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      The Love So Sweet series are sweet, classic romances set in small towns, featuring sexy heroes and the women who bring them to their knees (in the very best way!). All books are full-length, stand-alone novels that can be read in any order.

      

      Tyler Whitmore has returned home after nine years to claim his half of the family ranch and Brianne has a right to be nervous. When Tyler left he had taken more than her innocence, he had taken her dreams and her heart. But unbeknownst to Tyler, he had left Brianne something in return . . . a baby!

      

      Daniel is her pride and joy. Back then, eighteen and pregnant, Brianne had been forced to marry the only man who had asked her . . . Tyler's brother, Reed. But now her husband is gone and Tyler is back in town. The years have been more than kind to him. Tyler is as devastatingly attractive as ever.

      

      But if he could never forgive her for marrying Reed, what would he do if he ever discovers the truth about Daniel?
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      Dear Reader,

      THE RANCHER’S LEGACY was originally written as a Harlequin Romance in 1999 (as A Dad for Daniel), and is much sweeter and more traditional in tone than my current books. I’m thrilled to have the rights back to this book that has been out of print for years, and I’m equally thrilled to share some of my earlier novels with my readers.

      This book was originally written at a time when cowboys, ranches, and small towns were a very popular theme in romance novels. I’ve made a few changes to update certain aspects of the story, but the classic tone remains the same.

      I hope you enjoy Tyler and Brianne’s story!

      Happy Reading,

      Kaylee Monroe
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      Tyler Whitmore knew the malicious gleam in his half-brother’s eyes meant trouble. It always did. Reed had hated him from the moment he’d been born, and there hadn’t been a day that went by that he hadn’t expressed that hatred.

      With a sense of unease twisting through him, Tyler stepped more fully into the ranch office. Ignoring Reed’s smug expression, Tyler faced the man who’d raised him, loving him unconditionally, even though he’d been another man’s child. Landon—Reed’s father. “You wanted to talk to me?”

      Determination filled Landon’s pale blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Tyler,” he said, his tone grim. “But I’m shutting down the reining operation.”

      Shock momentarily rendered Tyler speechless. He’d spent three years raising, training and selling reining horses on Whitmore Acres. It had been a new venture for the ranch outside of breeding quarter horses and the cutting operation that Reed managed, but Tyler couldn’t fathom any reason to cease such a profitable enterprise.

      Tyler shook his head, frowning. “I don’t understand…”

      Landon sighed, suddenly looking as old and worn as his sixty-four years. “Reed tells me the reining operation is losing money.”

      “What?” His tight, incredulous tone boomed in the small office. “How can I be losing money when I’ve made a substantial profit from each of the mares I’ve sold?”

      “Your expenses exceed your profit.” Landon gestured toward the balance sheets spread out on his desk. “The books show a loss. The cutting operation can’t afford to carry both ventures any longer.”

      Jaw clenched hard against the simmering anger, Tyler glanced pointedly at his half-brother leaning insolently against a tall filing cabinet across the room. When Landon had retired two years earlier, he’d appointed Reed in charge of the ranch’s finances. Knowing Reed’s weakness for drinking, gambling, and womanizing, Tyler suspected Reed was skimming from the reining profits to support his excessive spending habits. Yet he had no proof, and Reed was cunning enough to cover any trail of paperwork that would point a guilty finger his way.

      But Tyler had no compunction voicing his own suspicions. “Maybe you ought to keep an eye on the person managing the finances.”

      “Are you insinuating something, little brother?” Reed asked, his bland tone giving nothing away.

      Tyler’s gaze narrowed. “Yeah, that you’ve been stealing, for starters, from my reining operation to cover your own losses.”

      Reed had the audacity to look affronted. “That’s a mighty big accusation, and a defamation of my good character.”

