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CHAPTER 1
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The sky was clear and bright, and the sounds and smells of horses were everywhere.  Taylor O’Donnell was in her element.  She had looked forward for months to this day, the day she would finally compete in the Scottish Horse Show.  Taylor was not native to Scotland, having emigrated from Ireland a few years earlier with her parents.  She’d been a regular at the equestrian shows in Ireland, but this would be the first time she’d compete in her new home of Scotland. 

“Name, miss?” a woman sitting in a booth asked when Taylor stopped.

“Taylor O’Donnell, riding Erin’s Pride,” Taylor responded.

The woman checked over the list briefly and then nodded. “Aye, here you are.” She smiled at Taylor.  “Parking is that way; follow the lad with the flag. Do you need help finding the stables?”

“No, thank you,” Taylor replied.

“Right, on your way.  Best of luck!" 

Taylor smiled.  “Thank you!” 

***
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DUNCAN MACLEOD MADE his way through the crowds of people.  He enjoyed the horse show and was a regular each year.  Many people knew him, if not personally, by his reputation, for he was one of the country’s wealthiest men.    In addition, he was strikingly handsome:  tall and broad with dark hair and grey eyes.  A ladies’ man was how he was often described. Duncan, however, paid no attention to the rumours about him. He didn’t listen to the gossip mongers who claimed he was with a different woman every week.  His life was busy with his company, often taking him to the United States, where his parents and younger sister had emigrated years earlier.  Duncan himself loved his native Scotland far too much to emigrate.  He had many friends and an active social life.  Duncan was content, if not entirely happy. 

Duncan found his seat in the front row and sat down to enjoy the next event in the games. It was the final event, the next night being the Gala Ball to mark the end of the event for the summer.  He watched as the rider made his way to the starting gate. But it was not a man, he remarked as he noticed the slender figure atop the horse; it was a woman. He leaned forward to look closer at her but caught only a glimpse of her before she rode off.

Duncan watched as she rode expertly through the course, not missing a post or a jump.  The crowd applauded as she finished the course and returned her horse to the starting gate. Duncan jumped to his feet and pushed through the crowds, anxious to get close to her, speak to her, and see her face. When he reached her, he had to wait as a young man assisted her with her animal and led him away. As he stood back and watched, she took off her riding helmet. He took a sharp breath as he saw her face. Her dark hair was pulled back behind her head in a chignon. Her eyes were large and dark brown, and her skin was fair. She smiled, and Duncan felt his pulse quicken. 

“Hello,” he said as he finally got close to her. “Your run was outstanding." 

“Thank you so much,” she smiled.   Duncan noticed that she spoke with an Irish accent.

“You’re new to these parts, aren’t you?  I’m sure I’d remember seeing you before,” he smiled.

Taylor nodded. “Well, I’ve only lived in Scotland for a few years. My parents and I emigrated here from Cork.”

“Do you miss it? Ireland, I mean?”

“Yes, but it is so beautiful and peaceful here. It makes it easier to be away from home,” she replied.

“Forgive me, where are my manners? I’m Duncan MacLeod,” he said.

“Taylor O’Donnell.  It's a pleasure to meet you, Duncan,” she smiled.

Duncan was enchanted.  Their conversation was cut short when an older man and woman approached them. Taylor smiled when she saw them. “Hi, Dad, Mum.” 

“Hello, lass,” said Paul O’Donnell as he embraced his daughter.

“You did a fine job as always,” said her mother, Gabriella.

Taylor smiled and turned to Duncan. “Dad, Mum, this is Duncan MacLeod.  Duncan, this is my father, Paul O’Donnell, and my mother, Gabriella.”

Duncan extended his hand to both of them, trying to make a favourable impression on them. Paul shook Duncan’s hand, looking him in the eye. “So, you’re the famous Duncan MacLeod? I’ve heard a lot about you, young man.”

Duncan smiled.  “Is that good or bad?”

“I’m not sure,” Paul admitted.  “I suppose that depends on how much of it is true.”

Taylor looked from her father to Duncan, feeling awkward and embarrassed at Paul’s unyielding manner.

“Oh, come now, Paul,” laughed Gabriella at last to break the ice. “Don’t embarrass the poor man; you’ve just met him!”

Paul turned to his wife and smiled, relenting at last.

“Aye, true enough.  Nice to meet you, MacLeod.”

“The pleasure was all mine, sir,” replied Duncan.

Paul nodded, looking the younger man up and down. “Well, Taylor, it’s time we were off. We've reservations for seven o’clock sharp.”

Taylor nodded. “Yes, of course, Da. I’ll see you at home.” Paul and Gabriella walked away, leaving Duncan and Taylor alone once again.

“I have to go now,” she said, again turning to Duncan. “It’s my birthday today, and my parents are taking me out for a special dinner.”

“Well, then, happy birthday,” Duncan smiled.  “So, will you be attending the Gala Ball tomorrow night?”

While Taylor was shocked by his directness, she still smiled. "I haven't decided yet."

Duncan nodded.  "Well, perhaps I'll see you there," he replied.  "Enjoy your birthday dinner, Taylor."

"Thank you," she replied, watching as he walked away, admiring his broad shoulders, fine behind, and long legs. Duncan MacLeod—her father seemed to know who he was and was not impressed. What was the reason for that? Who was Duncan MacLeod?

Taylor returned to the stables where Erin's Pride was getting a brush down from one of the grooms.  She smiled as the horse whinnied happily when he saw her.

"There's a good lad," she said, stroking the sleek neck of the animal. "You did so well; I'm so proud of you," she murmured as she kissed him. As a newcomer with no experience in this particular show, Taylor didn't expect to win this competition. But it felt good to compete so she could show off her beloved horse and give him a chance to shine. 

