
Pet Rescue Romance

Christmas Stories

3-Book Set


Table of Contents

Title Page

Pet Rescue Romance Christmas Stories

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 6

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Epilogue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Also By GAYLE M. IRWIN

About the Author

Gayle M. Irwin

––––––––
[image: ]


Waggin’ Tales Inspirational Pet Stories

November 2024

Pet Rescue Romance 

Christmas Stories

3-Book Set

––––––––
[image: ]


THESE STORIES ARE WORKS of fiction. Although many place names are real, other names, including characters, businesses, events and incidents, are the products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: ]


© NOVEMBER 2024 

Waggin’ Tales Inspirational Pet Stories

Pet Rescue Romance 

Christmas Stories

3-Book Set

––––––––
[image: ]


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Book 1: Paws-ing for Love: Rhiann & Levi

Book 2: In the Shadow of Mount Moran: Rachel & Nick

Book 3: Tails of the Heart: Savannah & Trevor

––––––––
[image: ]


FREE ITEMS:

Recipes at the end of each book

List of Pet Adoption Resources










Rescue is a beautiful word! – Gayle M. Irwin

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: A person holding a dog

Description automatically generated]

The author and her rescued shih tzu, Jeremiah, a puppy mill survivor.
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BOOK 1:

Paws-ing for Love

Rhiann & Levi
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DEDICATION:

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to my parents, Earl and Marcia Mansfield, who enjoy and appreciate Christmas and who made Montana their home for nearly 40 years.  Thanks for sharing your love for the land and its inhabitants with me! I love and appreciate both of you!
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Chapter 1
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Rhiann Kelly-Butler sipped from the steaming cup of coffee cradled between her hands. Standing near the large picture window of the log house that faced southwest, she inhaled the scent of pine as the aroma trickled through the new home. She gazed outside as fingerlings of rose, cornflower, peach, and saffron filtered through the December dawn sky and caressed the eastern hills with light. Diamonds of snow danced on the ground, and the mountains to the west stretched their rocky peaks toward the morning light like a ballerina elongates her arms to the rhythm of music. 

Rhiann sighed. She never tired of early mornings at the Montana ranch. The dawning light bathed her in tranquility. No finer way to begin a day.

She felt a light scratching upon her left leg. She looked down and smiled. She placed her coffee mug on the nearby burnt wood lampstand and bent down to pick up Jax. The black and white shih tzu wiggled with joy and gifted a soft lick to her chin.

“This is our special time, isn’t it, sweet boy?” Rhiann whispered. She cradled him in her left arm and picked up her coffee cup once again, relishing the aroma of peppermint creamer. Jax snuggled his recently-clipped face into her neck as Rhiann propped herself against the windowsill to again take in the view.

Two horses, one black and white paint, the other a palomino, stood in the nearby corral west of the house. Down the drive, dawn began to envelope the newly-constructed Paradise Valley Canine House, which secured the rescue dogs under her care. The dimly lit manager’s home to the left of the dome-shaped sanctuary house told Rhiann Miriam and her daughter Naomi were awake and about to embark on the drive to the bus stop. She smiled at the memory of the seven-year-old’s excitement last night announcing her upcoming Christmas break, just a few days away.

Rhiann heard the door connecting the mudroom to the outside slam. Located off the kitchen, the space kept boots, winter coats and hats, skis and snowshoes, and other miscellaneous objects needed to operate a horse ranch and animal sanctuary. She watched her husband Levi emerge from the room, minus his winter apparel. He gave her a big grin.

“At your favorite morning spot, I see.”

She returned his smile. “You know me well.”

He strode his six-foot-frame to her, ruffled Jax’s head, and then wrapped his arms around Rhiann’s waist. 

“We picked a good location, didn’t we?”

“Only because you were willing to give up some pasture,” she replied.

He turned her around to look out the window once again. “It was worth it to have this view,” Levi whispered. “We’ll create more pasture next year. We have what we need for the horses we’ve got now.”

With his arms still around her, he added, “Get ready – here it comes.”

They watched the sun break the horizon in full force. Levi kissed Rhiann’s hair.

“I must admit, the extra red in your hair brings out more of the holiday spirit,” he said.

Rhiann laughed. “I was only trying to hide some more of that gray that’s crept in. Fire-red was not the planned result.”

Levi laughed and kissed her hair again. “I like it – suits your personality some days.”

She turned to look at him. “Oh really?”

“Like now,” he said with a grin. “Even your eyes are blazing.”

As they stood together in silence, the orange sun kissed the western mountains, igniting the ranch and valley with rays of light.

“I never tire of seeing this,” Rhiann whispered.

“Me either, even if the temperature drops a few degrees for the next while,” Levi remarked, his voice also low.

“What’s it now?”

“When I was feeding the horses, it was fifteen-above. The high today is only going to be about twenty-five, tomorrow closer to freezing – definitely a better day to travel to Livingston and the park.”

Rhiann nodded. “I’m glad Mrs. Stanfield was willing to wait an extra day; it will be a better travel day not only for us, but for the Westie she’s adopting.”

“I’d still put a sweater on the little guy. We know from experience with our own small dogs, isn’t that right, Jax?”

Rhiann smiled as Levi ruffled the shih tzu’s head again. She loved how the former puppy mill dog took so quickly to Levi after they begam dating and then later married. She and Jax shared a few years together before Levi came into their lives.

She looked out the window again as she heard a vehicle rev up, and she watched as Miriam loaded her young daughter into the Suburban parked near the manager’s house. A moment after the woman jumped into the driver’s seat, the SUV ambled down the long gravel drive toward the highway.

“Off to school young Naomi goes,” Levi remarked.

“She sure is excited for Christmas break.”

“Well, wouldn’t you be if it was your first Christmas at the ranch?”

“I had a first Christmas here a few years ago, if you remember.”

“I do. And it was pretty special.”

She turned in his arms and looked into his eyes. “We were planning our wedding.”

He smiled and kissed her lips with tenderness. “And the building of this house.” 

After he stepped away from her, Levi asked, “So what’s on your agenda today?”

“I’m meeting Miriam at ten to go through the finances again from the fundraiser. I want to see how much we may have to put toward the Kitty Condo expansion. We still have some expenses from the completion of the Canine House. Our year-end campaign will be for Kitty Condo, but Miriam and I need to see just how much we need to raise.”

“That was a great event the two of you put together,” he said as he walked toward the kitchen and the coffee pot on the nearest counter.

“Don’t forget Desi’s help. That girl is a firecracker!”

As he poured a cup of coffee, Levi shot a grin and said, “Maybe she should dye her hair red, too. You two would be unstoppable.”

“Ha, ha.”

Rhiann heard her cell phone ring. She placed Jax on the hearth rug and picked up her phone from the end table near the couch. She noted Miriam’s number.

“Good morning, Miriam. Did Naomi miss the bus?”

Her friend’s words caused her to look at Levi. He caught her eyes on him and returned her gaze.

“We’ll be right there!”

