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Prologue
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Rhiann Kelly Butler sat at a table in the dining room of the Gallatin Gateway Inn. Golden streamers hung from the ceiling and banners announcing, “Happy New Year!” hung from the three log walls. Bottles of champagne graced pushed-together tables in two corners of the room, and crystalline chandeliers abounded, adding to the celebratory and romantic ambiances of this New Year’s Eve night in the historic building.

Through the dual windows next to the table, she gazed upon snow sparkling like diamonds as the nearly full moon caressed the ground. Stars glimmered in the clear sky. 

“Always a nice view from here.”

Levi’s whispered words caused her to smile and turn her head. Her emerald eyes twinkled at him.

“This is the table we had when we came for our anniversary last year.”

His dazzling smile caused her heart to leap, as always. She never tired of the smile that graced his face and caused his dimples to appear. More than five years together and almost five years married, and his mischievous tenderness continued to cause her heart to skip a beat. Sometimes several.

“I specifically requested it. But I wasn’t just speaking of the outdoor view; I also meant the view I have of you from here.”

A slight blush came to her face. She had purchased a semi-formal dress for the weekend getaway, knowing a New Year’s Eve party with music and dancing took place after dinner. She relished dancing with him, from the first steps they had shared during the Harvest Ball more than five years ago to their wedding a few months later. Additional fundraisers for her animal sanctuary, Christmas and New Year’s parties, barbecues, Fourth of July celebrations, and other events during the past half-decade brought them together on dance floors as well; two-stepping, waltzing, and jitterbugging together where among the many activities they joyfully shared. So, tonight, she’d worn a tea-length sea-green chiffon with a full skirt, knowing how it would flow as she walked, waltzed, and swayed with him. She’d pulled her dark auburn hair back with combs made of mother-of-pearl and opal, a Christmas gift from her sister. Erin always found ways to help her feel more feminine, especially since she worked at the sanctuary all day, living on the ranch with Levi, and wearing primarily jeans. Her best friend, Trisha, also more of a cowgirl at heart as a vet tech, also knew when time called for ‘dress-up.’ During a Christmas shopping adventure in Billings three weeks ago, she had coaxed Rhiann into buying the dress.

“You will knock Levi dead in his boots when he sees you in this!” she had said. 

Because she knew they would be spending New Year’s Eve at the Inn, she decided to pay the insane price – the dress could be used for future occasions, she had reasoned. 

“I’m glad you like what you see, outside and inside,” Rhiann whispered back.

Levi enveloped her hand into his. The shiver she had experienced from his first touch those years before once again tickled her skin.

“You look happy,” Levi commented in a soft tone.

“Why shouldn’t I be? You’ve brought me to my favorite restaurant, it’s a beautiful winter night, and I’m out with the man I so deeply love.”

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. 

“I know you love this place, and they have a great way to ring in a new year.”

“Yes, I do love the Inn. Brings back wonderful memories.”

“For me as well,” he responded, grinning like a schoolboy.

A slight blush came to Rhiann’s face, as the memory of their first dinner at the restaurant filled her brain and heart.

Their eyes locked. Levi cupped her face in his hands. His head dipped and his lips covered hers. Eyes closed and heart pounding, Rhiann allowed herself to feel all the emotions she had locked away. Levi deepened the kiss, and his hands encircled her waist, searing her skin and her lips. She entwined her right arm around his neck and pulled him closer. His lips trailed over her neck and a sigh of longing escaped her mouth. She felt his heart beating rapidly, almost in time with her own. A ragged breath escaped Levi’s mouth as he drew back. 

“You’ve captured my heart, Rhiann,” he whispered. He traced a finger across her cheek and around her chin, then up the other cheek. She closed her eyes and sighed. His lips close to her mouth, he murmured, “I want to kiss you again.”

She opened her eyes and smiled. “What are you waiting for?”

His mouth crushed hers as a flame of passion ignited between them.

“I have a surprise for you.”

Levi’s statement brought Rhiann back to the present. 

She smiled. “Let me guess. A sleigh ride.”

He frowned. “How’d you know.”

“Because you know I love doing that when we come here in the winter.”

His frown deepened. 

“I’m getting too predictable.”

She squeezed his hand, still smiling. 

“No, you just know me well.”