      Tyler snorted at that, knowing beneath the good-ol’-boy facade he put on for Landon’s sake hid a mean and spiteful person. “You just won’t be satisfied until I’m completely miserable, will you? Until you’ve taken away everything that ever mattered to me.” It had always been that way, Reed destroying or stealing whatever he’d coveted—and took pleasure in doing so. Why should this have been any different? Because he thought he’d had Landon’s support. That Landon didn’t believe in him hurt more than he thought possible.

      “I think you’re taking this a little too personally, Tyler.” Reed’s tone was reasonable, which Tyler knew was all for Landon’s benefit. “I can’t help it if your reining operation is a big flop. We can’t have it sucking the ranch dry, now can we?”

      Twenty-three years of his half-brother’s emotional cruelty came to a boiling head, filling Tyler with an impotent rage he couldn’t control. Crossing the room in less than two heartbeats, he grabbed Reed by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the wall. Reed didn’t struggle to defend himself. No, the look in his eyes dared Tyler to hit him, which infuriated Tyler even more. Reed always acted exemplary around Landon. Only Tyler witnessed and experienced the intensity of Reed’s hatred, and just how vindictive he could be. It would never change.

      Tyler tightened his fists against Reed’s chest. “You son of a bitch,” he said in low growl of fury. “You know damn well that the reining operation is holding its own!”

      “Break it up, boys!” Landon rounded his desk and pushed Tyler away from Reed, his expression thunderous. “I won’t tolerate this kind of behavior, Tyler.”

      “The reining operation is mine,” Tyler said fiercely. He’d worked hard to establish himself, and despite Reed’s claim, he knew the venture was successful. “I’m not letting it go.”

      Landon’s face turned an angry shade of red. “I’m not giving you a choice, Tyler. I’m cutting the reining operation loose and that’s final!” With those words ringing in the air, Landon turned on his booted heel and left the office.

      Reed stepped toward the door and brushed carelessly at the wrinkles Tyler had put in his shirt. “I guess it pays to be the boss’s real son, doesn’t it? You’re nothing but a bastard, Tyler, a charity case our mother saddled Landon with when she left him. This precious ranch you covet will never be yours, because you don’t have an ounce of Whitmore blood running through your veins. Landon’s decision today proves that.” He stopped before leaving the office, a triumphant smile curling his mouth. “I wonder how your sweet, innocent Brianne is going to feel about you losing the reining operation, and that she’ll never have the ranch she loves so much.”

      Tyler went stone cold inside. Brianne loved him, not Whitmore Acres, he wanted to yell, but his chest had tightened to the point that it hurt to breathe, and his half-brother had beat a hasty exit. As Reed’s words sank past his rage, he realized that Reed was right. Without the reining operation he had nothing to offer Brianne Taylor, the girl he’d meant to marry, and had sworn to take away from her drunken father’s neglect.

      Tyler wanted to roar at the injustice of Reed’s cruelty, but what had transpired today with Landon was proof that he didn’t belong on Whitmore Acres. Within the hour he’d packed his meager belongings and left the ranch, determined to find work elsewhere as a reining trainer and prove Landon, and Reed, wrong.

      It had taken him six weeks for his temper to cool enough for him to consider going home to mend the rift between him and Landon, and return for Brianne. Despite his brother’s claim, he couldn’t believe the girl he loved was shallow enough to want him only for the security Whitmore Acres offered.

      He’d been wrong.

      He’d arrived back in town on the very morning Brianne was to marry Reed. That bit of unsettling news had been imparted by Gus, the old man who owned and attended the small town’s gas station where Tyler had pulled in to gas up and mentally prepare himself for the confrontation that lay ahead.

      Unwilling to believe that Brianne would be so faithless, he’d immediately headed toward the courthouse. He’d pulled up to a corner stoplight just in time to see a small crowd gathering outside, then Reed and Brianne descend the stairs hand in hand. In her plain white dress and the crown of flowers haloing her blond head, Brianne looked pale and fragile, but all Tyler saw was the scheming woman she’d become, settling for whichever Whitmore could offer her a better life. And with him off Whitmore Acres, Reed stood to gain everything.