"Let's go home," she told him.  "You've earned a night off."   
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CHAPTER 2
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Gabriella stood behind Taylor as her daughter prepared for the Gala. “Now, Taylor,” began Gabbi as she looked in the mirror and adjusted her necklace. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that a man like Duncan MacLeod doesn’t need much encouragement. I’ve heard he's pretty experienced with the ladies. You watch yourself with him.”

Taylor glanced up at her mother’s reflection as she added the finishing touches to her makeup.  After she’d got home the previous night, Taylor had Googled Duncan MacLeod.  She’d been shocked not only by how much information she’d found but by the nature of some of it.  Some of it she figured was true:  he was born in Edinburgh on April 19, 1987, he was the CEO and president of MacLeod Corporation, he was six foot four inches tall and had grey eyes and dark brown hair.  But there were other items of information she found both shocking and more than a little titillating:  he’d never been married and was never seen with the same woman twice.  The idea that a man like him would be interested in her excited her despite her parents’ reservations about him. 

“What do you think is going to happen?” Taylor asked her mother.  “We exchanged a few pleasantries last night. It's no big deal. He probably won’t look in my direction with all the high-society women there.  And if he does, would it hurt to talk to him?” 

Gabbi said nothing but secretly hoped her daughter was right, that he wouldn’t be interested in her.  Duncan MacLeod wasn’t a man who could be trusted with their precious, innocent daughter.  

*** 
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WHEN DUNCAN MACLEOD arrived, the pavilion was already crowded with people dressed in their finery. He searched for the face he longed to see again and smiled broadly when he caught sight of Taylor, and he stood for a moment to drink in the sight of her. 

Taylor wore a floor-length princess gown in deep cabernet, a colour that complimented her alabaster skin. It was sleeveless and had a V-neck. Around her shoulders, she wore a matching satin stole. Her long, dark hair was loose and hung in silky waves. Duncan was unable to take his eyes off her. He hesitated momentarily, decidedly unlike him, and then headed toward her. 

“Let’s go grab a table,” Paul suggested, taking his wife’s hand and leading her and Taylor towards one of the empty tables in the pavilion.  No sooner had they reached the table than when Duncan joined them. 

“Good evening,” said Duncan, stepping up to the table.  “I hope I’m not intruding.”  

Taylor looked up at him and smiled.  “Not at all!  Good evening, Duncan. Mum, Da, you remember Duncan MacLeod, I’m sure."  

“Yes, of course, we do,” said Gabriella. “How do you do, Mr. MacLeod?" 

“Very well, ma’am, thank you,” replied Duncan.  “You don’t mind if I steal your young lass away for a dance or two, sir?” Duncan asked, holding out his hand to Taylor and smiling at her.

Paul shook his head. “Just as long as you return her the way you found her," he said.

Duncan's eyes did not leave Paul’s for a moment, telling him silently he was not intimidated by the comment; then, he turned and led her onto the dance floor.

Once they were out of earshot, Gabbi turned to her husband.

“Paul, you can be an awful jack-ass when you want to be.” 

Paul ignored her, his attention fixed on his daughter and the man he’d decided was all wrong for her.  “God help him if he hurts her, Gabbi."  

Gabbi sighed.  “Taylor is an adult now; she can make her own choices.  She’s not about to do something foolish.  You can't expect Taylor to stay away from men forever.”

Paul turned to his wife.  "I didn't say that," he snapped.  "But you saw how he looked at her, Gabbi."

Gabbi turned her eyes to where Taylor and Duncan had started dancing.  "Taylor is a smart lass.  She won't do anything stupid."

Paul turned to her.  “It’s not her I’m worried about.” 

***
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“I’M SORRY ABOUT MY father,” said Taylor as they began their dance. “It’s just that I’m an only child, and he’s a little overprotective.”

Duncan nodded. “Yes, I noticed. But let’s not let him ruin our dance, shall we?” he smiled.

Taylor smiled back at him. “No, let’s not.”

“What does Miss Taylor O’Donnell do when she’s not riding horses?” Duncan asked. 

“Well, I’m studying to be a vet,” she told him.  “I have one more year to get my Bachelor of Veterinary Medicine and Surgery.” 

“Where are you studying?” 

“The University of Edinburgh.  I’ve been commuting but convinced my parents I must be closer for my final year.  I’ll be leasing a flat with my best friend.”

“You’ve been commuting? Not from here, surely,” he said. 

“No, we live in Haddington, not far from Edinburgh." 

Duncan smiled.  “What a coincidence.  I live there, too.” 

One dance turned into two, then three, and an entire hour passed before either realised it.

“Would you like a drink?” Duncan suggested as the song ended. 

“Yes, that’s a great idea,” replied Taylor. She had noticed her father watching them as they danced together from the other side of the pavilion and was happy to get away from his disapproving eye.  “Let’s go for a stroll in the gardens.”

Taylor knew her father and mother would disapprove of her wandering off like this with a man she'd just met, but she didn’t care. 

“What a lovely evening,” she said, looking at the star-filled sky.

Duncan didn’t look up for a second. Her lovely face in the moonlight was the most beautiful sight to him. “Aye, lovely indeed,” he smiled.

Taylor lowered her eyes and looked at him. “You know, Duncan, you haven't told me anything about yourself.”

Duncan raised his eyebrows. “No, I suppose I haven’t.  I’ve been more interested in learning about you.”

Taylor laughed. “Come on now, tell me something, or I will be forced to believe all the rumours I’ve heard about you as the truth.”