As she hung up, Levi asked, “What happened?”

“Miriam and Naomi found a Corgi and a cat in the snow by the mailbox. She has them in the Suburban, but they are nearly frozen.”

“Let’s go!”

Rhiann set her coffee mug on the end table and followed her husband’s long strides to the mudroom.

What are a dog and cat doing out in these freezing temperatures?

Her brain and stomach twisted as she pulled snow boots onto her stockinged feet and slipped into a wool coat.
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Chapter 2
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Levi clicked off his phone and walked toward the large wire enclosure set up in the living room of the sanctuary manager’s house. Rhiann sat in the middle of space next to an overstuffed pet bed. Blankets covered the Corgi and cat the couple and their sanctuary manager, Miriam, rescued from the snowbank at the end of the driveway. He listened as Rhiann cooed and soothed the shivering animals. Her love for creatures, especially the lost, abandoned, and neglected ones, never ceased to amaze him.

“Trisha will be here in twenty minutes,” Levi said as he observed his wife.

She looked up at him. “Hard telling how long these poor things have been roaming about. I can feel the Corgi’s ribs, and though the cat doesn’t seem too malnourished, she’s not in the best of shape either.”

Miriam walked in from the kitchen, carrying a bowl of warm chicken broth and rice.

“Well, they will find great care and good food here,” the thirty-something woman said. 

She handed the bowl to Rhiann, who accepted it and then placed the round dish next to her on the floor. The gold and white Corgi raised his head and sniffed.

“Does that smell good?” Rhiann asked the long-muzzled animal.

She set the dish closer. The dog lapped a bit and began to earnestly eat. After a moment, Rhiann moved the dish from the dog’s reach.

“Not too much now,” she said in a low voice. “We don’t want you to get sick.”

She moved the container near the gray cat. “How about you? Want to try some?” The medium-haired feline barely moved her head. “Well, maybe later. Let’s get you warmed up more first,” Rhiann said in a soft voice.

“I’ll leave you two ladies to tend to these critters and I’ll go out and take care of the other sanctuary animals.”

“Oh, Levi, I’ll go do that – it’s part of my job,” Miriam said. “I just wanted to help get these guys settled ...”

He raised his right hand and smiled at the younger woman. “No problem. I know you and Rhiann have some business to discuss today anyway. I’ll do the chores and then go on up to our place. You ladies work here and like I said, Trisha should arrive soon.”

“Diamond and Jax will need to go outside again and have their snacks,” Rhiann told him.

He nodded. “I thought of that, too. I’ll take care of them after finishing the feedings and outings here.”

“Thanks, Levi. I appreciate your help,” Miriam said.

“Ditto. Thanks, darling,” Rhiann said. “Oh!”

Levi glanced at her and saw the gray cat had extracted itself from the coverings and now leaned across Rhiann’s lap. The feline stretched its neck to reach the bowl of broth and began to drink. Levi smiled.

“Guess she’s hungry after all.”

“Good girl,” Rhiann cooed as she stroked the cat’s furry body.

The kitty’s movements caused the Corgi to rise from the bed. He observed the cat and then laid his cheek upon the gray tabby’s shoulder, as if encouraging the cat to continue eating.

“They seem to be bonded,” Levi commented.

“Sure looks that way,” Miriam responded.

After a few more laps from the dish, the cat returned to the bed and blankets. Her pink tongue washed across her front paws and then she took one of those paws and swiped across her face. She did those movements twice and then curled up among the blankets once again. Levi listened to the feline’s contented purr for a moment and smiled.

“Sounds like she’s happier,” he said.

Rhiann smiled at him and then stroked the cat’s head. “A warm meal, a warm bed, and care and compassion – just what she’s needed for a while, I’d say.”

Levi noticed the Corgi drinking from the dish again. “You might need to watch that guy – I think he’s hungrier than the cat.”

Rhiann let the dog drink a few more laps and then removed the dish. She handed it back to Miriam, and said, “I think we should put this away for a bit, at least until Trisha has a chance to look them over and make some recommendations.”

“We should scan them for a chip,” Miriam remarked.

Rhiann nodded. “Now that they’re settled in, let’s do that.”

She rose and Levi gave her his hand and helped her over the enclosure.

“I’ll leave you ladies to it all,” he said.

“Stop back for some hot coffee before going up to your place,” Miriam encouraged him as they all walked into the kitchen. He gave her a smile.

“I’ll do that – thanks.”

As he approached the kitchen door that led to the outside, he added, “Have a good morning, ladies. I hope you learn some things about these two.”

He nodded his head toward the enclosure and then walked out the door. Once amid the snow and cold again, he jammed on his brown Stetson and hoisted himself into the driver’s seat of the truck. Then, he drove down the side road toward the enclosures which held the rescued dogs and cats awaiting adoption.

********
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NEARLY AN HOUR LATER, Levi stood in the barn near the home he shared with Rhiann. Their dogs, Jax the male shih tzu and Diamond, a female King Charles Cavalier Spaniel, lay on blankets amid straw nearby. Levi studied the old sleigh in front of him.

“Well, guys, this thing needs a lot of work, but I think it will make a great Christmas present for Rhiann, don’t you?”

Diamond voiced her approval with a small yip, generating a smile on Levi’s face.

“Thanks, Diamond – I appreciate your encouragement.” He looked at Jax. “No opinion from you, I take it?”

Jax gave two short barks, and Levi laughed. “You’re not as optimistic, are you?”

The former EMS captain walked around the battered relic. “Lots of elbow grease, a few new boards for the sides, some paint, and sharpened sleds, and it’ll be like new.”

He pulled his cell phone from the side pocket of his jacket, reviewed some numbers, and then made a call.

“Hey, Hank, Levi Butler here. Remember that sled job I mentioned to you last week? Well, I bought the sleigh and thought I’d remove the sleds today and get them over to you if you can still do the work by Christmas.”

He listened for a few moments and then said, “Yeah, I know it’s tight on timing, but the old guy nearly put the brakes on me buying the sleigh. I had to pay a bit more than originally planned to get him to let it go.”

He listened for a few more minutes and then his face lit up. “Thanks, man! I appreciate you doing this. Santa will reward you, I’m sure. How about two o’clock? I need to stop by the feed store and pick up more oats and molasses treats for George, Bella, and the other horses.”

He listened another minute. “Yeah, I got three new ones in the fall. They’re gorgeous! I have foals coming in the spring from the ones I already had, and I’ll be breeding these new girls in the summer. The ranch is really taking off.”

Another pause as he listened again. Then, he responded, “Yeah, I think you’re right. Our old buddy George would be pretty happy with what Rhiann and I have done with the place – both the rescue sanctuary and the horse ranch.”

A buzz sounded in his ear, and he glance at his phone to see his friend Phil was calling. “Hey, Hank, I gotta run, but I’ll see you around two this afternoon.”

He picked up the incoming call. “Yeah, Phil, you got me.”

