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      Dear Reader,

      I hope you enjoy spending time in Wildwood Falls, Montana. While the town and the locations in this story are fictional, they comprise the spirt of the Montana I know and love. I hope you enjoy getting to know the Walker family and the extended community of friends that comprise Wildwood Falls. As you may notice, I like to revisit characters that we’ve met before, such as Luke and Joy. I hope you enjoy the small glimpses into their life after their happily ever after as much as I do.

      This three-book mini-series within my Wildwood Falls series, of which this is the second story, all center around the theme of second chances. If you’ve fallen for Wildwood Falls, don’t worry, there are more stories to read!

      What I love about romance novels is that characters find love because of their personal growth. I strongly believe everyone deserves to find love and that we all need second chances sometimes.

      I’m so glad you’ve found my stories and given me the opportunity to introduce you to the town and characters of Wildwood Falls.

      All my best,

      Heather
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      There was a grizzly bear in the airport. True, the bear was stuffed, but it stood at least six feet tall, encased in glass, greeting travelers as soon as they disembarked the plane. Victoria Forsham did not have a frame of reference for taxidermy in the airport.

      Her hometown airport in San Francisco was notably devoid of bears of any sort. Wildwood Falls International Airport doubled down on the bear content. How this small airport was “international” was beyond her understanding.

      Recovering from her momentary fright, she navigated around the grizzly, silently hoping this was as close as she would get to the enormous animal. Two weeks spent in the backcountry of Montana made the possibility of a close encounter with the real thing more than likely.

      At baggage claim, she noticed bears were not the only animals the Wildwood Falls airport boasted. The high ledge above the sole baggage carousel depicted a mountain goat scene.

      I’m not in the big city anymore.

      For the thousandth time this hour, she questioned her decision to sign up for a reality dating show set in the wilds of Montana. A few weeks and many margaritas ago, it had sounded like a great idea. The best way to get over one guy was to get… stranded in the woods with another one? No, that wasn’t quite right.

      Her best friend’s voice echoed in her head. “You only miss the shots you don’t take.” Amanda meant well, but Victoria thought that the last place she should be is on a dating show in Montana.

      Sure, her fiancé left her on the day of their wedding to elope with his secretary. How cliché. Victoria was the vice president of marketing for the company his family owned, so besides being out of a fiancé and an apartment, she was also out of a job. And running low on self-respect.

      Nothing could ease the sting of that humiliation. It was bad enough her fiancé had been cheating on her for their entire engagement, but he then stood her up on their wedding day, pulling a no-show at the crucial moment.

      Victoria was standing at the back of the church, her arm through her father’s, as the beginning notes of the “Wedding March” played. Then stopped.

      The church full of people turned to the altar, noting the missing groom. Then heads swiveled back to her, poised and ready, waiting.

      Realization dawned, and she ran. She made it down the street until the reality dawned that with no money or phone, she was helpless. She sank down on the curb right there and cried. Her best friend, Amanda, found her and brought her home, and she spent the rest of the evening in her wedding dress, crying and drinking margaritas.

      After a pitcher of the fruity drink, an advertisement for the reality show, Adventure to Love, came on and Victoria called the hotline. She completed a few phone interviews, a virtual screen test, and here she was. In Montana.

      What else could she do? She was staying on her friend’s couch. She had no job. Her severance wouldn’t last long if she rented her own apartment in the expensive real estate market of San Francisco. Why not join reality television? She had already hit rock bottom. This experience couldn’t be worse than staying in San Francisco and facing the pitying glances of her family and friends.

      In Montana, no one knew her. She could reinvent herself. Pick herself up, dust herself off, and return home a minor celebrity. Not a jilted bride.

      She had no expectation of actually meeting someone on this show. Did anyone? She hoped for a distraction, an adventure, an escape. Flirting with handsome men was a side benefit.
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      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Griffin asked, giving Owen a sharp look. “Guiding a tour is one thing, but for reality TV… that is a whole different undertaking.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” Owen replied with an irritated edge. Just because Griffin was the oldest and a minor local TV celebrity did not mean he knew more than Owen. “This is easy money, which will help us finish the loan on this business.” Owen hated to see Griffin bear the burden of saving the family business after their father’s death.

