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        “Every book in the Montana Brides Series is filled with laughter, joy, and tears. The romance and loving relationships are the best!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Robyn Carr and Pamela Kelley will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      Emily Scotson’s dream is to open her own fashion boutique in downtown Bozeman. Finding the perfect building isn't a problem. Finding one she can afford is impossible.

      

      For Alex Green, World Bull Riding Champion, his luck has finally run out. Being thrown by 1500 pounds of prime bull hurt his body as well as his pride. When he returns to Montana to recover, he ends up inside a burned-out shell of a building, with a hammer in his hand and a pesky redhead ordering him around.

      

      He doesn’t know much about fashion, but he does know about property. And the commercial building Emily wants to buy has dollar signs written all over it. He needs a project to keep him busy and Emily needs a business partner. It could be a match made in heaven, but only if a cowboy with a broken heart lets himself believe in forever.

      

      Forever Cowboy is the sixth book in the Montana Brides series, but can easily be read as a standalone. All of my series are linked, so if you meet a character you like, you could find them in another book. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Emily looked up from the worktable in her spare bedroom as her stepsister threw open the door.

      “Drop everything,” Nicky said excitedly. “I’ve found the perfect building.”

      Emily placed her scissors beside the fabric she was cutting. “That’s what you said about the last one.”

      “It had potential.”

      The gleam in Nicky’s eyes made Emily smile. “Only if you weren’t worried about the drum lessons in the building next door.” She went back to cutting the fabric, allowing a little extra grow room for the pregnant body that would wear the dress. “Why is this one different from the others we’ve seen?”

      Nicky took Emily’s coat off the back of a chair. “The owners aren’t looking for tenants. They want to sell it. And it’s two stores down from Angel Wings Café. You need to see it before someone else buys the building.”

      Emily stopped cutting. Since Tess had opened the café, it had become one of the busiest eateries in downtown Bozeman.

      If the building was near the café, the foot traffic would be incredible. But what she liked the most was that it was in the historic district. The area had character, a place in the founding stories of Bozeman. All the things she wanted her fashion boutique to be part of.

      Emily walked past the businesses on either side of the café each week, admiring the craft store on one side and the florist on the other. She tried to remember what was beside them. “Is it the old library building that’s for sale?”

      Nicky grinned. “Maybe.”

      Emily stared at her sister. She’d officially gone nuts. The building where the library used to be was a disaster. From the photos that had made the front page of the Bozeman Chronicle, there wasn’t much left inside that wasn’t burned to a crisp. “I thought the insurance company was still investigating the fire.”

      “They’ve finished,” Nicky told her. “As of this morning, the building is officially for sale.”

      And in need of a major overhaul, Emily thought. Even though her stepfamily owned one of the largest construction companies in Montana, she wasn’t about to pull strings and get the building remodeled by them. She couldn’t afford to.

      “How much do they want for it?” That was the crunch question that had kept Emily working from her two-bedroom home for the last year.

      Nicky shrugged. “Ask me again after you’ve seen it.”

      Now she was really worried. Nicky was a hot-shot business consultant. She always had the facts and figures for each property memorized before they went to look at them. “I’m not going if it’s too expensive.”

      “Where’s the creative designer gone?” Nicky asked. “I thought you’d be in your truck and across town before I took another breath.”

      Emily sighed. “She disappeared after we saw our fourteenth property. I can’t keep working from home, but I can’t afford to go anywhere else. And before you mention it again, I’m not coming out to your ranch, or to Mom and Dad’s either.”

      “You won’t need to,” Nicky told her. “Not after you see this building. It has potential with a capital P. Now put those scissors down and come with me.”

      Emily looked around her spare bedroom. Rolls of fabric lined one wall, and the shelves she’d made were full of everything she needed to create the clothes her clients loved. Space was so tight that she usually placed her cutting table in the kitchen. Except the kitchen was full of boxes ready to mail to her online customers.

      She thought about what Tess had done with Angel Wings Café, how Kelly had transformed the craft store. They’d turned the musty old buildings into successful businesses. Maybe with some careful planning she could do the same. As long as the careful planning came with an equally careful budget.