Levi’s face fell as he listened to Phil’s voice. “When did that happen?” He listened and then asked, “And no sign of him?” He listened again. “Yeah, sure, I’ll join the search team. Where do I meet you?”

After Phil provided more information and instructions, Levi said, “I need to let Rhiann know. Give me forty-five minutes to tell her, gear up, and drive out there. Golly, man, I hope we find him – the temperature’s going down to about zero tonight. Catch up with you soon. Thanks for the call.”

After hanging up with Phil, Levi covered the old sleigh with a blue tarp and then called the dogs to follow him. They obeyed. As he walked out of the barn with the little canines following next to him, he called Rhiann.

“Phil just called me. Our former boss, Arnold Jenkins, has been missing for nearly thirty hours. Florence called the sheriff’s office earlier this morning; she hasn’t been able to reach him since he left yesterday morning. Clark County Sheriff’s office just found his truck near Twin Bridges Campground, but no sign of Arnie. Phil asked if I wanted to join the search party and I said yes. I need to head out soon. Want me to come get you or do you want to walk home or stay with Miriam? I have Jax and Diamond with me now, and we’re going into the house.”

As he reached the mudroom door, he listened to Rhiann’s words.

“Okay, I’ll stop down to say goodbye and leave our dogs in the house.”

He clicked off and let himself and the dogs inside. As the shih tzu and cavalier scrambled into the kitchen, Levi muttered with a bit of grief in his voice, “Help us find him, please. Help him to be safe.”
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Chapter 3
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Rhiann stood next to her vet tech friend, Trisha, who was examining the Corgi.

“He’s a cute little guy,” Trisha said, as she finished listening to his heart. “Strong heart, good lungs. Someone has been taking care of him.”

“He must have gotten lost from his family,” Rhiann commented as she scratched the dog’s ears. 

“Some good food and warmth and care, and he should be fine,” Trisha said. “I might take them in to the clinic though and have Dr. Black look them over, just to be safe. I’m a bit concerned with the cat as I hear some irregularities with her heart.”

“A small murmur maybe?”

Trisha nodded. “Likely. But an X-ray will help us ensure there’s no other issues.”

“I wonder about heartworm,” Miriam commented from across the room where she was providing more broth for the tabby.

“Less likely in cats then in dogs,” Trisha responded.

“Do you have room at the clinic for these two?” Rhiann asked. “With the holidays coming up, I thought you and Dr. Black might be full.”

Trisha shook her head. “We’re good for in-clinic visits and overnights. Next week, though, our boarding kennels are pretty filled up. If they need further observation, I could keep them at my house a few days. Rae might enjoy the company.”

“How is she doing?” Miriam asked. “She’s getting up there.”

Trisha smiled. “Oh, she’s still a pretty feisty girl. Losing her hearing now but not her stride.”

“Blind and going deaf.” Miriam clicked her tongue. “Must be hard.”

“I’ve been working with her for nearly three months on touch commands,” Trisha responded. “As a beagle, she loves to learn, and so we’ve been having fun learning to sit when tapped lightly on top of the head, lay down with touch to her legs, and potty time when I touch her lower back. Getting her into the house from the back yard, however, is another thing.”

Rhiann laughed. “That beagle nose and desire to explore – I remember it well!”

She looked at her former college roommate. “I knew she’d have a good home with you.”

“She’s been a great friend – she is a great friend,” Trisha responded.

She wrapped her stethoscope around her neck. “So, do you want me to take these two into Dr. Black’s clinic? We can do a complete workup and keep them overnight just to be sure.”

“That would be great. Levi and I are taking Weston to Mrs. Stanfield tomorrow. But we’re going to the park and staying overnight so I couldn’t get them until Sunday at the earliest.”

“That’s okay. Like I said, I can keep them at my house for a few days. Since the cat is used to dogs, she will likely do well with Rae.”

“But will Rae be okay with her?” asked Miriam.

“I have a good-sized house,” Trisha said. “They can be separated if needed.”

“Thanks, Trisha – I’d sure appreciate your help,” Rhiann said.

She picked up the Corgi and set him inside the enclosure. He immediately went to the bed and lay down.

“And Naomi and I can take care of them here when they come back,” Miriam said as she carried the cat to the confined space. “No sense separating them by putting the cat in the Kitty Condo and the dog in the Canine House.”

“Agreed,” Rhiann said, watching Miriam place the cat into the enclosure.

“Do you think Levi and the search team will be back tonight?” Miriam asked.

“Phil has to be – he’s on duty this weekend,” Trisha said. “Although I know he wants to continue searching if that’s needed. We’re all hoping Arnie will be found today.”

“And found safe,” Rhiann added. “I’m sure Levi will want to continue searching, too. If we need to cancel our overnight, we will. I can just drive to Livingston with Weston and come back home.”

“Poor Florence!” Trisha lamented. “She must be having a time of it. I know I would be if Phil was missing.”

“We should do something for her,” Rhiann said. 

“Like what?” asked Miriam.

Rhiann glanced at her two friends. “We could make a dinner and deliver it. While we’re all here.”

“I can stay awhile yet,” Trisha said. “Doctor Black knows where I am. I’ll just call him and tell him I’ll be bringing the dog and cat with me, and he can have one of the kennel attendants make space for them before I get there.”

“They need to have names,” Rhiann said as she looked at the two animals, again curled together on the large pet bed inside the enclosure.

“Well, if you don’t mind, Naomi voiced an idea when we had them in the car as she waited for the bus,” Miriam said.

Rhiann looked at her and smiled. “She’s turning into quite a rescue girl.”

Miriam returned Rhiann’s smile. “You’ve had a wonderful influence on her.”

“So, what names did she come up with?” asked Trisha, packing away her medical instruments.

“Maverick for the Corgi and Mina for the cat,” responded Miriam. “She thinks Maverick is a great Montana name for a dog who survived goodness knows how long outside, and Mina is the nickname of my mother, Naomi’s grandmother. The name means ‘love’ in German.”

Rhiann smiled as she looked from Miriam to Trisha. “Maverick and Mina – I like that.”

“I like the names, too,” Trisha said. “And since Naomi was the person who originally found them, I think she should be the one to name them.”

Miriam smiled. “Thank you. She’ll be excited.”

Rhiann stood near the enclosure and looked upon the sleeping animals. “Welcome to your new life, Maverick and Mina. We’re going to help you find your home, whether it’s the home you knew before or a new one where you can live with love and care.”

She then looked at her two human friends. “What shall we make and take to Florence?”

“I have a few ideas,” Miriam said. “Come with me to the kitchen and we’ll put our skills together with what I have on hand. We’ll help this woman who has been such a blessing to this rescue.”

Rhiann nodded. “That she has. Now it’s our turn to bless her, especially during this time of uncertainty.”

She began walking toward the kitchen. Trisha pulled out her phone and said, “So I don’t forget, let me call Dr. Black and tell him about Maverick and Mina.”

Rhiann smiled. “I really like those names. Kudos to that lovely daughter of yours, Miriam.” 