Duncan laughed. “And just what have you heard, pretty lass?”

“Well,” began Taylor, counting off the items on her fingers, “let’s see—you’re extremely wealthy; something about being a descendant of royalty, the word ‘playboy’ cropped up more than once...”  

Duncan chuckled. “It sounds like you’ve done some research,” he remarked. “I hope you don’t believe everything you read online.”

Taylor shook her head.  “I may be young, but I’m not naïve.  So tell me.  Tell me the truth about Duncan MacLeod.”

Duncan shrugged.  “Not much to tell.”

“Oh, please,” Taylor replied.  “Your name yielded over a thousand hits on Google.”

“You Googled me?” 

Taylor’s face grew warm.  “Well...yes.  My parents were adamant that you were notorious, so I wanted to understand why.” 

“Fair enough.  And did your search give you any answers?” 

“Hard to say.  Most of what is online is rubbish,” she said. 

“Then ask me, Taylor.  Ask me, and I’ll tell you if it’s true.” 

Taylor’s eyebrows lifted as she considered this.  “All right.  It claimed that you’ve never been married and are never seen with the same woman more than once.”

Duncan smirked.  “Guilty as charged.”

“You’ve never been with a woman more than once? Seriously?” 

He shrugged. “I've never met a woman who’s held my interest for long. Well, until recently.” 


“So you’ve never been in love,” Taylor asked. Duncan shook his head.  “You?”

“Never,” she admitted. 

“What else did your research tell you?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Just gossip, mostly.  Where you 



were born, when you were born, that sort of thing.”

He nodded.  “So you know I’m an old man.”

She smirked.  “Yes, so old.  Almost thirty.”

“Ancient, I know.” 

She laughed.  “So come on, tell me something.  I have to return to my parents soon.”

Duncan wasn’t happy to hear that but realised he’d had her to himself for over an hour.  He wasn’t about to push his luck. 

“The truth?”  

“Yes, the truth,” she insisted. Tell me something that is one hundred per cent true about you.

Duncan hesitated, for there were some things about himself that few people knew.  But somehow, telling her seemed important and, he hoped, critical if she were to trust him. 

"I was a child prodigy," he began.  "I skipped grades three times in school. I graduated from Cambridge with an MBA at the age of nineteen."

Taylor stared at him.  “You're a genius,” she said.  That information was not to be found on Google. 

Duncan shrugged self-consciously.  “Yes, but don't let it get around.”

“Why? Why is that something you try to hide?” 

Duncan sighed and gazed off into the distance.  “People treat you differently when they find out your IQ.  They think you're a freak.  At Cambridge, I did my best to fit in, but being a sixteen-year-old in a community of people in their twenties was hard.  I didn't fit in; I didn't have a lot of friends, and I was miserable most of the time.  I was determined after that experience I’d never let my brains hold me back again.”

Taylor was shocked.  “I'm sorry for what you went through.  You don't seem to have that problem now, though.  You have a healthy social life.”

Duncan chuckled. “That's a kind way to say it, but you're right. I have a lot of friends, some of whom I knew from childhood, who accepted me for who I am. Most people don’t know this, so I'd appreciate your discretion.”

“Of course, I won't say a word.  I'm honoured that you'd trust me enough to tell me.”

He smiled.  “Trust goes both ways, lass.  I'd like to see you again.  Would you give me your number?”

Taylor hesitated, but only for a moment. Her mother's words were still in her mind, warning her. But she doesn't know him, and Da doesn't either. They only listen to the gossip. He's shown me a side of himself few people have seen. 

“Give me your phone, and I'll put my number in it,” she said. 

Duncan smiled and pulled his phone out of the breast pocket of his dress shirt.  After unlocking it, he handed it to her.    

“All set,” she said, handing it back to him.  “Send me a text so I have your number.”


“Okay,” Duncan said and typed in a message.  Taylor smiled when she read it and sent back a 



smiley face emoji. She looked up at him. “Now I need to get back to my parents.”

He nodded.  “Let's go find them.” 

Reluctantly, Taylor and Duncan made their way back to the pavilion. As soon as Paul O’Donnell caught sight of the young couple, he got to his feet. “Come on, Gabbi,” he said to his wife, “we’re going.”

“Well, there you are,” said Gabbi as Taylor and Duncan approached them. “Dad has a headache and wants to leave, Taylor, so say your goodbyes.”

Taylor was disappointed, but she didn't want to make a scene.  She turned and looked at Duncan.  “I suppose this is goodnight."

Duncan considered offering her a ride home but decided against it—it was too soon. 

“Very well, Taylor,” he said, his voice not hiding his disappointment. “Goodnight to you, and you as well, Mr. and Mrs. O’Donnell.” 

Taylor strolled behind her parents as they approached the valet’s booth. She turned to catch one last glimpse of Duncan and saw him standing where she had left him, watching her walk away. He smiled at her. She smiled back.
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CHAPTER 3
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Taylor woke up when her phone alarm sounded.  She’d planned to visit Edinburgh to check out a couple of flats with her best friend, Kate.  The thought of moving to the city from under her father’s thumb was more appealing now than ever, having met Duncan MacLeod.  

It had taken Taylor a long time to fall asleep the previous night, for thoughts of the handsome Scot filled her mind.  Taylor had dated a bit but had never had a serious relationship.  She was still a virgin, something which was a source of great amusement to her best friend, Kate.  It wasn’t that Taylor didn’t want a sexual relationship – she’d never met a man to whom she’d been physically attracted enough to go there.  But Duncan MacLeod?  Serious potential. 