      Owen was more than capable of contributing too. When a scout came to town a few months ago, he was more than happy to work out an arrangement to plan day activities for the prospective couples. It would be great publicity for Walker Adventure Tours.

      Griffin shook his head, clearly not convinced. “I hope you’re right, Owen. Of all things, a dating show. What’s that saying, ‘All’s fair in love and war’? You may be in for more than you bargained.”

      Owen laughed off Griffin’s concerns. “This will be a piece of cake. A few hikes, a floating trip, then the lovebirds go off into the sunset and I collect the cash.”
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      Later that day, Owen leaned against a wall in the corner of the town’s events center, taking in the scene before him. Producers ran back and forth barking instructions, staff scurried to fulfill the orders, and contestants milled about looking bored and fixing their hair. Owen recalled Griffin’s warning that he was in over his head. He was beginning to agree with his older brother but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of admitting that fact.

      This was a whole… thing. Television cameras, staff, contestants. The buzz of excitement and nerves was palpable. The lucky woman who would be the center of all this drama was due to arrive any moment.

      Each potential love interest was deep in their own world, primping, smoothing hair and clothes, and picking invisible lint off their shirts.

      Owen stood against the wall, shaking his head. His worn jeans, flannel shirt, and down vest were no match for these men’s outfits. Their shoes were so shiny they could see their reflection, while Owen’s worn hiking boots still had dirt from the trail. Running his hand through his sandy-blond hair, he checked his watch again. Reality show royalty was late.

      The entire room was on edge, waiting for the door at the end of the large hall to open and reveal the lucky woman. Owen had overheard the contestants speculating on her identity and her looks. He just shook his head. In his experience, women were more trouble than they were worth. He didn’t understand how a room full of guys had volunteered two weeks of their life for the express purpose of chasing one.

      A ripple of whispers rose like a wave across the room, and Owen turned towards the doors. They opened with a flourish and his first impression was of an empty hallway beyond. The anticipation in the room grew stronger, and it seemed everyone held their breath for a long moment.

      A woman appeared in the doorway. She was petite, with straight golden hair that cascaded down her back. Owen wondered if her hair would be silky if he ran his hands through it. She wore pressed, dark-rinse jeans that looked expensive and a teal silk blouse tucked into those jeans. Though her ankle boots sported a much higher heel than was practical, when she walked deeper into the room, he caught a glimpse of the signature red sole.

      This job may not be the easy money he expected, but it sure would be entertaining. He could not wait to see what this fancy woman would wear on a backcountry hike. Good luck to these guys, he thought with a secret smile. He may be forced to put up with this princess for the next two weeks, but at least he wouldn’t be proposing marriage at the end like one of these saps.
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      Heart pounding in her throat, Victoria scanned the room. This was way more than she bargained for. She was prepared for a room full of hopeful bachelors. Not for the sheer number of men, who all looked alike in their designer suits or expensive jeans, hair perfectly in place, and carefully rehearsed smiles conveying civility as their eyes roved over her shamelessly.

      All of them just like her fiancé. Ex-fiancé, she corrected.

      In short, everything Victoria hated. Why had I thought this was a good idea? Escape. Fresh start. Distraction. Except each one of these contestants reminded her of her ex. Successful men who were only interested in themselves. Lacking substance. She recognized one from the previous season of a reality dating show. Alex, if she remembered correctly. The jilted groom. Well, at least they had that in common.

      Perhaps naïvely, she hadn’t expected this. She’d expected more genuine Montana men. Like the man standing in the back of the room, leaning on the wall as if he was solely responsible for holding it up. This was the kind of man she hoped to meet.

      His gaze met hers, and she shivered at the intensity in his green eyes. He looked like he wanted to devour her. Yes, please.

      Finally, someone who had potential. Sexy outdoorsy guy was definitely making it to the final round.

      “Victoria!” A production assistant ran up and grabbed her arm. “It’s time to officially meet the contestants.”

      Victoria internally blanched at the word “contestants.” True, that was what they were, but it made the whole thing sound a little impersonal. While she didn’t expect to meet the love of her life, she at least hoped to make a genuine connection.

      There’s always outdoorsy guy, she reminded herself, gingerly stepping to the mark on the floor next to a table with a large glass bowl.