A large smile came to the younger woman’s face.
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The next day, after Levi and Rhiann left the rescued Westie with an older woman in Livingston, Levi continued the drive with his wife, traveling south toward Yellowstone National Park. The large Yellowstone River Valley, tucked between the Absaroka Mountains on the east and the Bridger Range on the west, lounged more than sixty miles north to south, following the mighty Yellowstone River. Once leaving Livingston, the mileage opened to a vast landscape, dotted with ranches and subdivisions. Although the area contained numerous homes and private properties, it remained home for numerous wild creatures, and in winter, as animals searched for food, the valley provided sustenance amid the dwellings. 

Although he relished the beauty of this area almost as much as where he and Rhiann called home, Levi could hardly appreciate the majesty today; his mind wandered often to the continued search for his former boss. Levi clenched and unclenched his hands on the steering wheel. 

“I told you that you could have gone with the search party again.”

Rhiann’s words interrupted his frustrated thoughts. He looked to his right and found her gazing at him with compassion.

“I know. I wanted to, but the sheriff requested less volunteers and more search and rescue teams. They’re using dogs today.”

Rhiann placed a hand upon his arm.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know this is hard for you, for Phil, for all the crew.”

“It’s hard for the community. It’s especially hard for Florence.”

“I’m glad Miriam and Naomi are with her today. Spending time with them at the sanctuary will hopefully help take her mind off things, for a bit anyway.”

Levi nodded, although he didn’t think Florence, nor any who were close to Arnold Jenkins could take their minds off the fact the man was missing ... and not likely alive. He tried to refocus on his day with his beloved wife, recognizing the blessing of being together.

“Seems like Weston and Mrs. Stanfield are going to have a fine life together,” Levi said, attempting to distract his thoughts.

Rhiann squeezed his shoulder but left her hand upon his arm. He savored the comfort.

“Yes, I think they’re a good match. I’m happy for both of them,” she responded.

Levi slowed the truck as a curve in the highway approached. “I’ve heard the elk are finally migrating into the valley,” he said. “Keep those eagle eyes open.”

He had taken over the driving during their outdoor adventures after discovering Rhiann was an excellent wildlife spotter. 

“You’re quicker than I am,” he had admitted during their months of dating. “So, I’ll drive, you look. We see more that way.”

Although she had tried to sway him with her response, “But you should have the opportunity to look for animals, too,” he had not acquiesced.

“You see more than I do for some reason. That’s one of your gifts. I see more because you see more.”

Her enthusiasm for the land and its creatures became another reason he preferred her to be the spotter. She never tired of seeing what had, for him, become mundane. Her joy of viewing elk, eagles, sandhill cranes, even mule deer, brought a new enjoyment of wildlife watching to him. Their first summer trip into Yellowstone, Rhiann caught sight of a pair of trumpeter swans with six young along the Madison River.

“Levi! Stop!” she had yelled, making his heart jump.

“What? What is it? What’s wrong?” 

A large smile had crossed her face as she pointed at the river. “Nothing’s wrong, silly. The swans! Look at the swans! There’s babies!”

As he pulled into the nearest parking space, Rhiann vacated the vehicle almost before it stopped.

“Hey! Rhiann – wait!”

But she had shot out of the car, camera in hand, and ran to the river’s edge. Only a few other park visitors had observed the large white adults with their fledglings and were also standing along the shore. Levi strolled to the small gathering and stood behind Rhiann as the shutter on her camera clicked along with the others. After taking the pictures she wanted, she gazed up at Levi, a wide smile on her face, and whispered, “Aren’t they breath-taking?”

Rhiann’s joy and the beauty on her face reflected the loveliness of the early summer day. His love for her deepened then and there, and he began to see nature’s glory through her eyes and her heart. He had placed his hands on her shoulders, looked into her emerald eyes, and whispered back, “Yes, yes, they are.”

She had turned to watch the snowy-colored birds glide through the glassy water, one adult in front, the small cygnets in line behind, and the second adult behind them.

Now, as Levi drove through the Yellowstone River Valley, he commented, “Swans sometimes winter here, so be on the lookout.”

Rhiann glanced at him and smiled. “I was thinking the same thing. I hope we see some.”

Levi took her hand into his right one, keeping his left hand on the steering wheel of the pickup.

“Me, too.”

He watched her glance toward the passenger’s side window. “Well, they’re not swans, but I do believe I see two bald eagles flying toward the river.”

Levi removed his hand from hers, placing it on the steering wheel as he looked through the windshield. Sure, enough, a pair of bald eagles, their white heads standing out from the brown feathers of their body, soared gracefully in the sky toward the Yellowstone River. Levi smiled.

“Eagle eyes all right – eagle eyes for eagles,” he said.

He relished her light chuckle.

********
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NINETY MINUTES LATER, after eating lunch in Gardiner, Montana and crossing the bridge over the Yellowstone River toward the northeast entrance into Yellowstone, Rhiann said, “I think I see bighorn sheep by the river.”

“Might be there getting a drink. Shall I pull over?”

“At the next pull-out. I think we can see better there.”

Trusting her instincts, Levi continued driving for a moment, then pulled the pick-up over into the parking space above the river. He angled the truck so each could view from the windshield. He noticed Rhiann already had a set of binoculars braced to her face. He lifted another pair from a case next to the driver’s seat and began glassing the area.

“Yep, I see them!” Rhiann squealed in delight. “Looks like three ewes and three lambs-of-the-year. Near the sandbar to the right.”

Levi adjusted the focus on his binoculars and grazed the scopes to the right. Soon, the small group of bighorns came into focus.

“Oh, yeah – I see them now,” he said.

They observed the gathering for several moments.

“Must be coming out of the high country for the winter.”

“I’m thinking the same,” Rhiann said. “I heard the autumn was mild over here, too.”

“Yeah. Winter’s just coming into most of the state.” Levi set his binoculars down and glanced at Rhiann, still looking through hers. “You ready to go or want to stay longer?”

She took the scopes from her eyes. “They’re too far away for photos so we can keep going. Nice to see the sheep, though.”

He smiled. “Sure is. Something we don’t see much of and certainly not where we live.”

Rhiann grasped his hand. “Thanks for this extra time. It’s already been a lovely day.”

He squeezed her hand. “Something I needed.”

She leaned over, kissed his cheek, and then said. “We both do. And we still have the afternoon traveling through the park.”

He looked deeply into her eyes. “I love you, Rhiann,” he whispered.

“And I love you,” she replied in a low voice.

She leaned toward him, and he anticipated the touching of their lips. Rhiann didn’t disappoint. Her lips met his with tenderness that turned into gentle passion. His senses grasped the love and empathy she conveyed through her kisses and her hands upon his face. Moisture seeped from his eyes. 