      Nicky took a bright blue coat out of the closet and held it toward Emily. “If you don’t look, you’ll regret it.” When she didn’t answer, Nicky added, “I’ll have you back here in under an hour.”

      She left the scissors on her table. “Okay, I’ll come with you. Just give me a couple of minutes to tidy up.”

      “You’ve got three minutes.”

      Emily threw some scraps of fabric in the recycling bin. “Has anyone told you that you’re bossy?”

      “All the time.” Nicky grinned. “It runs in the family.”
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      Across town, Alex buttoned his shirt, frowning at Doc Johnson’s back. “You can’t be serious?”

      The gray-haired doctor turned around. The scowl on his face didn’t look promising. “I’ve never been more serious. I’m not giving you a medical clearance so you can get pummeled by another bull.”

      Alex wasn’t happy. “It’s been four months. The doctor in Vegas said I should be good to go in a few months’ time.”

      “He’s not here now and I’ve just seen your latest specialist’s report. If you don’t stay off the circuit for a few more months, you’ll end up with a permanent injury.”

      Alex lifted his chin. “I’ve already registered for the Livingston Roundup.”

      “Well, I suggest you unregister yourself,” Doc Johnson said in an equally stubborn tone. “If you go anywhere near that rodeo without my clearance you’ll be banned for half the season.”

      “It’s three months away,” Alex reminded him.

      “Makes no difference. You’re not ready now and you won’t be ready then.”

      As he worked his way off the bed, Alex swallowed the pain shooting through his leg. “I’m a bull rider. It’s what I do. I need to get back on the circuit.”

      Doc Johnson’s face softened. “I know it’s hard, but you have to give your body time to heal.” He scribbled something on a piece of paper. “I want to see you in four weeks’ time.”

      Alex jammed the paper in his pocket without looking at it. When he got home, he’d throw it in the same drawer with the other prescriptions he hadn’t filled.

      Doc Johnson looked at him over the top of his glasses. “And this time make sure you take the drugs.”

      Alex thought he was too old to blush, but a rush of heat hit his face. “How did you know?”

      “I’ve been looking after you since you were knee-high to a grasshopper. I can tell when you’re in pain. There’s still too much inflammation in your leg to be anything but uncomfortable.”

      That had to be the understatement of the year. Some days the pain was so bad, he felt as though his leg was on fire. And it wasn’t getting any better.

      “Tell your mom I’m looking forward to sampling her sweet cherry pie at the Wildflower Festival.”

      Alex nodded. For a man in his early seventies, Doc Johnson seemed to have an ear to every conversation and event in town. “I’ll tell her. She’s got some stiff competition this year. Doris Stanley’s entering her lemon meringue pie. Both of them want to go home with the blue ribbon.”

      “Between you and me, my money’s on your mom.”

      Alex glanced at Doc Johnson before picking up the metal crutch leaning against the bed. He hoped Doc was right. Otherwise, they’d be eating cherry pie for months while his mom perfected her recipe.

      Gripping the crutch, he took a tentative step toward the door. The metal rod felt flimsy in his hands. As if it would snap if he leaned too heavily against the armband. He hated using it, but after spending more than an hour riding this morning, his leg wasn’t up to holding any more of his weight than it had to. “I’ll make an appointment with the receptionist.”

      “You do that,” Doc Johnson said. “And remember what I told you. No bull riding. If I hear any stories about you parading around an arena, I’ll get in my truck and find you.”

      Alex left the hospital feeling like a hangman had just tightened the noose around his neck. For the last five years, he’d ridden as a professional bull rider, notching up more prize money than his father or grandfather combined. Being relegated to sideshow status wasn’t easy, but then standing up for more than a couple of hours didn’t go down too well either.

      He limped across to the red truck parked under the shade of a tree. Gracie, his happily married half sister, had a book propped open between the steering wheel and her pregnant body.

      For the first time that afternoon, he smiled. “What are you reading?”

      Gracie jumped. “You’ll send me into labor if you sneak up on me like that.” She took a deep breath and closed the book. “Mom used to read me this story when I was little. It’s called The Very Hungry Caterpillar. How did your appointment go?”