      Oblivious to Victoria’s discomfort, the PA continued with her spiel. “Each bachelor has a river stone he will present to you tonight. They all go into this bowl. Each round, you choose who is leaving and return the stone to that contestant. As long as their stone remains in this bowl, the gentleman proceeds to the next round.”

      “I see. What does he do when I give him back his stone?”

      The PA was flummoxed. “I don’t really know. I guess they just… keep it?” She flitted away, pressing her hand to her earpiece and listening intently. More instructions, Victoria presumed.

      She stood on her mark, assessing the men before her, all of whom were directing their rapt attention her way. All except outdoorsy guy. He was intriguing. So different from all the others in the group. She supposed he was there for local color. She would definitely be keeping his stone in the bowl for as long as possible.

      “Attention everyone, please prepare to present your stones to Vanessa. We’ll roll in sixty seconds.” After his announcement, the director busied himself looking at the camera angles.

      “Victoria.” No one acknowledged her correction. She repeated her name, louder this time. If she was going to be paraded like a piece of meat, they may as well call her by the correct name.

      The director looked up from the camera, lips pursed. “Yes, Victoria. Thirty seconds,” he bellowed and everyone moved around her, taking pre-assigned places.

      Within moments, the cameras were rolling and contestants approached her with their pre-written speeches and river rock with their name on it. Victoria dutifully dropped them into the bowl, smiling graciously. She kept waiting for the outdoorsy guy. She tried to peer around the line of men for him, but couldn’t get a glimpse. He was taller than any of the bachelors she’d met so far, and she was surprised that she couldn’t see him over the heads in line.

      The whirlwind lasted about fifteen minutes, and then the director called “cut” and everyone relaxed. Wait, was it over? She had a full bowl of rocks and yet outdoorsy guy’s wasn’t in there. Where was he? Cold feet?

      The PA had returned to fetch the bowl and cart it off to an unknown secure location.

      “Is that it?” Victoria asked. “Aren’t we missing someone?”

      The PA’s head jerked up and looked around the room. “No, everyone is accounted for.”

      Victoria caught sight of outdoorsy guy, who had resumed his post holding up the wall. “What about him?” she asked, discreetly pointing him out.

      The PA laughed. “Oh, honey, that’s Owen. He’s the outdoor guide for this show. He’s not a contestant.” She gave Victoria a conspiratorial smirk. “And, thank God for that because I plan to get very friendly with him.”

      Victoria’s heart sank into her expensive designer shoes. Outdoorsy guy— Owen—wasn’t one of the bachelors, meaning she was stuck for two weeks with the group of boring duds.
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      Owen almost felt sorry for the beauty. She seemed overwhelmed by this entire process, surprisingly timid for a reality show star. She looked the part but didn’t seem to act it. She stood in the center of the room where she’d been given those silly rocks. The rest of the room swirled around her, paying her no mind. The assistants herded the contestants into vans that would take them a few miles to the only hotel in town—now at capacity with show staff and contestants. Which is how he came to be chaperoning the star. Well, she was officially a guest of his younger sister, Payton. It just so happened that he also lived in the house.

      Pushing off the wall, he ambled over to the craft service table, snagging a water bottle on his way to Victoria.

      Smiling, he offered the water. “Here you go, Vicky, you’re probably thirsty after a long trip and whatever it is I just witnessed with all those rocks.”

      She reached out automatically and took the water, cracking it open to take a sip.

      “Thank you. My name is Victoria.”

      “You don’t have a nickname? Victoria’s kind of a mouthful.”

      “It’s my name,” she snapped, taking another sip.

      Owen noticed her eyes stayed on him while she drank, as if she couldn’t quite trust him. He allowed her to notice him noticing her and was gratified by a blush staining her cheeks. Ice princess can be thawed.

      “I’m Owen,” he said, extending a hand. She accepted and her hand was warm and firm in his grasp. They held the handshake a beat too long before pulling away quickly. Owen felt a little light-headed. Must be the heat.

      “Hello, Owen, I’m Victoria.” She enunciated each syllable of her name for emphasis. This was going to be a long two weeks.