********
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER DINNER at the Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel, Levi and Rhiann strolled hand-in-hand along the snow-covered, yet plowed sidewalk across from the hotel. Their walk took them near historic buildings, preserved from the early days of Yellowstone’s designation as America’s first national park, when the Army was assigned jurisdiction of protecting the natural resources. Log buildings with educational signposts spread along the roadway of Mammoth, Wyoming. Towering lamps lit the walkway, and though the temperature hovered near ten degrees above zero, Rhiann and Levi stayed warm in their woolen coats and leather gloves. His brown Stetson with ear covers provided protection as well, and the black and white alpaca scarf he’d given Rhiann for Christmas last year added a warm layer to her head and neck. 

A full yet pale moon offered light for their walk as well. They wandered farther from the hotel in order to view the star-ridden sky away from artificial light. The stillness only broke when they heard munching of grass from elk lying down in the islands between concrete roads and sidewalks. Levi kept his guard up in case any of the large animals should decide to approach, as he’d seen some do on occasional visits to the park.

“Well, no swans today, but so many other animals,” Rhiann whispered.

“We still may see some tomorrow before we leave the valley,” he responded in a soft tone.

“Just to think – those beautiful birds were on the verge of extinction by 1900, and if it hadn’t been for some people deciding to protect them, we’d never experience their majesty.”

“That’s true of Yellowstone itself, too,” Levi said, still keeping his voice low. “And all the wildlife here.”

He caught a glimpse of her nod and then she leaned her head onto his shoulder. His hand released hers, and he brought his arm around her waist. They didn’t break stride.

“And because of those fore-sighted people, we get to enjoy this,” she said.

“And because of you, I get to enjoy this even more than I would,” he responded. 

She stopped walking and turned to face him. He stopped also and looked into her eyes.

“I can hardly believe we’ve been together three years. So much has happened in that short time,” Rhiann said.

“Sadly, we’ve spent most of it working,” he responded. “We’ve hardly taken time for just us. I’m sorry about that.”

A small smile came to her face.

“We’ve been building a ranch and an animal sanctuary. That takes work, and it takes time.” She clasped her hands in his. “This though – this is our pause for love. Sometimes it’s a few hours, sometimes a day or two. But we do it.”

Rhiann drew her face to his, and he waited for her lips. Levi let her lead, as she had done earlier, and he enjoyed the fruits of sweetness as her lips joined his then traveled to his cheek and his ear. Eyes closed, he savored the light tenderness. Afterward, she snuggled against his chest. and he wrapped his arms around her. Inward, he sighed, and he felt his heart might just explode with joy and love.

A coyote howled, and soon after, a chorus unfolded. Rhiann raised her head and whispered, “Perhaps they’re singing for us.”

Levi smiled and drew her close again. 

“Perhaps they are,” he whispered.
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After strapping on their snowshoes the next morning, Rhiann and Levi set out along a Forest Service trail near Emigrant, Montana.

“I know Miriam and Naomi will be excited when we bring a tree to them,” Rhiann said, following Levi as he broke through the snow. 

“It’s the least we can do for them,” her husband answered. “With Dave still in prison, it will be another difficult holiday.”

“Well, with them now being settled in our old house, and sharing dinner with us, hopefully not as difficult as last year.”

“It’s certainly going to be a much harder holiday for Florence if Arnie isn’t found soon,” he commented.

She heard the catch in his voice. She wished she could grasp his hand.

“For the whole town,” she responded.

They traveled in a silence for a moment. An idea ignited in Rhiann’s heart, and she called out, “Levi, wait.”

He stopped and looked at her. After she took the steps to catch up with him, she reached out her hand. He grasped it, and she looked into his eyes.

“Why don’t we bring back a tree back for the town? We could honor Arnie with a community Christmas gathering – no matter what happens.”

Levi nodded. He then raised his head to look at the towering mountains before them. “He loved our town. He loved Montana. He loved the forests, the mountains, the rivers.”

“And he loved you ... and all of the EMS crew,” she whispered.

“I just can’t believe I may never see or talk to him again.”

Rhiann squeezed her husband’s hand and then said, “Let’s try to keep our thoughts positive and go find those trees. Hopefully, our community contribution will be a celebration, not a memorial.”

Levi tried to smile. He leaned over, kissed her cheek, and then again plowed through the deepening white powder with his snowshoes.

The couple trudged on in silence for another fifteen minutes, pausing now and then to soak in the beauty of the winter day. The Absaroka Mountains loomed on the east, covered in snow, and the Bridger Mountains to the west boasted evergreens with white garland-like ribbons encompassing the branches. The cobalt sky gleamed with sunlight, and soon Rhiann watched Levi shed the scarf around his neck. 

“It may be right at freezing, but with that sun and us snowshoeing in farther than I thought we’d have to, we’ll be warming up pretty quickly,” her husband commented. 

“That’s why the layers,” she responded.

He stopped, turned around, and grinned at her.

“I’ve taught you well, Obi-One. You’ve definitely adapted to the Montana ranch life ... as I knew you would.”

“Oh, but there was a time not less than three years ago when you hoped I’d pack up and go away.”

“That didn’t last long,” Levi said, still grinning. “You captivated me ... You still do.”

His lips seared hers. Then, she pushed him away playfully. “You still have trail to break, and we have Christmas trees to find.”

“Yes, ma’am, that we do!”

Levi faced east again and began trekking through the thigh-high snow. Rhiann’s face remained flushed a few moments as she followed his tracks.

********
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, deep into the lodgepole and Ponderosa pine forest, the couple took a longer break. Sitting on a downed log after brushing off the snow, Rhiann sat next to Levi as they each munched a granola bar.

“Those elk tracks were huge!” she commented after chewing a bite of the bar.

“Just like the elk here, the herds that pass through our place are late coming to the property, so since we’re seeing tracks coming into the Yellowstone River Valley, I expect we’ll begin seeing tracks, and the animals themselves, at our place soon.”

Rhiann smiled. “That will make a nice Christmas present for Miriam and Naomi.”

Levi smiled back. “One of the things I love about you – always thinking about others’ happiness.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. I haven’t been involved in too many other people’s lives the past year. With us getting the horse ranch up and going, building the house, constructing the new dog and cat enclosures, transporting, adopting, fundraising ... not to mention still writing articles, and of course, losing first Jackson then Elsa... I’m surprised I’ve taken time to be kind or think about anybody.”

Levi placed an arm across her shoulders and hugged her.

“That’s been the story of both our lives, almost since we got back from our honeymoon. It takes a lot of time and energy to build up a horse ranch, let alone the ranch and the sanctuary. I haven’t been the attentive husband I planned to be, and I’m sorry about that. With Arnie missing, I feel I’ve been reawakened to what’s really important – family, friends, us.”

His eyes captured hers, and he whispered, “Let’s plan to do more things like this and do them more often.

Rhiann smiled. “I like the sound of that.”

Their lips met in a soft kiss. Afterward, Levi said, “Let’s plan to pick up something for dinner when we go through Bozeman and take it home. I don’t think either of us wants to cook tonight.”

Rhiann nodded her head. “Good idea. Let’s take some extra for Miriam and Naomi. They are taking care of our dogs in addition to the rescue animals.”