As sad as they were that she was moving out, Taylor’s parents could not find a single reason why she shouldn’t live in the city until now.  Now that Duncan MacLeod had entered the picture, Paul was anxious about his only daughter living away from home. He said as much to his wife over breakfast before Taylor came downstairs.

“You can’t stop her, Paul,” said Gabbi as she poured herself some coffee. “She’s twenty-two years old, for Heaven’s sake. She’s not a child anymore. Like it or not, she can do what she pleases.”

Paul sighed. “Aye, I know it, Gabbi. But I'm sure MacLeod will be on her doorstep when she moves into her place.

“Well, that’s something we have no control over, Paul. Besides, Taylor is a good girl who won’t misbehave just because she’s alone.  If she wishes to date this man, she is perfectly within her rights to do so. We may voice our concerns about him, but beyond that, we can do nothing.”

“I know, Gabbi, I know,” he snapped, picking up his newspaper and burying his nose in it.

Just then, Taylor came bounding down the stairs, her happy mood evident in her smile. 

“Good morning!” she sang, kissing her parents. They looked up at her and smiled, too. Her mood was infectious, and it helped her father’s irritability dissipate.

“Is that this morning’s paper?” she asked.

“What interest do you have in newspapers all of a sudden, girl?” he teased.

“I was wondering if there was anything about the show,” she replied as she poured herself some coffee.

Paul frowned.  “Hoping to see your Mr. MacLeod, are you?” 

Taylor shrugged nonchalantly as she sipped her coffee.  

“Paul,” Gabbi warned. 

Paul said no more and returned his attention to the paper. 

“You’re meeting Kate this morning?” Gabbi asked as Taylor joined her parents at the table. 

“Yes, I’m picking her up.  We want to look at a few places,” Taylor replied.

“But it’s still summer, what’s the rush?” Paul asked. 

“It’s not easy to find places once school starts,” Taylor explained.  “We have to grab one while it’s still available.”

“I don’t understand why you need to move to bloody Edinburgh at all,” Paul grumbled.  “It’s not so far from here.”

Taylor resisted the urge to roll her eyes and said nothing.  This wasn’t the first time she’d had this discussion with her father. 

“Well, I’ll be off, then,” Taylor said.  

“Good luck,” Gabbi said as Taylor put her cup in the dishwasher. 

“Thanks, Mum.”

Taylor picked up her best friend, Kate Ross, a short time later, and soon the two of them were on the A1 headed for Edinburgh. 

“How was the party last night?” Kate asked.  

“You mean the ball?” Taylor asked in a snooty voice.

Kate laughed.  “God, how stuck up. Yeah, the ball.  Was anyone interesting there?”

Taylor smiled.  “Well, actually, there was someone who was more than a little interesting.”

“Oh? Details, please,” Kate smiled. 

“His name is Duncan MacLeod, and...”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” interjected Kate.  “Duncan MacLeod? CEO? Stinking rich and hot as hell, Duncan MacLeod?  That Duncan MacLeod?”

Taylor nodded.  “That Duncan MacLeod.”

Kate pulled out her phone and started Googling.

“What are you doing?” Taylor asked.

“Checking him out,” Kate said, staring at an image on her phone.  “He is sex on a stick, isn’t he?” 

Taylor laughed.  “Whatever that means.”

“It means he’s extremely sexy, the kind of man you’d like to jump, the sort of man whose...”

“Okay, I got it,” Taylor said with a shake of her head. 

“So? Who was he with? Did you meet him? Any pics?” 

“He was alone until he joined me and my parents.  We danced, we talked, we exchanged numbers. No pics.”

Kate stared at her.  “Are you shitting me?? You’re only telling me this now?” 

Taylor laughed.  “You were out with Jerry last night; I didn’t want to interrupt anything,” she smirked. 

“Oh God, you so could have,” Kate sighed.  “So, when are you seeing him again?” 

Taylor shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Da isn’t happy about it.  He thinks Duncan is some playboy.”

Kate scoffed.  “Your Da says that about all men.  I hope you won’t let him stop you from seeing Duncan.”

“Nope.  I’m not.  He won’t be happy, neither will my Mum.  But since I’ll be living away from home, they won’t be able to nag me, will they?”

Kate smiled.  “Excellent point,” holding out her fist to Taylor. 

Taylor laughed and returned Kate’s fist pump as they crossed the Forth Bridge on their way into Edinburgh. 

***
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DUNCAN GLANCED AT HIS watch with a yawn.  Who thought it was a good idea to have a meeting on a Saturday? He wondered.  And then he realised it was he who’d done so.  Duncan was in the early stages of acquiring a company in New York and had tasked his staff with gathering as much information as possible so he could decide if it would be a fit for MacLeod Corporation.  So, he had no one to blame but himself. 

“Well, you’ve given me a lot to consider,” Duncan said as the presentations finally ended.  “Well done, everyone.  Thanks for coming in on a Saturday.  God knows what I thought when I decided that was a good idea.”

Polite chuckling was heard around the large conference table as people started closing their laptops and packing up.  Duncan did the same, placing the reports he’d been given into his briefcase.  He was only too happy to be able to leave the city.  He found Edinburgh claustrophobic and was anxious to return to his country estate.  He’d been pleased to learn that Taylor O’Donnell lived in the same area.  He’d considered calling to ask her to dinner, smirking at the thought of her overbearing father when he showed up at the door to pick her up.  Duncan wasn’t a man who was quickly put off when he wanted something.  And he wanted Taylor O’Donnell.