      Her betrayal cut as sharp as a knife straight to his heart.

      Then he’d caught sight of Landon standing off to the side, smiling as he watched the newly wedded pair, and something within Tyler died at that moment. In its place grew a black rage and bitterness. He was the bastard son, and he didn’t belong. Never would. After losing the reining operation, Landon’s respect, and now Brianne, there was nothing left for him to come home for.

      Instead of making the left-hand turn that would put him and his truck in full view of the wedding party, he drove straight past…right back out of town. And he’d never looked back.
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      After nine years of drifting, the past had finally caught up to Tyler Whitmore in a small town in Oregon where he’d spent the last six months working as a trainer on the Circle E.

      Warily, Tyler eyed the man who’d introduced himself as a P.I. representing the law firm of Wilkins and Moore—more specifically, he’d been retained by Jed Wilkins, the man who’d been Landon’s personal attorney since Tyler was a boy.

      “I’ve been trying to find you for the past seven years,” the man said, his smile as amicable as his personality. “But you’ve been a difficult man to track. You don’t stay in one place long, and you’re not in a habit of leaving a forwarding address. Finally, I got a solid lead before you could take off again.”

      Tyler found all that information interesting, but not as intriguing as what the man’s purpose for locating him could be. “Now that you’ve found me, what can I do for you?”

      “I’m here to deliver a letter from Jed Wilkins, Landon Whitmore’s attorney.” He reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope and handed it Tyler’s way. “Why don’t you read the correspondence, and then I’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have.”

      Tyler hesitated, his gaze sliding to the letter—a direct link to a past he’d tried so hard to put behind him. Finally, he reached out and took it before he changed his mind. Turning away, he tore open the flap and unfolded the stationery, wondering if Landon had finally decided to formally disown him after all these years.

      The correspondence began with, I regret to inform you… and even though Tyler knew what would follow that statement, he forced himself to keep reading. According to the letter, Landon had died seven years ago, and his Last Will and Testament named Tyler Scott Whitmore equal heir of Whitmore Acres.

      Tyler’s head reeled, and he lost his breath for a second, the sensation like that of being tossed by a wild bronc. Shock gave way to deeper feelings of grief and guilt, but before he could fully surrender to either surfacing emotion, he struggled to finish the correspondence, only to receive another devastating blow. His half-brother, Reed, had died three years ago, and his portion of the Whitmore Estate had reverted to his widow, Brianne Taylor Whitmore.

      He closed his eyes and let out a slow, deep breath. He owned half of Whitmore Acres. The thought blew his mind. And Brianne, the girl he’d fallen hopelessly in love with, the girl who’d betrayed him in the cruelest way possible, owned the other portion by default of Reed’s death.

      How damned ironic, Tyler thought, unable to stop the bitterness still left lingering from her long-ago deception.

      In a startling, painful moment Tyler realized the only two people who’d once been his family no longer existed. Hell, he didn’t even know who his mother was; she’d abandoned all of them when he’d been an infant. His real father could have been any one of the ranch hands she’d slept with during her marriage to Landon. He had no one. And for all the years he’d spent drifting from one ranch to another training horses, he had nothing but a truck, trailer, and his horse, Sweet Justice, to call his own.

      Stuffing the letter back into the envelope, Tyler turned and faced the P.I. again. “What happens now?”

      “My job is finished.” The younger man grinned, obviously glad of that. “I’ll let Jed Wilkins know I’ve found you, but it’ll be up to you to get in touch with him to claim your inheritance. From there, all other parties involved will be notified.”

      Once the P.I. left, Tyler reread the letter, missing the man who’d been the only father figure he’d ever known. Despite what had happened in the past, Landon had left him half of Whitmore Acres. Despite that he wasn’t Landon’s true son, despite Reed’s lies, and despite how selfish he’d been in shunning the only father he’d ever known and not being there for him in the last days of his life. Still, Landon had forgiven him.