Levi stood. “We can do that.  I know Phil appreciated the gift card to the Gallatin Gateway. I have a feeling he’s going to pop the question to Trisha this Christmas.”

Rhiann also stood, and she smiled. “Good. It’s a bit overdue.”

“She’s been cautious, as you know,” Levi responded. “Being a widow for nearly ten years, she needed time to heal ... and to be sure. Phil’s been respectful of that.”

Rhiann followed her husband as he again broke trail, traveling toward a grove of fir trees. Ten minutes later, she saw Levi stop. He partially turned toward her, put a finger to his lips, and pointed amid the trees to the right. Rhiann looked that direction. She noticed three large depressions of snow. She walked closer to Levi and leaned against his back.

“Elk slept here,” he whispered. “They may not be far away.” 

He took four steps forward, looking intently toward the right. He raised an arm and motioned Rhiann forward. She followed and again leaned against him. He pointed and she saw three bull elk, one with six points on each antler, another with four, and the third with three.

“I’m sure those guys made the tracks we saw earlier,” Levi whispered. “And bedded down among the trees last night.” He took two small steps left. “My camera is easier to reach. Since you still need a few elk photos for the article you submitted last week, go ahead and take this opportunity since these are here now.”

Rhiann unzipped the lower pocket on Levi’s backpack. She reached inside and drew out a small digital camera from the opening. As quietly and carefully as possible, she walked around Levi and found an opening in the tree cover from which to take pictures of the grazing elk. Occasionally, one would paw the snow, digging into the white powder and discover sprigs of dry grass on which to chew. Rhiann zoomed in on the scene, using the telephoto lens on the camera.

Levi leaned in and whispered, “Why don’t you stay here, get the photos you need, and I’ll find a tree for Miriam and Naomi first. Then, we can look for one for us and one for the town together.”

“Are you sure? I probably only need a few more pictures and some landscape shots.”

He nodded. “We can get two things done at once. We shouldn’t stay out too long with the cold, and it gets dark early now.”

“You’re right. Okay, I’ll get some more shots and then join you in the tree grove.”

“Just stay here; I’ll bring the small tree and we can leave it here while we look for the other ones. This will be our landing spot, so to speak.”

Rhiann nodded. “No accidents with that saw or axe, hear me? You’ve got your whistle, right?”

“I do. And you have yours.”

She smiled. “Yes, but since I’m staying put until you come back, I likely won’t need it. Now go so I can get my pictures!”

Levi squeezed her shoulder and began snowshoeing to the north, toward another grove of fir and aspen. Rhiann watched him a moment, and then returned her gaze to the three elk. They had moved several feet away. As she refocused the camera and zoomed in again, trying to capture more landscape, she realized the animals wouldn’t be as apparent. She took three steps closer, still trying to maintain a healthy distance and not spook the animals. She knew winter was a stressful time for wildlife and that each animal needed to conserve energy to survive the long months of cold and snow. Therefore, she stayed back to not spook them. She took a few more photos, but the animals continued to graze away from her.

Rhiann surveyed her surroundings. She saw a large boulder uphill a short distance, still within the grove of Ponderosa, lodgepole, and fir trees. That would give me a different angle on the elk, she thought.

She began to climb, putting one snowshoe in front of the other. She remained hidden by the trees, but she glanced occasionally to ensure she wasn’t scaring the elk. She stopped once to click a few more photos of the animals as a backup plan. She also snapped a few of the mountain scene across from her location. Then, she ascended another few feet. A branch snapped, and the three elk jerked their heads her way. Rhiann froze, keeping her eyes on the animals. After sniffs of the air and glances around them, the animals returned to grazing, but moved farther forward.

She remained still for a few more moments, but the cold began seeping in, so she resumed her climb. Upon reaching her destination and finding a secure, secret spot, she looked upon the scene and smiled. All three elk were in full view as was the snow-laden valley below. Adjusting her location with just a few steps down, she captured the elk with the Bridger Mountains as a background within the viewfinder and snapped a few photos. 

Rhiann smiled. She knew she had the scenes her latest story needed to come to a full essence of her work. She sighed with delight and, after removing snow from atop a portion of the boulder, she sat and again surveyed the area. 

I am so blessed, she thought. Not only do I have the dream of rescuing, adopting, and giving sanctuary to several animals, but I have an amazing, great man in my life, and I get to live in an area with such an abundant variety of wildlife – and natural beauty. And I live not far for the world’s first national park with a uniqueness all its own. 

She turned her gaze to the shimmering winter sky, filled with sunlight and brilliant blue.

“Thank you, Grams,” she whispered. “Without you, your love, your fortitude, your support, none of this would have happened. I just so wish you were here to see this dream come true.”

As Rhiann’s eyes again focused on the elk below, an unusual noise caused her to again glance at the sky. She caught her breath as four large, white birds came into view. The trumpeter swans sounded again, as if speaking to one another, guiding each other in flight. Rhiann stood, gaping at the sight. She threw the camera to her face, attempting to adjust the focus. She maneuvered herself with the snowshoes, keeping the camera’s viewfinder to her eye, and snapped two pictures. Again watching the sky, she saw the swans veer right, and she turned herself that way also. She took two more photos, and then, still looking at the birds, she took two more steps, coming out of the tree line to get a better view. One snowshoe caught on the other, causing Rhiann to stumble. She reached for the boulder to steady herself, however, ice on the rock caused her hand to slip and the crossed shoes made her right ankle give away. Rhiann began to fall. The incline of the hill generated momentum, making her summersault. 

“Levi!” she screamed.

The elk startled and began to run, and in the air, the four swans flew toward the river.
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From his position deep in the fir and aspen grove, Levi heard commotion. He paused from chopping the four-foot fir and listened intently. Not hearing anything distinct, he resumed his work. Then came another sound – a whistle. 

“Rhiann!”

The hoarseness of his voice caught him off-guard, but the lurch in his heart motivated him to hustle toward where he left his wife. He dropped the axe and trudged as fast yet as accurate as he could. Falling once in his rushed state, he righted himself and focused on getting to her.

“You need to concentrate, Butler,” he spoke to himself. “You can’t reach her if you keep falling.”

He allowed his EMS training and service to kick in. He was rescuing a person; he would not allow himself to get carried away with whom the person was, just rescue the person.

He arrived at the location where he had left Rhiann. He looked around. Where is she? His heart thundered in his chest.

“I told her to stay here,” he muttered.

He took a few steps, eyes darting around. He walked into the clearing and yelled, “Rhiann! Where are you?”

The blast from a whistle came to his ears. He looked south. Hundreds of yards away he saw her soft green backpack and the shape of her body, partially in a stream, broken ice around her lower extremities.

“Oh, God!” he murmured.

Levi traveled in her direction. The snow lessened as he came closer due to the exposure of the sun, but in his haste, he stumbled twice. 

“Easy, Butler,” he cautioned himself. “Remember your training.”