Duncan was walking down Queen Street and decided to grab a coffee for the drive home. There was a small café near his office, and he headed to it.  While waiting for his order, he looked around and smiled when he saw Taylor. She sat alone, reading on her phone, her long legs crossed under the table, her hair loose about her shoulders. He smiled, and as soon as he picked up his order, he walked over to her table. 

“Excuse me, miss, is this seat taken?” he smiled.

Taylor looked up, startled. Then, when she saw who it was, she smiled.

“Duncan!  How nice to see you!” 

“It’s wonderful to see you too, Taylor. And very unexpected, I might add. What brings you to town this morning?” he asked as he sat beside her. 

“Looking at flats.”

“Ah yes, you mentioned that you were looking to move here.  Did you find something?” 

Taylor nodded.  “We did, yes.  Kate and I got lucky and found a lovely two-bedroom near here.”

“Congratulations,” Duncan smiled. 

“Thank you!  We don’t move until September, but I’m excited about it.  My father’s been trying to talk me out of moving, of course,” she sighed.  “He’s rather ...overprotective.”

“I had that impression,” Duncan smiled.  “So, tell me about this flat." 

Taylor described the small apartment she and Kate had engaged, her excitement clear as day.  Duncan listened intently, charmed by her enthusiasm.  

“Of course, we’ll have to furnish it,” Taylor concluded. 

“Well, tell me if you need any help moving in.  I’d be happy to help,” Duncan said.  

Taylor smiled.  “I will, thank you.” 

He checked his watch.  “I need to be off.  You should come to see my horses sometimes.  I know how you love them.”

Taylor's eyes widened.  “You have horses?”

“I do.  Six of them.”

“I’d love to meet them!  Are you...busy now? I’m not hurrying to go home,” she admitted embarrassedly.

Duncan chucked.  “I see.  I have an online meeting at 2, but I’m free now if you want to come over.” 

Taylor smiled. “Grand! Give me your address, and I’ll meet you there.” 

Duncan pulled out his phone and sent her his address as he stood up.  “I’ll meet you there."

***
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THE DRIVE TO DUNCAN’S home was longer than Taylor had anticipated. She had been driving for about 30 minutes when her GPS indicated her destination was ahead on the right.  

The sight of his enormous home quite took aback Taylor. She had seen this house many times and was always curious about who lived there. Now she knew. Pulling up the long driveway, she saw Duncan standing at the front of the house.  He smiled at her, and she felt a flutter in her stomach.  Something was happening to her, something which had never happened before.  It both excited and alarmed her, for she’d never felt such an attraction to a man before.  

“Welcome to my home,” Duncan said as he opened the car door for Taylor.  

“I’ve been wondering for years who lives here,” she said.

“And now you know.  Come along, let’s meet the beasties,” he said, taking her hand.  

As Taylor soon realised, the property was quite extensive. As they made their way to the corral, she saw a tennis court and a swimming pool. The corral was large, with a set of paddocks beside it. Taylor smiled when she saw the horses grazing.

“Here we are,” Duncan said as they reached the fence.  “Let me introduce you.”

Taylor stepped onto the lowest rung of the fence as she looked around at the horses.  There were six of them: one Clydesdale, a shire, two quarter horses, a Freisen and a Yorkshire coach. 

“They’re magnificent,” Taylor said as the large Clydesdale made his way over to them.  

“They are,” Duncan agreed as the horse nuzzled his hand.  “This one’s my favourite. Hugo is his name.”

Taylor smiled.  “He seems the feelings are mutual.”

Duncan nodded.  “There’s a good lad,” he said, stroking the animal’s muzzle.

“We had a Clyde back in Ireland,” she told him.  

Duncan looked at her. “He didn’t come with you?”

She shook her head.  “Only Erin’s Pride.  We sold the other three, but we’ve replaced them.  I still miss them, though.  You get so attached.”

“I know what you mean,” Duncan said, kissing Hugo’s nose. It warmed Taylor’s heart to see him so taken with an animal. She’d always believed a person's treatment of animals could tell a lot about their character.  

“What are their names?” she asked, looking at the other five horses. 

“That’s Raven, the black quarter; the other quarter is her sister, Freya; the Freisan is Lorelei; the Yorkshire is Granite, and the shire is Henry,” he told her.  

“They’re all lovely,” she smiled, stroking Hugo’s neck.  “Can I take a pic?” she asked, taking out her phone. 

“Of course,” he said.  “Hugo loves the camera.”

Taylor laughed and took a selfie with the horse.  She was tempted to ask Duncan to join her but wasn’t sure if she ought to.  He was so worldly, so sophisticated.  She felt silly even considering it.  “I suppose I should get going and let you get to work,” she said, checking her phone.  

Duncan looked at his watch.  “Aye, I suppose so.  You’ll have to come back for a ride.”

She nodded, not sure if he was just being polite or genuine. “I’d like that very much if you have the time.  I mean, if you’re not busy with...whatever. Whoever.”

Duncan frowned.  “Whoever?  Do you think there’s a who if I’ve asked you to visit my home?” 

Taylor shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know much about you, Duncan.  You’re something of an enigma, according to social media.”

He nodded.  “I see—social media.  Well, I need to get to that meeting.  Have a good day, Miss O’Donnell.”

He walked away, and Taylor stood watching him, feeling like a fool.  
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CHAPTER 4 
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By the time Taylor had reached her parents’ house, she’d managed to get herself under control.  She looked in the rearview mirror and wiped the smudged makeup from under her eyes.  I’m so bloody stupid, she thought.  

She went up to her room at once and Googled Duncan again.  This time, she Googled “Duncan MacLeod girlfriend.”  A few hits popped up, but none said anything about him having a girlfriend.  He’d been photographed with different women at different events and venues, but never the same one more than once.  Taylor frowned.  What did that mean?  She decided she needed the advice of someone savvier than her, so she called Kate. 