      Scrubbing a hand over his tense jaw, Tyler mulled those thoughts over in his mind. Eventually, he came to terms with the stunning, unexpected news of his inheritance and Landon’s death, though he was certain the grief and sorrow would take more time to ease.

      Instead of dwelling on things he couldn’t change, Tyler looked toward the future. Landon had left him a legacy for a reason, and Tyler intended to embrace his generous gift and make it prosper…to use it to rebuild the dreams that had been shattered so long ago and possibly lay to rest the demons of the past.

      It was time to go home, to Whitmore Acres.
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      Tap, tap, tap.

      Brianne Whitmore bolted upright in bed, her heart thudding in her chest as she strained to hear the noise that had awakened her. She hadn’t always been a light sleeper, but the years she’d been married to Reed had taught her to never let her guard down, and that included when she slept. After he’d died, her body was so used to waking at the slightest sound that the protective instinct was now deeply ingrained.

      She glanced at the digital clock on her nightstand, which glowed 11:26 p.m. It was a warm summer night, and although her window was open, there wasn’t the slightest breeze to rustle the leaves in the tree outside her bedroom, or cause a branch to scrape along the side of the house.

      She’d begun to think she’d imagined the sound when it came again and she was able to identify it—a light knocking on the front door. The tapping was followed by a low, masculine voice tentatively calling, “Brianne?”

      Her first thought was that it was her foreman, Jasper, and there had been some kind of emergency on the ranch. Spurred into action by that possibility, she tossed off the covers and hurried down the landing of stairs and into the foyer. She switched on the porch light, flipped the locks and opened the door.

      “Is everything okay—” The breathless words died on her lips. It wasn’t Jasper, that much was evident by the wide, muscular chest covered in light blue denim that she was staring at, instead of into the hazel eyes and old, weathered face of Whitmore Acres’ longtime foreman.

      No, this man was tall, lean, and way too imposing. She tilted her head back to see his face, which was shadowed by the brim of a chocolate-colored Stetson pulled low over his forehead. The only thing she could see was the dark stubble lining a strong jaw, and full lips pressed into a grim line.

      From what she saw, there was nothing soft, welcoming, or familiar about this man. Yet he’d known her name. A frisson of unease slithered down her spine. Realizing the foolishness of opening her door to a stranger—in her nightgown, and the middle of the night, no less!—she retreated a step and attempted to slam the door shut.

      A large hand shot out inches from her goal, and a panicked sound caught in her throat. Adrenaline rushed through her veins, and she pressed her full weight, slight as it was, against the door, her one and only thought to protect herself and her son.

      “Brianne, it’s me,” a gruff voice announced. “Open the goddamned door!”

      It’s me. Brianne froze, but didn’t do as he demanded. Instead, she slowly and carefully peeked through the crack between the door and threshold, as wide as the boot he’d managed to wedge there.

      He jammed his hat back and she caught his ominous frown before her gaze met strikingly dark blue eyes. Eyes that once had the ability to turn her inside out with wanting, eyes that had haunted her dreams for too long. Her breath left her as recognition hit with the force of a head-on collision.

      Her body went slack from shock. She let the door ease back open as she stared at the man who’d broken her heart nine years earlier. Joy, anger, hurt and fear, especially fear, all warred within her. Why has he shown up now? she thought frantically, after all the years of no word from him. And just when she’d finally made a stable life for herself and her son. He had the power to destroy all her hard-earned dreams.

      Her hand fluttered nervously to the bodice of her thin cotton nightgown. “Tyler.” His name escaped on a croak.

      A smile curved his mouth, more contemptuous than hospitable. “Hello, Mrs. Whitmore.”

      Somehow, Tyler knew she’d married his brother. Dear Lord, had he discovered why? Did he know his brother and Landon were dead? Did he know he now owned half of Whitmore Acres? She had no idea why he’d come home, and she dreaded the answers as much as she anticipated them.