      “Not good.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Nope.”

      She stared at him long and hard. “You’ll get ulcers if you keep everything bottled up inside that head of yours.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Alex threw his crutch on the backseat and walked around to the passenger side of the truck.

      Gracie frowned at the grin he sent her. “You’re limping worse than when I dropped you off.” When he didn’t answer, she pulled her sunglasses over her eyes. “Okay. I get the message. But next time, I’ll keep pestering you until you tell me what’s going on.”

      That’s what Alex liked most about Gracie. She never pushed him further than he was prepared to go. Well, hardly ever, and never about things that cut deep.

      Gracie wiggled back in her seat, trying to get comfortable. Only he didn’t know if that was possible. At five-foot-one, there wasn’t a lot of spare room for the baby that was filling her stomach to overflowing.

      “Are you ready to go home?” she asked.

      He shook his head. He’d been staying on his parents’ ranch for the last couple of months. When his mom saw him, she’d want to know what Doc Johnson had said and he wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      Before Alex spoke to anyone he needed to work out what he’d do for the next few months. He definitely didn’t want to limp around his parents’ ranch, getting in everyone’s way.

      “In that case,” Gracie said. “I vote for hot chocolate and cake. It’s Mud Cake Monday at Angel Wing’s Café. If we hurry, Tess should still have some left.”

      And that was the second thing he liked about Gracie. She knew the way to a man’s heart.
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      Emily and Nicky stood on the sidewalk, staring in silence at the outside of the old library building.

      “What do you think?” Nicky asked.

      Emily knew what she thought. But she threw herself headfirst into most things and usually ended up knee deep in trouble. This time, she was determined to make a good business decision. But that didn’t stop her from wanting to jump up and down and let her imagination run wild.

      This was it. This was the building that would be so much more than an address for her boutique.

      Glancing at Nicky, she was careful not to let her excitement show. “You’re right. It has potential.” She didn’t miss her sister’s raised eyebrows or the questions she could see in her eyes.

      Emily straightened her spine and clamped her lips together in case her smile gave her away. She tried to look at the sheet of plywood covering one of the huge windows with a critical eye. She really did. But all she could see was how it would look when the stained glass was restored to match the beautiful design on the other side of the entrance.

      She’d already decided to paint the underside of the porch a soft shade of blue to match the craft store and the café. And flowers. In spring, she’d plant hanging baskets full of petunias, lobelia and maybe some sweet potato vine to spill over the sides.

      Nicky pulled some keys out of her pocket. “Are you ready to go inside?”

      Emily stopped thinking about the color of her petunias and stared at her sister. “You have the keys?”

      Nicky nodded. “I picked them up before I came around to your place.”

      “You were that sure I’d come?”

      Nicky stepped forward and unlocked the heavy padlock attached to the wooden door. “Are you kidding? After some of the buildings we’ve seen this is a palace.”

      As soon as the door opened, Emily smelled what was left of the fire. The thick, musky scent of burned wood and vinyl made her nose twitch.

      Standing quietly inside the building, she let her eyes adjust to the dim light and remembered the layout from when she’d visited the library as a teenager.

      Nicky wandered over to a long desk at the side of the room. The edge of what had been the checkout counter was partially singed, blackened with charred wood and soot. “Most of the damage happened around the front of the building. Whoever lit the fire didn’t count on the smoke alarms that were installed a few years ago. Luckily, most of the furniture had already been sold. Otherwise, there’d be a lot more stuff to get rid of.”

      Emily walked across to a wall of wooden bookcases. They looked sad and lonely with nothing to fill them. “I haven’t been in here for years.” Her voice fell softly against the pine floors. When a new public library was built a few years ago, this building had become a youth center. A few magazines and an old ping-pong table were the only things left to remind anyone of what it had been used for.

      The wide staircase in the center of the room had always been her favorite part of the building. It curled toward the upper story, regal and gracious even after years of neglect. It didn’t look as though it had been burned, but water had soaked into the wood, leaving wide stains on the steps. She ran her hands along the silky smooth banister. “Do you remember when we used to come here?”