“Hi, Tay! What’s up?”

“Oh, Kate, I’ve made a fool of myself!”

“What do you mean? What happened?” 

Taylor told Kate about how she’d met Duncan at the café, how she’d gone to meet his horses, and the awkwardness that ensued afterwards. 

“I feel just awful,” Taylor groaned, her head in her hands.  “What a stupid thing to say!  What must he think of me? Then he called me “Miss O’Donnell.”  Miss O’Donnell!” 

“The fact that you feel awful tells me you already know the answer,” Kate said.  “Duncan is a classy guy.  He’s probably insulted that you said that but is too mature to say so.”

“Oh God,” Taylor whined.  “What do I do?? Is he done with me? Have I buggered it up?” 

“You’ve been alone with this man how many times now?” Kate asked. 

Taylor thought for a moment.  “Well, at the ball, at the café, then at his estate. Three.  Three times.”

“A man like Duncan isn’t going to waste his time on someone he’s not interested in, Taylor.  If he’s giving you that much attention, he’s interested.” 

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

“God, I’m such an idiot,” Taylor moaned.  

Kate laughed.  “Well, you’re not very experienced with men.  You’re not good at reading signs yet.  And Duncan MacLeod is a lot of man - he’s charismatic and larger than life.  Don’t feel bad if you’ve felt overwhelmed by him.  But I do think you ought to apologise to him.”

I need to apologise, she thought anxiously.  Even if he wants nothing to do with me anymore, I at least need to try to say how sorry I am.

“You’re right,” Taylor said.  “Thanks, Kate.”

“Are you going over there now?” Kate asked.

“Should I?” 

“Yeah!  For sure!  Go for it!” 

Taylor laughed.  “Okay, I’ll go after dinner.” 

“Yes! Call me when you’re home—unless you end up spending the night,” she teased. 

“Goodbye, Kate,” Taylor said, ending the call with a roll of her eyes. 

***
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ONCE HER PARENTS WERE ensconced in the living room with the evening news, Taylor walked down the stairs as quietly as possible.  She didn’t want to explain where she was going, and no doubt one of her parents would ask if they knew she was going out.  Luckily, they were engrossed in the evening news and didn’t hear her as she headed for the back door. She grabbed her car keys and headed outside, determined to make amends to Duncan MacLeod. 

Duncan was in a foul mood, taking his frustrations out in his gym.  He’d spent nearly an hour lifting weights, pushing himself hard to purge the disappointment.  Sweat covered his bare arms and chest as he moved to the heavy bag.  Punching things always helped when he was feeling this way.  Listening to Metallica on his earbuds, Duncan was in his own world and didn’t hear Mary when she walked into the gym and said his name. 

“Mr. MacLeod!” 

Duncan finally heard her and stopped what he was doing.  He pulled out one of his earbuds.  “What is it?” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. 

Mary nodded towards the doorway, where Taylor stood. Duncan frowned, surprised to see her but still feeling defensive. “Thank you, Mary,” he said, effectively dismissing her. He walked over, picked up a towel, and ran it over his face and hair as Mary left.  

Taylor wasn’t as sure of herself as when she’d driven over here.  She’d composed a nice little speech of apology in her head, but all the words had evaporated as she stood staring at Duncan. 

He wore only shorts and a pair of running shoes.  His torso was bare and, she discovered, was covered in ink.  And muscles.  Acres of muscles, muscles that were bulging now after his workout and glistening with sweat.  Taylor was unable to stop her body’s reaction to his as heat gathered between her legs at the sight of him.  Then he spoke, and she shook herself from her hypnotic staring.

“What are you doing here, Taylor?” he asked.  He picked up a water bottle and took a long drink.  Taylor watched his pronounced Adam’s apple move as he drank, and she again had to force herself not to stare. 

“I ...I feel terrible about what I said earlier, and I wanted to apologise,” she said.

Duncan said nothing momentarily as he wiped his mouth with the towel around his shoulders.  “Okay, but what are you apologising for?  Accusing me of being a womaniser? Or a liar?”

“I’m apologising for thinking that the gossip mongers know who you are,” she said.  “I’m apologising for being stupid, silly, and naïve enough not to trust my judgement.  I understand if you’re finished with me, Duncan, but I wanted to say this regardless. Goodnight.”

She turned and walked away, fighting the tears that threatened her.  

Duncan watched her leave, unsure how to feel or how to react.  That she’d driven out here to apologise meant a lot to him.  It showed him that she cared about him.  And he wasn’t about to let her walk out of his life.  Tossing the towel on the floor, Duncan ran out of the gym and headed upstairs before Taylor could leave. 

“Taylor!” he called as he ran out of the front door.  “Taylor, wait!”

Taylor had reached her car and stopped when she heard his voice.  She wiped the tears from her cheeks as she turned to him. 

“Taylor, please don’t leave this way,” he said, the sight of her tears gutting him. 

“I don’t know what else to say, Duncan,” she said.  “I’ve hurt and insulted you because I’m too inexperienced to know better.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

She lowered her eyes as her face grew pink.  “I’m ...I’m a virgin, Duncan.  I don’t have much experience with men...I’m sorry if...”

“Stop right there,” he said, taking her hands. “I understand, Taylor. I understand that you’re scared of what’s happening between us. But I know you feel it just as I do. Am I wrong?”

Taylor looked up at him, her eyes bright with tears.  She shook her head.  “No, you’re not wrong.  Does this mean you forgive me?” 