He concentrated on walking steadily, focused on Rhiann’s location. Once there, he assessed her condition and situation: a large gash across her forehead, arm dangling in an awkward position, and both legs in a small, yet deep creek, ice chunks around her waist. Levi immediately pulled her from the water. He noticed the whistle clenched in her right hand. She looked at him, tears in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “The photos ....”

“Hush. Everything’s okay,” he interrupted.

He whipped off his backpack, dug out a blanket, a fleece jacket, white string, and some sturdy rope.

“My left arm...”

“I know. I’ll take care of it. First we need to get you out of those wet clothes.”

After checking for broken bones in her legs and feet and taking note of her swollen ankles, he lay Rhiann lengthwise.

“Just lay still,” he whispered. 

Levi shed his goose down winter coat and zipped on the fleece. He unlaced Rhiann’s boots, noting that one of her snowshoes was missing. She must have tried kicking them off when she hit the water. He saved his questions – getting her out and to a hospital was crucial. Questions and answers later. He allowed his wilderness survival training to kick in, assessing what he knew he had and what he’d need to warm her and get her out of the backcountry.

Once he stripped her of boots, nylon ski pants, leggings, and long johns, he donned his larger polyurethane leggings on her and then wrapped her legs and waist with his down coat. He cinched the dry, warm clothing with string. Rhiann remained quiet, and though his brain appreciated that, his heart needed reassurance she remained conscious.

“You hanging in there okay, kiddo?”

He tried to maintain lightness to his voice.

“Yeah. Just a bit cold.”

He chuckled. “That’ll happen when someone’s stripped of clothing in thirty-degree weather. You’ll warm up pretty fast with that goose down on you.”

“Will you be okay?”

“Of course. I worked up a sweat playing lumberjack, remember?”

“Levi, I’m sorry. I didn’t watch where I was going ...”

“Hey, caught up in the moment. I know those elk were grand ...”

“It wasn’t just the elk. Levi, I saw four trumpeters.”

He looked at her. “You did, uh? Wow – amazing.”

He saw tears stream down her face. “But I lost the camera. I was thanking Grams for her gifts, and they came – four of them. It was like Grams and Grandpop and Mom and Dad were there, just for me. And I lost the camera.”

His heart wrenched. He knew the story of her parents’ passing in a car accident, and the loss of her dear grandmother, her Grams, always made his heart twist. Now, knowing how the accident happened and what it meant for her to see those swans, nearly doubled him over. However, he had to focus. Getting Rhiann out of here was vital. He squeezed her hand.

“I’ll find it,” he promised. “I’ll come back soon and find the camera.”

She looked at him, love shining in her eyes. “You’d do that?”

He nodded. “I promise. Now, we gotta get out of here. I have to go play lumberjack for a few minutes again.”

He reached into his pack and pulled out a bottle of water and some bandages.

“I need to take care of your arm and the cut on your head. Here, drink this while I wrap your forehead and make a sling.”

She accepted the water in her right hand as he helped her sit up. He placed his pack and hers, which she had somehow tossed while in the stream, behind her lower back. Rhiann wiggled until she was comfortably upright and drank from the water bottle. Levi wound a bandage around her head and noticed her wince.

“Sorry if it’s painful. We need to stop the bleeding.”

Rhiann nodded.

He then checked her arm. She cried out.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Levi said. “Doesn’t appear broken, but likely you dislocated your shoulder. The sling will help until we get to Livingston.” 

He wrapped the sling around her neck and secured it. Afterward, he said, “I’m going to make a travois to get you to the truck. Then, we’ll head for the clinic in town.”

He felt her hand on his arm. He looked at her and saw sorrow reflected in her green eyes.

“I’m really sorry. I ruined our outing.”

He plastered a smile on his face. “Are you kidding? This is the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Life was getting boring. You’re helping me keep my skills up.”

She choked as she laughed. He kissed her on the cheek and re-wrapped her scarf and hat around her face.

“I’ll be back soon.”

As he trudged back toward the timber, he realized he’d left the axe when he heard the whistle. At least one tree is cut, he thought. He just needed one more to make the poles for the travois. I need to get her out of here soon. 
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NEARLY TWO HOURS LATER, dragging the travois with Rhiann atop it, Levi arrived at the truck. Gulping air, he breathed in and out. Cell phone in hand, he punched in 9-1-1. A female operator answered immediately.

“What’s your emergency?”

“I’m bringing in a forty-five-year-old healthy white female from the Broken Hills trail near Emigrant. My name is Levi Butler; I’m former EMS supervisor out of Colter. The woman has taken a fall of about 500 feet during a snowshoe outing. She landed in a creek and her lower body was submerged for about ten minutes. She has a head laceration and a dislocated shoulder.”

“Copy, Mr. Butler. I’ll send emergency crews immediately.”

“Have them meet me. I have the woman in my truck, or will shortly, and we’re heading for the clinic in Livingston.”

“Copy that. Please describe your vehicle.”

The phone cradled against his neck, he lifted Rhiann into the passenger’s seat and responded, “A red Toyota Tundra, 2019, four-door, black stripe on each side,” he responded. “Plate number Montana 6-55501T.” 

“Copy. I’ll get someone heading your way and inform Livingston clinic you’re coming.”

“Thank you.”

He clicked off and then tilted the passenger seat back. “Just rest,” he told Rhiann in a tender voice.

He checked the bandage around her head and noticed the blood flow had ceased. He shucked the snowshoes from his feet, tossed them behind the seat, and slammed the door. He ran around the side of the truck and, after throwing their backpacks, which he had carried, into the bed of the truck, Levi climbed into the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. He looked at Rhiann briefly, saw her eyes closed, and, for his own reassurance, asked, “Ready?”

“Home, James,” she murmured.

“One stop first,” he said, putting the truck in gear.

“Oh, yeah, we have to get Weston to Mrs. Stanfield.”

Levi looked at her and punched the gas pedal. 

God, get us to the clinic; she’s going into shock.
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Rhiann’s eyes fluttered open. She glanced around and saw white walls to the right and to the left. The overhead florescent lights made her wince, and she closed her eyes again. She felt a hand encase her arm.

“Hey, babe – you awake?” a man’s voice whispered from what seemed a canyon.

She moved her head to left and opened her eyes again. Levi’s face came into focus after a moment.

“Yeah, kinda,” Rhiann murmured. “What happened? Where am I?”

“The Livingston Health Clinic. You took a tumble down a mountain.”

Images flashed through her brain, and she again closed her eyes. “Snowshoes. Elk.”

“That’s right.” 

Rhiann detected relief in his voice. She looked at Levi again and tried to smile.

“And swans – trumpeter swans.”

He grinned. “Yeah. You and those birds. That’s not the only time I had to rescue you when it came to swans.”

Rhiann’s smile grew. “Hey, you didn’t have to pull out of the Madison River – I didn’t fall in.”

“You would have if I hadn’t grabbed your arm.”

Levi grinned.

“Well, my enjoyment of nature is one of the reasons you love me so much.”

She watched her husband lean down and felt a feathery kiss upon her cheek.