      She’d always known the possibility of Tyler returning existed—it had been Landon’s wish he be located and Jed Wilkins had done his best to track Tyler. But after all the false leads and the years that had passed without any contact with him, she’d begun to believe he’d found something better than Whitmore Acres.

      Obviously, not so.

      Pushing her panic aside, she forced anger to take over. “Dammit, Tyler, you scared the hell out of me!”

      His unapologetic gaze flickered over her, and her heart leaped beneath her breast. Not from fear this time, but in a purely female response to the man Tyler had become, all lean strength and blatant male sensuality.

      Once he’d finished his lazy perusal, he lifted a dark brow that matched the sable hair curling over the collar of his shirt. “Now, is that any way to greet an old…friend?”

      Her face warmed at the subtle reference to their past relationship. They’d been more than friends, which made her response to him so disturbing. She’d thought she was over Tyler Whitmore, and she hated that he still had the ability to stir her emotions, despite the heartache she’d suffered because of him.

      “It’s the way I’ll treat anyone who’s prowling around the property in the middle of the night,” she replied in a business-like manner.

      “You’ll have to pardon my bad manners,” he said in a droll tone as he turned and lifted a black duffel bag from the porch swing. “In the shuffle of the last nine years I seemed to have lost my house key.”

      Taking advantage of the distance he’d put between them, and not ready for him to invade her home, she stepped out of the house and onto the porch. She crossed her arms over her chest and drew a steady breath that did little to soothe the tension within her. “You could have at least called to let me know to expect you.”

      “And spoil the surprise? Nah, this was too much fun. It’s been quite a homecoming.”

      Annoyance rippled through her. “If you think you can just come back after all this time and pick-up where you left off, think again, Tyler.” Old, buried emotions welled in her, banding her chest. She glanced away, not wanting Tyler to see the pain she knew reflected in her eyes.

      “I have no intention of picking up where we left off,” he said softly. “Too much has changed.”

      He was right. Everything had changed. Her. Him. The ranch. A fact of life, but it still filled her with sadness.

      They stood out on the dim porch, staring warily at each other like the adversaries they’d become. The silence grew as thick as molasses. Good manners dictated she invite him in, but she couldn’t bring herself to issue the invitation. She had so much at stake beyond that threshold, and she wasn’t sure she was emotionally equipped for him to discover the many secrets that lay beyond.

      Finally, Tyler shifted on his feet and sighed wearily. “Are you going to ask me in, or are we going to stand here all night staring at one another?”

      “It’s nearly midnight!” She was being irrational, she knew, but couldn’t help herself.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied calmly. “I’ve been on the road for hours and I’m tired. I’d like to get some sleep.”

      She glanced beyond his shoulder toward the barn, then opened her mouth to make a not-so-gracious suggestion.

      “I’m not sleeping in the stables, so don’t bother suggesting it,” he cut her off impatiently. “I don’t know what you’re so nervous about.”

      “I’m not nervous!” she denied too quickly and too vehemently. In an effort to force herself to relax, she brushed back the stray strands of blond hair that had escaped her braid. Feeling slightly more in control of her emotions, she reached for a plausible excuse. “I’m just worried what everyone will think of you sleeping in the main house.”

      “What would they think, Bree?” he asked in a way that suggested all kinds of sinful things. Then his tone took on a bitter, hard edge. “After all, we’re family, you having married my brother and all.”

      The censure in his gaze hurt more than she thought possible. If only Tyler knew Reed had married her out of vengeance, an attempt to destroy his half-brother by claiming what had been Tyler’s. Her reasons for marrying Reed had been more desperate. But Tyler would always assume the worst. To reveal the truth now would threaten what she treasured above all else.

      She forced a smile. “Fine,” she said tightly, and stepped back to push the door open for him.

      He brushed past her, bulging duffel bag in hand, and she followed him into the house, advancing no farther than the entryway. She snapped on the tall, antique brass lamp by the door. Muted light spilled into the adjoining living room, and Tyler stepped through the double-width doorway.