Duncan smiled and lifted his hands to her face.  “There’s nothing to forgive,” he said, wiping her tears with his thumbs.  “I didn’t know you were so ...inexperienced.  It all makes sense to me now.”  

Taylor smiled. “Thank you, Duncan.  I should get home. I snuck out of the house to come and see you.”

Duncan’s smile grew.  “You’re a wee rebel, Taylor O’Donnell,” he teased.

She laughed, and relief flooded her. “Well, perhaps a bit.  But I’m glad I did it.”

Duncan nodded. “So am I,” he said and drew close to kiss her. He didn’t want to push her now that he knew she was so innocent, but it wasn’t easy when she responded by wrapping her arms around his waist and kissing him back.  

“I’m sweaty, sorry,” he murmured.  

“I don’t care,” she said and kissed him again. 

***
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WHEN TAYLOR GOT HOME, the house was quiet. Hoping that her parents had gone to bed or dozed off in front of the television, Taylor quietly locked the door behind her and turned to go upstairs. She dropped her keys with a gasp when she saw her father standing there, glaring at her. 

“Where the devil have you been?” he demanded.  “Sneaking off and worrying me and your mum half to death!”

Taylor frowned as she picked up her keys.  “I didn’t sneak off,” she replied tersely.  “I’m a grown woman.  I can go out of the house without your permission, Da.” 

Paul scowled as she headed for the stairs.  “You were with him, weren’t you? You were with that MacLeod bastard!”

Taylor turned back to face her father.  “He’s not a bastard,” she snapped.  “You don’t know anything about him besides the gossip you’ve swallowed!”

“You don’t know him either, Taylor, don’t kid yourself!” Paul shouted as she went up the stairs.  

Taylor slammed her bedroom door and lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling.  Her phone sounded, and she sat up and pulled it from her purse.  Seeing Duncan’s name, she smiled. 

“Missing me so soon?” she teased.

Duncan chuckled.  “Of course.  I wanted to make sure you got home okay.”

Taylor smiled.  “I did.  Of course, I was ambushed when I walked in the door.”

“Your father?”

“Who else?”  she sighed.  “It got ugly.  I can’t wait to get out of here.”

“I’m sure. When do you get possession of your flat?”

“September first.”

“That’s not so far off, lass.  Only a few weeks.”

“It will feel a lot longer,” she groaned. 

Duncan chuckled.  “Well, if you permit me, I’ll try to make the rest of the summer a little more bearable for you.”

Taylor smiled. “Is that a promise?” she asked.

Duncan grinned. “Aye, you can count on it.”
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CHAPTER 5
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The next day, Kate and Taylor planned to go to IKEA to buy furniture, dishes, and other necessities for their apartment. On the drive there, Kate peppered Taylor with questions.  

“So, you snuck out of the house to go to Duncan? For real?” Kate asked. 

“For real,” Taylor replied.  “Da was waiting for me when I got home.  He was pretty steamed.”

“He needs to get over it,” Kate scoffed.  “You’re twenty-two, for shit’s sake! I hope you gave him an earful.”

“I did.  Not sure it’ll help, but I did,” Taylor replied.

“What is his problem with Duncan?”  

“Oh, it’s a bunch of things, I think,” Taylor said.  “Duncan is older than me; all the gossip about him dating a lot of women, which, in my father’s eyes, makes him a man whore.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “I'm so glad you apologised to him,” she said.  “He must have appreciated it.”  

“I'm pretty sure he did,” Taylor smirked. 

Kate looked at her, getting the idea she was hiding something. “Okay, spill it.

“What do you mean?”

“Something happened between you and Duncan, didn't it?”  

“That depends on what you mean by something,” said Taylor.

Kate's eyes widened. “You have to tell me now, or I will think of the wildest sexual activities I can imagine the two of you doing.... on horseback.”

Taylor laughed. “You're insane.”

Kate shrugged.  “Yeah, yeah, come on, spill it.”

Taylor sighed. “Okay, well, when I went to his place, he was working out in his gym.”

“Oh, I like where this is going,” said Kate. 

Taylor smiled.  “I'm sure you can imagine.”

Kate frowned. “Yeah, I can, but I still want to hear it. So come on, details, woman, details.” 

Taylor smiled as she remembered the sight of sweaty, muscle-bound Duncan.  “Well, he was only wearing shorts, and he’d been working out for a while.  He’s got a lot of ink on his chest, shoulders, and arms.”

“Yummy, keep going.”

“I just stared, Kate, I just stared at him.  His body is so beautiful, so powerful,” she remembered.

“Holy shit,” Kate groaned.  “I’m so jelly! I love Jerry, but he’s a beanpole.”

Taylor laughed.  “Jerry’s a good lad.”

“Yeah, I know.  So, continue – what happened?”

“Well, he was surprised I was there and a little steamed. So, I apologised. I told him I was stupid to believe the gossip. I was naive, and I hoped he understood. Then I left.”

“You left?”

“Yes, well, he didn’t say anything after I apologised, so I figured we were done. But when I reached my car, he came out and called my name, told me not to go.”

“I love it!”

Taylor smiled.  “I told him I was still a virgin, and naïve, and all that.  He was so understanding and said something I will never forget.”

“What? What did he say?” Kate pressed. 

“He said he understood that I was scared of what was happening between us and that he knew I felt it like he did.” 

Kate squealed.  “That’s so freaking romantic!  Please tell me he kissed you after that.”

“Not right after, but soon after,” Taylor said.

“And?”

Taylor sighed.  “It was perfect.” 

Kate grinned.  “Knicker dampening?” 

Taylor laughed.  “Well, the sight of him working out already did that. The kiss...well, that only made it worse.”