      Nicky nodded. “Mrs. Barry put the latest fashion magazines aside for you. You’d disappear into one of the book stacks with them until Mom picked us up.” She moved around the back of the counter and disappeared. “Found it!” She grinned. Dangling from her fingertips was the bell they’d been allowed to ring half an hour before closing.

      Emily had already started moving up the stairs when Nicky shook the handle. The dull thud that filled the library made her smile. “Mrs. Barry wouldn’t approve.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Nicky said. “I saw her on the back of a Harley once. Be careful on those stairs. I don’t know if they’re safe.”

      “Don’t be such a worrywart. They’ve been okay for over a hundred years. A little water damage wouldn’t have hurt them.” She kept climbing, catching her breath when she saw the mezzanine floor. It was better than she remembered, and so much of everything she wanted.

      When she was fifteen, she hadn’t appreciated the thick ropes of plaster molding, looped like vines of fruit around the top of the ceiling, or the old-fashioned brass light fittings, worn to a dull gold and strung together with cobwebs.

      She wandered around, imagining the room without the smoke-damaged ceilings. Or the piles of trash stacked around the room.

      If she bought the building, she’d set up her sewing area under the windows overlooking Main Street. She’d put her cutting table and drawers of buttons, thread, and edging on the far wall. Her mannequins would stand in the center of the room, with fabric and accessories draped over them for everyone to see. Downstairs would be her showroom, but upstairs would be the heart of her business. A place where the ordinary became extraordinary.

      She’d paint the walls and ceiling a soft shade of cream, restore the wooden floors and replace the light fitting over the staircase with the biggest crystal chandelier she could afford. “This is the one.”

      “What did you say?” Nicky yelled from the ground floor.

      Emily leaned over the wooden railing. “This is it. I want to buy it.”

      “We’ve only been here ten minutes. Do you want Cody to come and take a look?”

      Cody was their lovable but very annoying brother. He managed the family ranch and tried to manage them. He’d also done most of the remodeling at their parents’ home.

      She took another look around the top floor before moving downstairs. It was time to pull her business brain out of hiding. “I don’t know if Cody’s the right person. I need someone who knows if the building’s structurally sound. Sam might know someone who could help.”

      Sam Delaney, Nicky’s husband and chief executive of their family’s construction company, knew everyone there was to know in the building world. With projects from Great Falls to Denver, Scotson Construction was one of the most successful companies in Montana.

      Nicky pulled her cell phone from her hip pocket. “I’ll give him a call now.” She walked toward the back of the building, smiling as she talked quietly into the phone.

      Emily kept exploring. Most of the fire damage seemed to be focused on the right-hand side of the building. The floorboards were so black and crispy she didn’t want to step anywhere near them. The fire had burned through the wall linings, leaving a thick layer of soot smeared across most of the pressed tin ceiling.

      The creative, stubborn side of her thought that a scrubbing brush and a dumpster would get rid of most of the mess. Her practical side decided nothing short of a total remodel would solve this building’s problems. Either way, she’d need plenty of money and a lot of time if the old library was going to become a boutique. And time and money were the two things she was short of.

      Nicky’s feet echoed in the quiet building. “Sam’s making a few phone calls. Why don’t we go to the café? We can have something to drink while we look over the sale and purchase agreement.”

      “Why doesn’t it surprise me that you have the paperwork with you?”

      “I can’t help myself.” Nicky grinned. “That’s why you love me so much.”

      Emily buttoned her coat. “It’s just as well one of us knows what they’re doing. I’m not sure I can afford it and I’m already thinking about moving in.”

      “You know more than you think you do. You’ve grown your on-line store from nothing into something special and now you’re ready for the next step. Trust yourself and it will work out fine.”

      “I don’t know if you’re trying to scare me or make me feel better. Let’s go and order coffee before you tell me how much ‘something special’ will cost.”

      “Did I mention that you’re also wise?”

