”

The veterinarian stood and shook her hand. “I look forward to our association, too. I’m sure we’ll be sending clients to one another.”

Rhiann looked at the napping beagle. “Come on, Rae. Time to pick up Jax from the groomer.”

As he walked her to the door, Dr. Black said, “I admire you for planning to establish a rescue here. With our ruralness, I often get in strays and sometimes even pets that owners cannot care for anymore. It will be nice to work with you to ensure these animals find new, loving homes.”

“With the network I’ve developed during the past decade, I’m sure we’ll do right by them.” Upon reaching the vet’s office door, Rhiann added, “I’ll bring Jax by for his rabies vaccination and county license by the end of the week.”

“Set up an appointment with Ann at the desk. I’ll show you out.”

Rhiann followed the town’s veterinarian along a hallway and through a door leading to the lobby. Two women dressed in blue scrubs stood at the desk. Both turned from their conversation as she and the doctor walked toward them. She nodded at the blonde woman and then stared at the brunette. 

She looks familiar, Rhiann thought.

Dr. Black made introductions. “Anne Wilson, Trisha Miller, this is Rhiann Kelly. Rhiann, you saw Anne earlier; she’s one of my vet techs, standing in for a few days while our office manager is gone.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rhiann acknowledged to the blonde woman.

“You, too,” Anne responded.

The brunette’s eyes widened, and she exclaimed, “Rhiann Kelly, I can’t believe it!”

Rhiann’s green eyes flashed in recognition. “Trisha! Oh, my gosh!”

The two hugged.

“How long’s it been?” Trisha asked.

“How long since we graduated?”

Trisha laughed. “Too long. Wow, this is incredible!” Looking at Dr. Black and Anne, she said, “Rhiann and I were roommates in college. Our first year in the dorms, we really hit it off, so we shared an apartment during the next three years.”

“Miller, is it? So, you and Ryan...I’m sorry I wasn’t at the wedding,” Rhiann said.

Trisha’s smile wavered. “We can talk about all that later. My gracious, what brings you to Colter?”

“I recently bought a ranch.”

“A ranch?”

Rhiann smiled. “Yes. It once belonged to my great-grandparents. My grandmother told me about it several months ago. She even had the homestead claim her father had filed. We found the place was being sold for back taxes, so she and I bought it. The old log cabin, where my grandmother was born, is still standing. Sadly, Grams passed away before we could get moved.”

“I’m sorry, Rhiann. Your Grams was a wonderful lady,” Trisha said.

“Yes, she was. I miss her dearly.”

After a moment of silence, Anne asked, “Are you going to live at the ranch?”

Rhiann’s smile returned. “Not in the cabin, no, but I intend to keep it as an historic landmark. There’s a house on the property, early 1950s, that I’m fixing up.”

“Have you moved in?” her former roommate asked.

Rhiann nodded. “About five days ago. I have work to do since it sat empty for about six months and needs some remodel. But, one day at a time. I got a good start on the cleaning after I arrived. The moving van comes tomorrow with my things from Washington.”

“Are you going to raise cattle?” Anne asked.

Rhiann shook her head. “Above my skill set.”

“Horses?”

“Likely not raise, but perhaps provide a sanctuary. That would be down the road.”

“Dr. Black told us you plan to open an animal rescue,” Trisha said.

“Yes. I’m starting with dogs as I’ve been a transport coordinator for the past several years, and my connections are in dog rescue. But I’ll take cats, too, once I have the place ready. Possibly horses later, like I mentioned. One never knows what the future holds.”

“Isn’t that wonderful?” Doctor Black stated. “I told Rhiann how we could use such an organization here and that we could partner with her to re-home some of the animals we get.”

“Very true,” Trisha said. “I think this is so great, and to think, my former roomie is here to do such a noble thing!”

She grinned at Rhiann, who blushed.

“What ranch did you buy?” Anne asked.

“It was called the GBarN,” Rhiann responded. “A Mr. Nelson owned it. I understand he died about seven months ago.

The clinic staff looked at each other. Anne sucked in her breath and covered her mouth.

Rhiann looked at her. A sorrowful expression came to her face. “I take it you know someone else was expecting to get the place?”

Trisha asked, “How did you know?”

“He came out to the ranch this morning.”

“Oh, dear,” Trisha whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Well,” Dr. Black said, “Levi is a level-headed guy. I’m sure he understands.”

“No, I don’t think he does,” Rhiann replied.

––––––––
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LEVI STROLLED THROUGH the Jefferson County EMS station bay. He walked past two younger men washing down a red and white ambulance.

“Hey, there, Captain,” greeted a man with short, red hair cropped close to his face. “What are you doing here on your day off?”

“We thought you were going out to the ranch and fix fence the next few days,” said the other with sandy-colored hair.

“I was,” Levi growled. “Change of plans.”

He continued his saunter down the hallway, not noticing his two colleagues look at one another.

Levi unlocked the door to his office, stepped inside the large room, and slammed the door. He took a few steps inside and stared out the dual windows that overlooked part of the community and faced the mountain range to the west. Levi barely noticed the natural beauty of golden and red mixed with green and topped with white as thoughts tilt-a-whirled through his brain.

A rap on the office door shook him back to reality. He walked a few steps deeper into his office toward the bank of windows and yelled, “Yeah?”

Phil Kimball, Levi’s light-headed co-worker, opened the door and poked his head around the frame.

“Boss? You okay?”

A heavy sigh escaped from the burly Captain as he leaned against the file cabinet next picture window. Continuing his stare through the glass, Levi responded, “I lost the ranch, Phil.”

His colleague opened the door wider and stepped into his superior’s office. He closed the door after entering.

“Lost the ranch? What do you mean?”

“Seems George owed back taxes. Someone came in and scooped it up right under my nose.”

“Dallas Patterson?”

Levi shook his head. He
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