      “Well, Victoria,” he replied, mimicking her emphasis on her name, “I came over to introduce myself because I’m your ride today.” Why did that sound dirty to him? He should not be thinking about the words “ride” and “Victoria” in the same sentence.

      “My ride? Where are we going?” She glanced at the last of the crew who were scurrying towards the waiting vans. “Don’t I go with them?”

      Oh no. She didn’t know the plan. This would not be received well. Owen was equal parts apprehensive and pleased to be the bearer of the news.

      “Honey, you come with me because you’re staying with me.”

      Victoria’s eyes widened with shock, and she dropped the now-empty water bottle.

      “I cannot stay with… you,” she sputtered. She made the word “you” sound like a curse. “It’s not proper.”

      “Proper?” It was Owen’s turn to sputter. “Did we travel back in time just now, Vic? You’re staying with me, and my sister by the way. The hotel is full, and besides, they don’t want you anywhere near the contestants except during filming.”

      Owen could practically see the wheels turning as Victoria processed this information.

      Finally she squared her shoulders, looked him right in the eyes, and replied, “If we’re going to be spending time together, we need to set some ground rules. First, I’m not your honey. And second…”

      She paused and Owen prompted, “Second?”

      She sniffed, walking past him as she said, “My name is Victoria.”
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      Victoria was shaking. This just wasn’t possible. She was going to be staying with sexy outdoorsy guy. Under different circumstances, she would welcome the opportunity to get to know him. Except for two key problems. First, he was not one of the men she was supposed to be falling for, and two, he was obnoxious as soon as he opened his mouth.

      It turned out that fantasy sexy outdoorsy guy was much more appealing than the reality of sexy outdoorsy guy. These next two weeks were going to be torture.

      He trailed her out of the room, noting he stopped to deposit her water bottle in recycling. So, he was a decent citizen and unlikely to murder her in her sleep. That was a relief.

      She knew the moment he got close because she could smell him—a combination of soap and pine needles. And she most definitely could feel him. He put out heat like a furnace.

      “Hey, Victoria,” he said when he’d caught up.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re going the wrong way. I live six blocks that way.” He gestured behind them and she pivoted, stopping to take in her surroundings. The main street of Wildwood Falls was something right out of a postcard. Quaint shops lined the street and the bright blue sky, with white puffy clouds, was visible beyond. She understood why Montana was big sky country. It didn’t seem possible, but the sky was bigger out here.

      “Everything okay?” Owen was looking at her, concerned. “The elevation isn’t really high by Montana standards, but sometimes people feel a little off for the first few days.”

      “I’m fine. Just taking in my surroundings. I was too nervous to look around much on the ride here.”

      “Well, in that case, I’ll give you the nickel tour. You don’t have any events on your agenda today, so the rest of the afternoon is all yours.”

      It was unsetting that this stranger knew more about her schedule than she did. He apparently was her personal guide, as well as the outdoor guide for the show.

      “Sure, I’d love a tour.”

      Owen grinned and damn if her stomach didn’t do a somersault. “Great. We’ll keep walking this way. Do you drink coffee?”

      Victoria brightened. “Yes, coffee is a foundation of my food pyramid. That and chocolate.”

      “You’re in luck then because right around the corner from Jitters is the best bakery in the west.”

      Intrigued, Victoria followed his lead, enjoying the quaint ambience of the downtown street. Owen greeted people as they passed, seeming to know the entire town.

      “Do you know everyone?” she asked incredulously.

      “I know a lot of people. I grew up here and there’s only 20,000 people who live in this town, many of whom frequent our business.”

      Victoria was struck by the contrast from her urban hometown to this one. Wildwood Falls was homey in a way a larger city wasn’t. Owen stopped at a stately building and pulled open the door next to a plaque noting the building’s historic status.

      The rich smell of coffee hit her as soon as she stepped in. A comforting buzz of conversation mingled with the whirr of an espresso machine. This felt like home. She may as well be standing in her own neighborhood coffee shop.

      “This is perfect!” Victoria tilted her head to study the menu, which offered a mix of classic coffee drinks, teas, and seasonal offerings.

      A tall blonde greeted them, coming around the counter to offer Owen a hug.

      “Victoria, this is my sister-in-law, Sarah. And, Sarah, this is Victoria. She’s in the reality show.”