      Emily frowned. “Now I’m really worried. You’d better make that a double shot of caffeine in case I pass out in shock.”
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      Alex picked up the newspaper from the table beside him and opened it to the sports section. He figured he might as well do something useful while Gracie used the bathroom. She’d already been twice since they’d arrived at the café.

      Telling him it was perfectly normal for a pregnant woman to pee twice in thirty minutes hadn’t helped. And every time she rubbed the side of her stomach, he was worried the baby might make an early appearance.

      He’d never had much to do with pregnant women. Especially five-foot-one pregnant women who were all baby and not a lot more. He looked up when he saw a flash of pink polka-dots out of the corner of his eye.

      Gracie glanced at the paper as she sat down. “Godzilla’s done it again?”

      He looked at the picture of the animal that had thrown him. Fifteen hundred pounds of proud Montana bull stared right on back. He hadn’t had much time to get an up close and personal look in Godzilla’s eyes the night he was thrown. And if Doc Johnson got his way, he wouldn’t get another chance in a hurry.

      “He threw Danni Marchello in three seconds flat.”

      Gracie picked up her spoon and dipped it into the frothy star on the top of her hot chocolate. “Was he hurt?”

      “Not that they mentioned, but no one’s walked away from Godzilla on their own. I appreciate you bringing me into town today.”

      “I had to come in anyway, so a detour to the hospital didn’t make much difference. So tell me, Mr. World Bull Riding Champion, how do you like being the main attraction at Dad’s rodeo school?”

      “It’s not me they want to see.”

      “The school’s been booked solid since you’ve been home.”

      He sat taller in his seat, wincing when his leg cramped. “I was going stir crazy and needed something to do.” He never thought he’d end up teaching bull riding, but after he’d gotten over his sorry ass pride, he’d enjoyed himself. Over the years, he’d listened and learned from the best bull riders in the country. If passing on that knowledge made a difference, then he was happy to oblige.

      “I hear you’ve had a few unexpected visitors?”

      Alex folded the paper in half and pushed it aside. “If you mean the single women Mom keeps talking about, she’s exaggerating.”

      The mischievous spark in Gracie’s eyes made him wince. For some crazy reason, they’d had a constant stream of unattached women finding their way out to his parents’ ranch. If they knew how carefully he dodged anything resembling a relationship, they wouldn’t have wasted their gas getting to Billings.

      He took a gulp of coffee, hoping Gracie got the hint and changed the subject.

      “Six in one day would have to be a state record.”

      He glared across the table. “They wanted to learn barrel racing.”

      “Of course, they did.” The beaming smile on Gracie’s face told him she knew differently.

      “We were fully booked,” he muttered. “Have you started your baby classes yet?”

      Gracie gave him a sweet smile. “I’ll let you change the subject this time, but one day you’ll have to tell me why you never introduce me to your girlfriends.”

      “It might be because there hasn’t been one to introduce.” The trouble with finding out he had a half sister two years ago, was that Gracie needed a whole pile of filling in on their family history. And there were some things he wasn’t inclined to share. Especially to a half sister who reminded him of why he didn’t do happy-ever-after.

      The doorbell jingled and Alex swore the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention.

      Gracie looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Hi, Nicky. I thought you were heading to Denver this week?”

      Alex turned around and wished he hadn’t. Emily was standing behind her sister. The smile on her face disappeared as soon as she saw him.

      “The…umm…I changed my schedule.” Nicky glanced at Emily, then back at Gracie. “We just popped in to tell Tess something. I’ll give you a call later.”

      “Why don’t you both stay and have a coffee with us? There’s plenty of room at our table. Alex is back in Montana for a while and we’re catching up on⁠—”

      “The rodeo,” Alex said quickly. If Gracie mentioned his non-existent love life in front of Emily, he’d leave the café in two seconds flat.

      Gracie frowned at Nicky. “I thought I saw your truck parked down the street. Have you been shopping?”

      Nicky shook her head. “We’ve been looking at…” She glanced at her sister and then at a big envelope in her hands. “Alex, what do you know about commercial property investment in Bozeman?”

      Emily made a strangled noise in the back of her throat.

      Nicky ignored her sister and waited patiently for his answer.