Levi grinned. “Well, I did go outside the box a little bit.” 

He then looked over at the hostess, motioned to her, and nodded. Rhiann looked from one to the other. As she looked at her husband again, she lowered her head and whispered, “Levi. What are you...?”

His grin deepened. 

“To show you I’m not always predictable.”

Rhiann again looked from him to the hostess, she watched the woman walk to their table. She carried a large vase of flowers. When she set the arrangement between Rhiann and Levi, giving each a large smile, Rhiann saw the bouquet filled with red and white carnations, white lilies, and red roses. She stared at them for a moment, then at the hostess again.

“Enjoy, Mrs. Butler! Happy New Year!”

The woman walked away. Rhiann looked at Levi. The grin remained on his face.

“Surprise!”

Her emerald eyes wide, Rhiann said in a choked whisper, “Levi! These are stunning!”

“Just like you.”

Rhiann shook her head. “I ... I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything. Your face says it all.”

Rhiann inhaled deeply. The fragrance of the lilies mingled with the striking scent of the partially-opened roses.

“Umm. They smell wonderful!”

She placed the white porcelain vase closer to the window, inhaled deeply again, and then leaned her face close to Levi’s. 

“Such an amazing surprise. They are beautiful. Thank you so much.”

Their lips met in a tender kiss. She provided butterfly-like caresses on his lips and heard his light sigh of pleasure. Afterward, Levi pulled back slightly. 

“I wonder what you’ll give me after you see this,” he said with a half-tease.

Rhiann watched as Levi reached into his woolen suit jacket’s left pocket and presented her with an envelope. She noticed the outside decorated with stickers of Christmas trees, toasting glasses, red hearts, red and white roses, and green shamrocks. Rhiann gave him and the envelope a puzzled look.

Smiling, her husband said, “Open it.”

She complied. She withdrew a letter-sized piece of paper, unfolded it, and read:

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, my love! Happy early anniversary, too! Number 5 is approaching, and so in honor of the wonderful years we’ve shared, on Valentine’s Day we will be celebrating our anniversary in Shannon, Ireland. I want us to retrace your family’s lineage and to enjoy a much-deserved and special vacation. I love you, Rhiann, with all my heart and soul. – Your beloved husband.

Rhiann looked from the letter to Levi. His handsome grin and the love reflected in his eyes showered her with warmth. 

“I ... I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “Levi, this ... this is so wonderful!”

“See, I can think outside the box now and then.” 

In a serious tone, he said as he looked into her eyes, “Merry Christmas a week later, Happy New Year, and happy early anniversary.”

Rhiann stared at the envelope again for a brief moment.

“I can’t wait to look at my ancestry information again and find out more about Grams’ and Grandpops’ Irish relatives.” 

She looked at Levi and said in a hushed tone, “Thank you so much, Levi. This is an amazing, incredible gift. All of this ...” 

Her hand swept from the flowers, past the window, and across the dining area.

“All of this is just so wonderful!”

She leaned her face across the table once again, and Levi, a smile upon his face, met her halfway. They shared a lingering, deep, and passionate kiss. 

As he broke away from her, his mischievous grin reappeared.

“Now, that’s a kiss I’ve been hoping for,” Levi said.

Rhiann gave him a saucy grin and whispered, “There’s more of those in a little while. I’m glad the Inn offers daytime sleigh rides because after dinner and a few dances, we’ll be going to our room to ring in the new year.”
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Chapter 1
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Levi leaned against the newly constructed corral, observing the six horses behind the fence as they munched hay. Bundled in a woolen and fleece coat, brown leather gloves, and a red, green, and blue tartan scarf around his neck, the Montana late-January morning nipped his face. The dark brown Stetson hat he often wore covered his head but didn’t protect the exposed tissue of his face and ears. He didn’t want to scare the small herd of horses, so he endured the frigidity.

Two black appaloosas, one red roan, one blue roan, one bay, and one brown and white paint graced the early dawn setting. Levi smiled. I made good choices with these. 

He turned slightly when a gentle hand touched his shoulder. His onyx eyes captured the emerald ones of his wife, and he smiled.

“Awfully chilly to be standing here looking at horses,” Rhiann whispered.

“No other place I’d rather be,” he responded.

Her left eyebrow arched. “Really?”