“Very true,” he whispered in her ear afterward. “One of many reasons.”

“Ah, I see our patient is awake.”

Rhiann’s eyes left her husband’s face and looked forward. A man dressed in a white lab coat stepped into the room from the doorway. “Welcome back, Mrs. Butler,” he said. 

“How long was I out?”

“Nearly two hours, from the time your husband put you in the truck until now. That was a bit of an accident you had.”

The flashlight he held flickered into eyes. Rhiann blinked.

“I despise those things,” she muttered. 

The doctor chuckled.

“Good. Shows us your reflexes are responding. I wanted to make sure of that before sending you on to Bozeman.”

“Bozeman? Why?”

“For observation,” Levi responded. “You’ll need to stay overnight.”

She looked at him. “I just want to go home. I can rest there. I’m sure you’ll watch for any complications.”

“Well, first and foremost, you’ve dislocated your shoulder,” the doctor interjected. “Secondly, you’ve experienced a mild concussion, and thirdly, part of your body lay in water for several minutes. There are a lot of potential complications. It’s best you stay in the hospital for a bit.”

Rhiann looked at him again. “My husband’s a former EMT. He can ....”

“I’m fully aware of who your husband is, Mrs. Butler,” the doctor interrupted. “But I want you in the hospital, even just overnight, so there’s someone nearby around the clock.”

“Levi can do that...” Rhiann started.

“Rhiann, we’re doing what Dr. Benson says,” her husband stated. “I fully agree with him.”

“Levi, come on. You can watch me. We can ask Miriam to come stay if you’d feel better. I can recover at home.”

“This is not for debate,” Levi said in a firm tone. “If the shoe was on the other foot, you’d be telling me to listen to the doctor.”

Rhiann sighed. “Okay, okay, you’re right – I’d insist, too, if it was you laying here.”

Levi smiled and patted her arm. “I know. That’s why I said that.”

“Now that’s settled, let’s get you ready,” the doctor said.

“No need for an ambulance, Dr. Benson,” Levi said. “I’ll take her in myself.”

The attending physician smiled. “I figured as much.”

******** 
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, her left arm in a new sling and the cut above her left eye stitched and re-bandaged, Rhiann sat in the passenger seat of Levi’s truck.

“I thought I’d let you know I contacted Mrs. Stanfield and asked her how Weston was doing,” Levi said. 

Rhiann looked at him, and after glancing at her and then back to the interstate, Levi continued, “All is well. Weston settled in nicely and earlier today they went on a short walk. Mrs. Stanfield is quite happy, and she thinks the dog is, too. Another good match you’ve done!”

Rhiann smiled. “I’m happy for both of them. I thought Weston would do well with her. She’s such a nice, kind person.”

Levi reached a hand over toward her and interlaced his fingers with hers. 

“You really shine with these rescues and adoptions,” he said.

“You’re sweet to say that. Thank you.” She bit her lower lip and then asked in a tentative tone, “Any word on the search for Arnie?”

Levi shook his head and returned his right hand to the steering wheel. “I checked in with Phil, but he’s heard nothing either.”

“Florence must be a mess,” Rhiann said. “I know I would be if you were the one out there that people were looking for and there was no word.”

They traveled in silence for a few moments.

“When I spoke with Phil, he said the Corgi and the cat were recovering well. They’re with Trisha now, and she will keep them until tomorrow when you’re released from the hospital.”

Rhiann sighed. “Do we really have to go? Can’t you just take me home? I think it’s a waste of time...”

“Rhiann, we talked about this,” Levi said in a stern voice. “An overnight observation is a good idea. You took a bump on the head, you dislocated your shoulder, and you lay in water in below freezing temperatures. It’s a precaution that I support.”

“All right,” she conceded. She leaned her head against the seat and closed her eyes. “I’m glad to hear about Maverick and Mina. I suspect we’ll have a hard time placing them if we don’t find their owners. Obviously, they need to stay together. Finding a home for a cat and a dog is difficult, especially a Corgi due to the herding instinct.”

“At least he doesn’t herd the cat.”

Rhiann snickered. “Well, yes, he does have that positive trait going for him.” 

“Maybe Trisha will foster them until you find the owners or a new family. Adoptions have gone well the past few months, right?”

She nodded her head and responded, “Thanks to our annual harvest festival mid-October. I’m so glad you agreed to make it an annual event, especially to coincide with National Adopt-a-Dog Month.” 

Levi smiled. “It’s a fun thing to do, and October is such a beautiful month in our little valley. Adding more to the petting zoo this year with the llamas and alpacas from Wingate’s Woolens sure drew more people this year.”

Rhiann looked at him and returned his smile. Then, she said, “And the mini-donkeys – they were so delightful!”

“The kids loved them, didn’t they?”

Rhiann chuckled. “Not just the kids.”

Levi glanced at her. “One day we’ll have a pair as well. We need to build up the horse herd first.”

“I know, and I know adding more animals isn’t the best idea now. But I plan to take you up on that ‘one day.’”

She lay back against the headrest once again.

“Tired?” Levi asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. So much going on right now...”

He reached over, took her hand, and squeezed it. “Sleep. We’ll be in Bozeman soon enough.”

Rhiann glanced at him and murmured, “I’m sorry, Levi. I sure ruined our Christmas tree gathering, and with Arnie still missing .... It’s not quite the getaway we wanted, is it?”

He winced and then responded, “Maybe not, but a dog got a home, an older lady has a new companion, we’ve experienced some natural beauty and wonders, and you’re going to be fine. Maybe tomorrow will be a better day – for everyone.”

She gave him a brief smile and then closed her eyes.
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Chapter 8
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“I found it!” Levi yelled from the large boulder where Rhiann had stood yesterday.

He raised the camera into the air. Phil Kimball, his best friend from his years at the EMS Department, looked up from one hundred yards below, closer to the stream in which Rhiann had fallen. Phil gave Levi a thumbs up.

Lifting his feet as he snowshoed down the ridge, Levi ambled toward Phil. Once beside his buddy, Levi grinned.

“Mission accomplished.”

“Except for getting these trees, and ourselves, back to your truck.”

Phil nodded at the four recently-chopped firs lying at his feet. 

“Hey, no sweat. We’re two brawny dudes,” Levi stated.

Phil grinned. “Well, I say we’ll work up quite a sweat between here and your pick-up. So,” he handed Levi a thermos. “Drink up, brawny dude – water is good for the soul.”

“Being out here is good for my soul,” Levi countered, accepting the container. “Except for thinking of our missing friend.”

Phil nodded, and Levi took a long drink of water from the thermos. 

“Yeah. I really thought they’d have found him by now.”

“I sure wish we could have gone out with the search teams,” Levi commented. “I’d have thought the sheriff would have let us go today.”

“Maybe he’s worried what they might find ... when they find Arnie,” Phil countered.

“This sure has been a crappy last few days.”

“At least Rhiann’s going to be all right,” Phil said. “I wasn’t sure how
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