      If he was a betting man, he wouldn’t have put money on Nicky asking him about the property market. He was surprised she was even speaking to him. Especially if Emily had told her why they’d broken up.

      He cleared his throat and tried to ignore the blush screaming across Emily’s face. “My brother and I bought a property not far from here about a year ago.”

      It had cost him more than he’d wanted to pay, but Jacob had told him it was a surefire winner. His brother had made a fortune developing property and Alex wasn’t about to second-guess his instincts. Especially when those instincts were backed up by a ton of financial forecasts and reports.

      “But you’ve bought other commercial properties?” Nicky wasn’t letting go of whatever bone she was determined to chew. He didn’t like talking about money. The fact he had enough of it to last a couple of lifetimes wasn’t something he wanted to discuss over coffee.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve bought other buildings, but not in Bozeman.” A blind man could see the smoke signals Emily was sending her sister. She wanted to be as far away as possible from him and that suited him fine.

      After they’d broken up, he’d spent too many months trying to figure out what he’d done wrong. And when he found out, he’d spent another few months wondering how a woman he thought he’d loved could have had so little trust in him.

      Nicky turned to her sister. “It’s always good to get a second opinion.”

      “Cody and Sam will look at everything. I don’t need anyone else’s help.”

      Alex felt the knot in his stomach tighten. Emily might as well have yelled from the roof that she didn’t need his help in whatever scheme they were hatching.

      “I know you want to buy it,” Nicky whispered. “You’ve bought and sold more apartments than most people go through in a lifetime. But Alex knows about commercial property. What can it hurt to ask for his advice?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

      Nicky narrowed her eyes and Emily had the grace to blush.

      “I want to see the contract before I discuss anything with him.” Emily held out her hand.

      Gracie pulled out the chair beside her. “If you two are going to have an argument, you might as well do it sitting down. I’m getting a sore neck watching you.”

      Emily bit her bottom lip. “Sorry, Gracie. I’m being rude.”

      Alex noted that the same apology didn’t come his way. But the quick, embarrassed glance she sent toward his shirt almost made up for it.

      Nicky handed Emily the envelope.

      As she sat at the table, Emily slid the papers onto the table and ran her finger down the fine print.

      Alex didn’t want to look as though he was butting in on something that was none of his business. But he couldn’t help noticing the purchase and sale agreement Emily was looking at. Or the way her eyes misted over when she re-read what he assumed was the asking price.

      “What are you buying?” Gracie didn’t have any trouble asking the question working its way around his head.

      Emily closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them, Alex swore they’d turned as dark as a prairie storm. “I’m not buying anything.”

      “It’s not that bad.” Nicky pointed to the contract. “It’s a starting price. You know how it works. After we’ve factored in the remodeling costs, we cross this out and make another offer.”

      “Even if we only do the basics, I don’t see how I’ll be able to afford it.”

      “You won’t know until we get someone to have a look at the building. Regardless of what Alex said, he knows enough about commercial property to give us an idea of what it could be worth.” Nicky looked across at Alex with an apology in her eyes. “I spoke to Jacob a few weeks ago.”

      His brother was in serious trouble. Alex didn’t know how his property investments had come up in conversation with someone who was almost a stranger, but he wanted to find out.

      He leaned forward and saw the frown on Emily’s face. “I might be able to help. Where is it?”

      “It’s the old library building,” she said quickly. “Two stores away. Beside the craft store.”

      Gracie frowned. “You mean the boarded up building? I peeked inside last week when the realtors were looking around. The staircase is amazing.”

      Emily let go of the breath she’d been holding and turned the contract toward Alex. “If you have a few minutes to spare, I’d appreciate your opinion.”

      Two years ago he would have done anything for her. He would have spared the rest of his life for her if she’d only given him time to explain what she’d seen. But she hadn’t, and their lives had moved forward in different directions.

      He glanced at the contract, then at Emily. The freckles on her nose were bright against her pale skin. She looked determined and worried and focused on getting answers she might not want to hear.

      It seemed such a small thing to help her look around a building. But it felt like the beginning all
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