Levi captured her lips with his. After a lengthy kiss, he responded, “I wanted to let you sleep in. We had a hectic day yesterday, getting these guys settled in and then that dog rescue later in the day. We were both up last night dealing with animals. You deserved to sleep in.”

Rhiann, also dressed against the winter cold in a gray woolen coat and a gray and blue plaid knitted scarf, handed him a steaming cup of coffee with her leather-gloved left hand. He accepted her gift as she wrapped both of her hands around her own mug of hot liquid.

“Thanks.”

“One thing I’ve learned these past few years is your need to be with the new stock first thing the next morning.” 

She looked at the horses. 

“So, how are they doing?”

“Good so far,” Levi answered as his eyes again focused on the horses. “They’re rugged enough to survive this major cold snap. Being on the Wyoming prairie since birth taught them those skills.” 

He took a sip of coffee and then continued, “We’re fortunate to have such beautiful animals. That brown and white paint stallion is going to make some gorgeous foals.”

“Don’t let Phoenix and George hear you say that,” she said, a tease in her voice, and she slipped her right hand through his left arm, balancing her coffee mug in her left hand.

“Phoenix needs to retire as lead stud anyway; we’ve known that for the past few years,” Levi said. “I may also need to retire him as my work horse – the arthritis in his feet has gotten worse this winter.”

Rhiann nodded. 


“And this Arctic air can’t be helping.”


“That’s why he’s been in the barn the past few days. You have some horses at the sanctuary that are mostly companion stock, so we’ll put Phoenix with them this summer.” 

He gazed at the horses in the corral more intently. 

“George will continue making great foals for the next few years, and then this guy,” he nodded toward the brown and white paint, “will step into the role.”

“You chose a fine group again, Levi. Do you think their life at the Honor Farm the past year will have softened them against this kind of weather?”

Levi shook his head. 

“Although they’ve been worked with and will become more tame and trustworthy as I continue their training, wild horses always have that inner strength and sense of survival. George and the rest we got five years ago still do fine in frigid weather like this.”

He glanced at Rhiann again and saw a smile on her face. 

“We certainly had a unique honeymoon, didn’t we? Spending time at a wild horse auction, transporting rescue dogs, conducting book signings – not typical.”

Levi grinned. “That’s because we’re not typical people. We’re unique, and we make a great team because of that uniqueness.”

He sighed as he looked upon the horses once again.

“What is it, Levi?”

“I’m wondering if this might be our last group of wild mustangs. After I picked them up the other day, I overheard a group of guys at the Honor Farm talking about the program going on hiatus because of the latest stance the Bureau of Land Management is taking on southern herds in Wyoming. I did a little more research and learned thousands of horses have been removed from the range.”

“What? Thousands?”

He heard the rise in Rhiann’s voice. He nodded as his heart constricted.

“Seems the cattle and sheep ranchers won a lawsuit to have nearly all wild horses removed from public lands in southern Wyoming."

“How can that be? That’s public land, belonging to everyone, not just some people who want to graze livestock.”

Levi nodded.

“I know. I don’t understand it either.”

"What’s happening to the horses after they’re removed?”

“For now, they’re kept on a ranch in the state supposedly to be auctioned off.”

“Can’t we bid on some of them?”

Levi shook his head.

“Too many have gotten sick, and some are dying. If they can’t control the disease, none will be sold.”

“Good, Lord!”

He slipped his arm around her shoulder and drew her close to his body.

“Makes me sick, too. If we and others could at least bid on and buy them, we could save some. The disease may have spread too far, though.”

A few moments of silence passed between them and then Levi hugged her close again.

“I’m going to keep my eyes and ears open. We’ll do what we can when and if opportunity arises.”

“I think this calls for writing our elected officials,” Rhiann whispered. “Generations of horses have only known living in the wild. Yes, I understand the need to keep populations in check, like what’s done with the Pryor Mountain herds, but there’s no good reason those horses can’t share the public lands as their ancestors did and, like I said, no reason for landowners to claim all grazing rights to what’s public land. Those lands belong to everyone and to every creature, not just a select few.”

She turned to face him.

“We have an animal sanctuary – if wild horses need a sanctuary to survive, let’s bring some here, and not just for your horse business.”

Levi smiled and caressed her cheek with his gloved hand.