      Sarah turned to Victoria, extending a hand and a warm smile. “It’s good to meet you, Victoria. I hope you enjoy your stay in Montana.” She glanced down at Victoria’s stylish yet impractical boots. “I love those shoes. I hope you have a more practical pair. Those will get dirty quickly around here.”

      “Oh, I do, don’t worry. I cleaned out the local outdoor retailer before this trip. I have everything I need and more, probably.”

      Sarah smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. If you need anything else, let me know. You can always borrow anything you may need. Where are you staying? I’ll come by and take you out for drinks one night. Show you the nightlife.”

      “I’m staying with Owen.” At Sarah’s surprised look, she qualified, “I mean, the show arranged for me to stay with Payton, but I guess Owen is part of the package.”

      Owen determinedly stared at the floor, evading his sister-in-law’s sharp gaze.

      “Well, that should be interesting,” Sarah said. “Payton’s great, she’ll be able to assist with anything you need as well.” She paused, looking between Owen and Victoria. “I hate to run, but I have to get to an appointment. Ginger can get your coffee. I’ll be in touch about that drink soon.” With that, Sarah bustled off, and Victoria and Owen stepped up to the counter to greet a pretty young woman with flowing auburn hair.

      “Hi, I’m Ginger. You must be Victoria. I’ve heard about you. Pleased to meet you. I’m jealous you get to spend the next two weeks with so many good-looking guys. You must be so excited!” Ginger’s words tumbled out almost faster than she could speak.

      Excited wasn’t the word Victoria would use. Terrified. Worried. The reality of what she signed on for hit her hard suddenly. She was starring in a reality dating show. Once it aired, she would be a household name, if only for a brief time. It was a lot of pressure to live up to the expectations of reality TV.

      “I’m mostly nervous,” she admitted.

      “I’m sure you’ll do great! If you need any moral support, I’m here for you. Or, if you need help choosing your new fiancé, I’m your girl,” she added with a wink.

      Victoria couldn’t help but laugh at the young woman’s enthusiasm. “Thanks. I may take you up on that offer. In the meantime, could you make me a huckleberry latte? Is huckleberry local? I’ve never heard of it.”

      Owen chimed in, “Make that two, please.”

      “Sure thing! Yes, it’s a local fruit, somewhat like a blueberry.” Ginger expertly worked the espresso equipment, leaving Victoria with Owen.

      “Huckleberry is my favorite,” he admitted. “I always get that exact drink.”

      “Maybe we have more in common than we thought,” Victoria acknowledged. “Though, I have to try the drink to be sure.”

      Within minutes, Ginger had passed the two drinks across the counter and Owen paid.

      “I can get my own,” Victoria protested.

      “No worries, I’ll get this one. You get next.”

      That implied there would be a next. That the outing today wasn’t a onetime thing. They would spend a lot of time together over the next few weeks, living together and all.

      Taking a sip of her drink, Victoria immediately understood why it was Owen’s favorite. It was sweet, with just the barest hint of tartness from the huckleberries.

      “This is amazing!”

      Owen nodded, sipping his own. “Yes, it is. Now, off to the bakery.”
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      The Last Best Place bakery smelled more amazing than Jitters. Owen watched as Victoria perused the offerings. There was something about the joy with which she embraced this afternoon that tugged at him. It was almost as if she hadn’t spent a leisurely afternoon in a long while.

      “I’ll have the huckleberry scone,” she announced to Alexia, the bakery owner.

      “Make that two,” Owen said. Great minds think alike. Again.

      Alexia smiled. “For here or to go?”

      Owen looked at Victoria to determine the answer.

      “To go,” she replied. “I want to finish my nickel tour.” She winked at Owen and his stomach flipped. When Victoria turned on the charm, she was damn near irresistible.

      “Okay, then. The lady chooses to go. Thank you, Alexia.”

      “You’re welcome, Owen,” Alexia replied, glancing between him and Victoria, her brow lightly furrowed.

      “Alexia, this is Victoria. She is here for the reality show.”

      Alexia’s face relaxed into a wide smile now that the mystery was solved. “Welcome, Victoria. It’s so exciting to have a show film in our small town.” She handed over a bag to each of them. “If you need anything, let me know.”
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