      “I’m going upstairs for a minute.” She wanted to put on her robe, and needed a few moments alone to collect her rattled composure. “Go ahead and make yourself comfortable.”

      He briefly glanced her way. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      In her bedroom, Brianne grabbed her pink cotton robe. Slipping it over her nightgown, she belted the sash then began pacing the floor next to her bed. Maybe if she stayed in her room long enough he’d leave. Better yet, she wanted to crawl back into the safe haven of her bed, surrender to a deep sleep, and wake in the morning with this whole ordeal being nothing more than an awful nightmare.

      “Just relax, Brianne,” she coached herself. Drawing a calming breath, she released it slowly.

      Though some of the stress ebbed from her body, she could only think how much she had at stake: the ranch she’d revived from near bankruptcy. The house and home she’d lovingly created for herself and her son. And now, the tangle of emotions she’d buried after Tyler had deserted her that were struggling to resurface. Her troubling thoughts were further complicated by the sleeping boy in the room across the hall. Tyler’s son.

      Needing to reassure herself Daniel was tucked safely in bed, she slipped into his room. The sign posted on the door, Enter At Your Own Risk, meant exactly what it stated. Maneuvering her way to Daniel’s bed in the dark was like walking through a minefield of sports gear, clothing, and toys.

      Daniel stirred in his bed, the sheets rustling with the movement. “Mom?” he murmured sleepily.

      “Shh, honey,” she said soothingly, brushing a lock of blond hair off his brow.

      He murmured something unintelligible, then rolled onto his back, sprawling his lanky body on the twin-size bed that in another couple of years would undoubtedly be too short for him.

      Crossing her arms over her middle, she stared at her sleeping son, her throat constricting with emotion. Except for his blue eyes, Daniel possessed her fair coloring and features. There was no reason why Tyler wouldn’t believe Daniel was Reed’s son.

      Guilt pricked her conscience. She deliberately pushed it aside. What good would come if she revealed the truth of Daniel’s parentage now? Tyler was hardly a stable role model for her son. Regardless of Tyler’s inheritance, she couldn’t trust him to stick around for any length of time. He’d already proved with a nine-year absence that he’d run at the first sign of trouble.

      One man had already destroyed her son’s trust. She vowed she wouldn’t give Tyler the opportunity to do the same.
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      She’d changed the interior of the house. Drastically.

      Tyler didn’t recognize the living room as the male sanctuary it had been in his youth, with sturdy, mismatched furniture and bits of masculine paraphernalia strewn from one end of the room to another.

      He took off his Stetson, and with a flick of his wrist he sent it sailing to the far end of the sofa next to his duffel bag. Stepping around the recliner, he moved to the fireplace. He digested all the changes, feeling like a stranger in what used to be his home. Absently touching a fragile crystal rose on the mantel, he breathed deeply. Instead of drawing in the familiar scent of tobacco and leather, he inhaled a lighter fragrance of flowers and something infinitely soft and feminine. Like Brianne.

      Ignoring the current of warmth settling in his belly, Tyler shoved away from the hearth and prowled the room restlessly. Despite Brianne’s attempt to add a woman’s touch to the house, Tyler could still feel Landon’s presence. He could still picture how he and Landon had watched reruns of Gunsmoke every Sunday night with a huge bowl of popcorn, or sat on the floor cleaning their shotguns late at night after a day of hunting.

      But those days were gone forever, never to be recaptured.

      He squeezed his eyes closed for a brief moment, the news of Landon’s death still staggering him. The guilt and regret of the past tore at him. And he had no one to blame for his deep, emotional torment but himself.

      The sound of footsteps padding down the stairs brought Tyler out of his thoughts. He glanced toward the doorway to the foyer just as Brianne rounded the corner.

      For modesty’s sake, he assumed, she’d donned an ankle length cotton robe, but the haphazard way she’d tied the sash only served to accentuate her full breasts and the alluring dip and swell of waist and hips. The front opened as she walked, tantalizing him with glimpses of long, graceful legs.