“You have a big heart – one of the reasons I fell in love with you. Like I said, we’ll do what we can when we can. Whether the sanctuary or the horse business, we’ll look to save wild horses. I can’t stand the thought of hundreds dying during roundups or because too many are enclosed in spaces not meant for the numbers taken.”

“Please keep me in the loop on this, Levi.”

“I will. In the meantime, I want you to be thinking of happier things – like our upcoming anniversary and vacation. Just think – in a few weeks we’ll be winging our way over the Atlantic Ocean for that special trip.”

Rhiann smiled. “I can’t believe we’re going to Ireland! All the places we’re going to see and the activities we’re going to do!”

“Believe it,” he whispered into her ear. “Our fifth Valentine’s Day and our fifth anniversary call for a special celebration. We’ve had a rough past couple of years – your illness, Daniel’s death...”

Both sobered, remembering their brother-in-law.

“But, good things, too, like Phil and Trisha’s wedding, my sister meeting Mike and the two of them marrying ...”

Levi nodded.

“Definitely a busy couple of years.”

He saw a smile reappear on his wife’s face, and she snuggled against him.

“I’m so excited for this trip!” She looked up at him. “Thank you for such a special gift, Levi. I truly love you.”

He leaned down, and his lips captured her mouth in a quick yet passionate kiss.

—————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
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RHIANN RELISHED THE warmth she experienced from her husband’s kiss and embrace. She marveled, not for the first time, how much love she and Levi shared, especially considering their ages and nearly five years of marriage. Married in their middle years of life, she remained in awe at their connection. 

“What do you think?”

Levi’s voice broke her thoughts. She gazed at him. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear all you said.”

He smiled and brushed a stray lock of auburn hair back under her woolen scarf.

“I thought you were a few miles away. What were you thinking about?”

“Us.” 

She snuggled close to him again. 

“Funny,” he said, still smiling. “That’s what I was talking about.” 

Still holding her close, she watched as his gaze fell back upon the horses and the landscape behind the corral. Her gaze turned upon the scene as well. The rising sun kissed the nearby mountain peaks covered in a large blanket of snow. Shades of apricot and scarlet in the sky created a halo effect on the heights surrounding the ranch they developed during the past several years. She listened to him as he continued speaking.

“I was saying that Phil has agreed to help Dave with the ranch and the sanctuary while we’re gone.”

“I sure wish Phil would take you up on the offer of becoming co-manager. With the herd growing and the sanctuary expanding, we need the extra help.”

She felt Levi nod his head. 

“He loves the EMS work, but I know he’s thinking about the offer.”

“You reminded him about the barn cats, too, I hope. And the goats.”

She felt him nod again.

“I did. Although I think Dave’s daughter still wants those jobs.”

Rhiann smiled, thinking of the vivacious nine-year-old. 

“She sure has flourished at the sanctuary.”

“Since Dave got out of prison and has come aboard the past year, I’d say the whole family has flourished.”

“We made the right decision, giving him a second chance.”

“Yes, we did. He’s quite the handyman and horseman.”

The two remained silent for a moment, and then Rhiann stepped from her husband’s embrace. 

“I’d better get our breakfast going. I need to head over to the sanctuary soon and check in on the dog we brought in last night. Trisha will be out here around ten to check him.”

“Nice to have your best friend as a vet tech, isn’t it?”

Rhiann smiled and kissed his cheek. 

“Trisha may be my best female friend, but I believe my dear husband is my bestest friend.”

He returned her smile, picked up her gloved hand, and kissed it. 

“I never tire of hearing that. See you at breakfast. I’m going to feed the goats and cats, and then I’ll be in.”

Rhiann nodded and began walking to the nearby house, a log-sided, bi-level dwelling with a green tin roof. Shrouded within her coat and the tartan scarf her sister, Erin, sent as a Christmas gift, Rhiann whispered a thankful prayer. Not only did the clothing she and Levi wore protect them amid the frigid air that covered southwestern Montana, but the animals remained warm and well-fed. The forecast predicted another two days and nights of zero and below. 

She gazed at the home, smiling as her eyes reached the left dormer. Her sweet spot, her own sanctuary, where she escaped with a good book now and then with their two canine companions. Jax, the black and white shih tzu she had brought into the marriage, and Diamond, the King Charles cavalier spaniel she and Levi had adopted during their honeymoon, often lounged on dog beds when Rhiann hung out in the dormer room, which also served as her home office space. There, she wrote articles, blog posts, and most recently, her latest book manuscript. Running an animal rescue sanctuary filled her heart and soul, but bills were paid from her writing endeavors as well as income brought in from Levi’s horse business, his EMT pension, and interest from her grandmother’s estate. 

“I’m so blessed,” she whispered aloud. 

She looked skyward. Only a few cotton-like clouds stood sentry amid the brilliant blue.

“Thank you, Grams, for helping me get here. I so wish you could share this wonderful life with me. Somehow, though, I think you are doing just that.” 
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Three hours later, sitting in the medical wing of the large, restored barn currently housing six dogs, Rhiann and her friend Trisha Kimball engaged in conversation.

“He was lucky – nothing super serious,” the vet tech said after taking a sip from her coffee cup. “The sutures will need to stay in about a week.”

“Thanks for coming out so late last night and then back this morning to check on him,” Rhiann said. 

Trisha smiled. “It’s no problem. You know I love this kind of work.”

“Yeah, but when it takes you away from your family ...”

Her friend waived her hand. “Phil’s working the night shift this week. Besides, when you have an animal emergency and he has EMS work as well as emergencies, we both just know this is what we’ve chosen to do with our lives. We support each other, you know that.”

Rhiann nodded.

“Although I remember a time when you had doubts.”

Trisha sighed and sat on a chair across from Rhiann.

“Yeah. Having lost my first husband in a war and having another man whose an EMT and went out on emergencies all times of the day and night no matter the weather ... well, I just had that hesitation for a while.”

Rhiann smiled. “But who can resist a Christmas proposal?”

Trisha grinned. “And a beach wedding the next winter!”

“We’re both lucky women – we have romantic, kind husbands.”

As each woman sipped their coffee, Trisha said, “Speaking of which, not much longer until that big anniversary trip for you and Levi. Are you way past excited?”

Rhiann’s smile held strong as she nodded.

“I’ve done a lot of research about my grandparents’ lineage, and I have a good idea of where their parents and ancestors are buried. I’ve emailed the rectory but still waiting for an answer. With Erin and Mike meeting us a few days after Levi and I arrive, I’m extra excited to share the heritage trip with my sister.”

“That’s so special, Rhiann! Their first anniversary is coming up this summer, isn’t it?”

Rhiann nodded. “So, the trip is our anniversary gift to them but also Mike is paying for part of it as a gift to Erin.”

Trisha shook her head in awe. 

“That’s just so great.”

“Can you believe – the three of us couples: me and Levi, you and Phil, his best friend, and my sister and Mike, whom she met at Compassion Ranch more than a year after Daniel passed away.”

“She and Mike had known each other in high school, right?”

Rhiann nodded. 

“And then, more than thirty years later, they end up at the same animal sanctuary, she as a volunteer and he as the manager. They still go back every summer to help out.”

“I can’t believe he left his fulltime job there to live with her in Florida.”

“That’s love for you! They do come west in the summer to work and so Mike can fish and spend time with his sons.”

“Love wins when there’s compromise.”

“So true.”

Rhiann took a deep breath. 

“Speaking of which, have you and Phil talked anymore about the offer Levi made to him? You’re here fulltime, thanks to Florence’s generosity, really more than fulltime with every call I give you...”

“Just stop! We’re friends, and we’re partners in this work. You know I love my work here,” Trisha said.

Rhiann nodded. 

“Yes, I know that, and I’m truly grateful. What about Phil? Is he at all interested in co-managing the ranch with Levi?”

“I really should let him and Levi talk about this, but, between you and me, yes, he’s seriously considering it. The two of you are so generous to give us a small piece of land so we can set up our home here as well. I know Phil loves his work as captain of the EMS department, and of course he loves to help people – we’re both in the emergency medicine business, one of us helps animals and the other helps people. It’s what we do.”

“Is he really ready to leave what he loves to join you, us, in what we love?”

Trisha chuckled. 

“Oh, he loves working with animals, too. He cried as much as I did when Rae passed away; he came to love that dog.”

Tears touched Rhiann’s eyes remembering the older, blind dog she and her
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