      He fitted his gaze to her face. She’d been pretty at eighteen. At twenty-seven she was achingly beautiful. Her face had matured, each feature more prominent and defined. Her complexion was smooth, like porcelain, which set off her wide amber eyes. She’d secured her long blond hair into a braid, but that didn’t stop him from remembering the soft, silky texture of those strands sliding through his fingers.

      She continued into the living room and stopped by the recliner. Reluctantly, she met his gaze. “Tyler, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      He was more than a little curious what that might be. “Yes?”

      “I don’t know if you’re aware of this or not…” She took a deep breath, then said on a rush of expelled air, “but Landon and Reed are dead.”

      He rubbed the suddenly tense muscles at the base of his neck. “Yeah, I know,” he said regretfully.

      Her fingers worried the tip of the braid resting just above the swell of her breast. “Is that why you came back?”

      The question was asked hesitantly, but Tyler caught the prying note to her voice. “Among other reasons.” He kept his words deliberately vague.

      Her mouth pursed in irritation, and he nearly smiled. He was beginning to understand the quiet tension surrounding her. Judging by her startling reaction to seeing him tonight, he guessed she didn’t know that Landon’s attorney had finally located him, and that he knew of his inheritance. He wondered if she planned to tell him, or if she’d just bide her time and hope he left without inquiring. She’d married Reed for the ranch and been sole manager of Whitmore Acres for the past three years. Why would she want a partner now?

      Deciding to let her wonder about his intentions, he walked toward her. He stopped so close the tips of his boots touched her bare toes. She tilted her head back, meeting his gaze with a fiery defiance that stirred his blood. She had every opportunity to move away, but didn’t budge.

      “What other reasons?” she asked boldly, a slight tremor in her voice, as if she was just as affected by his nearness as he was by hers.

      He was impressed, and annoyed by her tenacity. Lifting his hand, he gently touched her cheek, intentionally shaking up that unflappable pride straightening her spine. Her breath caught and her eyes widened, granting him a measure of satisfaction.

      “I guess I just got a hankerin’ for a home-cooked meal,” he drawled. “But I suppose that can wait until tomorrow.”

      She slapped his hand away and glared. “You can starve for all I care.” She moved away, and when she’d put enough distance between them she turned back around, looking prim and all businesslike again. “About Landon and Reed—”

      “It’s late, Brianne,” he said, too mentally and emotionally exhausted to discuss the details of Landon’s and Reed’s deaths. “How about we talk about everything in the morning?”

      “Fine.” Her own relief at postponing the inevitable was nearly palpable. “Let me get you a pillow and blanket so you can sleep on the couch.” She started out of the living room to retrieve the items.

      “There are four bedrooms in this house,” he said, stopping her before she could escape. “Surely there’s an extra one I can use.”

      She glanced back at him, pausing long enough for him to realize she had no intention of issuing an invitation beyond him sleeping on the couch. She was treating him like a one-night guest. An unwelcome guest.

      He nodded toward the adjoining hallway leading to a bathroom and extra room. “What about the bedroom downstairs?”

      She pushed her fists into the side pockets in her robe. “That’s my sewing room now.”

      “And the rooms upstairs?”

      Again, the slightest hesitation. “The master bedroom is mine, and your old bedroom now belongs to my son.”

      “My son.” Her and Reed’s son.

      Her softly spoken admission hit Tyler harder than he would have expected, and he smothered his unexpected envy with a dose of sarcasm. “Things sure do have a way of changing, now don’t they?”

      “What did you expect, Tyler?” she shot back. “You’ve been gone nine years!”

      Despite the angry thrust of her chin, he could have sworn there were tears in her eyes. Damn, why had he provoked her like that? The answer came too easily, and he wasn’t all that proud of his reasons, either. He’d wanted to hurt her the way she’d hurt him so long ago.
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