Kate groaned.  “Oh my God, Taylor, you have to let this guy be the one.  I bet he would make you see stars.”

Taylor smiled.  “Yeah, he probably would.”

***
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KATE AND TAYLOR HAD been at IKEA for over an hour. Each had a cart loaded up with everything from dishes to towels and everything in between. They had stopped at the café for a quick bite of lunch when Taylor’s phone rang. It was Duncan.

“Hello, Duncan; how are you?”


“I’m well, lass; how are you? What are you up to



this morning?”

“Kate and I are at IKEA now, spending too much money.”

Duncan chuckled.  “Sounds like you’re having fun. I’ve never been to IKEA.”

“What? Are you serious?” 

“Dead serious.  Am I missing out?”

“Yes, you're missing out!  You're missing out if you like crowds, crying children, and walking miles to find a single item.”

“Sounds like serious craic.”

“Oh, you know it.  What are you up to today?”

“Nothing as fun as what you’re doing.”

“Why don’t you join us?”

“That’s very tempting. Maybe I will.”

“Do it! Kate and I will be here for at least another hour. Text me when you arrive, and we’ll meet up.”

“You talked me into it.”

“That didn’t take much.”

“Well, I’m rather eager to see you again.  I haven’t stopped thinking about last night.”

Taylor’s face grew warm. “Neither have I.  I’ll see you soon.”

“Try to restrain yourself, lassie.”

Taylor laughed and ended the call. 

“So, I finally get to meet the infamous Duncan MacLeod?”

“Yes, he’s meeting us up here."

Kate smirked.  "Let’s hope he can build stuff because I’m rubbish at it.”

***
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DUNCAN ARRIVED HALF an hour later, and the girls met him in the dining area. They couldn’t decide on a set and agreed to let him in on the decision.

“Well, which one will it be?” asked Taylor.

“If I had to choose, I’d be rather partial to this one,” Duncan pointed to the NORDVIKEN set.  

“I like it.  You, Taylor?” asked Kate. 

“I like it too.” 

“Done.  Moving on,” said Kate.  She looked at Duncan.  “How are you at building stuff?” 

Duncan shrugged.  “I can manage.”

“Good, you can be our carpenter later. Let’s go,” said Kate, setting off with her cart.

Duncan looked at Taylor.  “Yes, ma’am,” he smirked. 

Taylor laughed, and they followed Kate to the next area.
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CHAPTER 6
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It was decided that it made sense to store all of the apartment stuff at Duncan’s place since he had a lot of room. So Taylor followed him to his estate, and Kate called Jerry to meet them, planning to enlist his help to build all the furniture they had purchased.  

“Whoa,” Kate said as Taylor approached the enormous house.  “How rich is this guy?”

Taylor shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  Very rich.”

“Yeah, very rich,” Kate agreed.  They exited the car and met Duncan, who’d already begun unloading his vehicle.  

“Jerry’s on his way,” Kate told him.  “Hope you don’t mind me inviting him over, Duncan.”

“Not at all,” Duncan replied.  “More hands mean less work.”

“My thinking exactly,” Kate agreed.  

Jerry arrived about half an hour afterwards and stood in the entranceway of Duncan’s house, looking around. 

“Who is this guy, Kate?” he asked.  “Is he royalty or something?” 

“No, just rich.  Come on, all the stuff is in this room.”

Kate led Jerry into a large room where Duncan and Taylor unpacked boxes. 

“Duncan, this is my boyfriend, Jerry Douglas,” Kate said.  

Duncan stood up and shook Jerry’s hand.  “Good to meet you, Jerry."

“Yeah, same here, mate.  Nice place.”

“Thanks. The girls bought a few things for their apartment,” he said, pointing to the boxes and bags that took up a significant portion of the room’s space. 

“Yeah, just a few,” Jerry looked around.  “IKEA, eh? Guess we’ll be building.”

“That’s right, so snap to it, laddie,” Kate said, swatting him on the behind. 

Kate and Jerry worked together, while Taylor and Duncan did the same.  

“Why are you building all this stuff now?” Jerry asked.  “You don’t move until September.”

“So it’ll be ready when we move in,” Kate explained. "Moving and then having to build all this? No thanks.”

“Huh, good point,” Jerry replied.  “You’re okay with all this in your house, Duncan?”  

Duncan nodded.  “I have plenty of room."

“No shit,” Jerry muttered. 

Mary entered the room and walked over to where Duncan and Taylor were finishing the piece they were working on.

“Taylor, there’s someone I want you to meet. This is my dear Mary, without whom his place would fall to ruin,” Duncan smiled. 

Mary smiled.  “You’re too kind, sir.”  

“This is Taylor O’Donnell,” said Duncan, turning to Taylor.

Taylor smiled at the older woman and extended her hand. “We saw one another last night, but it’s very nice to meet you, Mary."

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss O’Donnell.  What time would you like dinner, sir?” she asked Duncan. 

Duncan looked at his watch.  “We’re nearly finished here. Seven would be perfect.  Thanks, Mary.”

“Not at all,” Mary replied and left them once more. 

***
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AFTER ENJOYING A FINE meal together, Jerry and Kate decided it was time to leave.

“I have an early morning shift,” Jerry explained.  “It’s been grand. Let’s do this again. Thanks for your hospitality, Duncan.”

Duncan shook Jerry’s hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you both; drive safe.”

Having seen their friends to the door, Duncan turned to Taylor. “Alone at last,” he smiled.

Taylor smiled as he pulled her closer.  “Thank you for putting up with my friends. I know Jerry can be a bit much.”

Duncan chuckled.  “I like him. You don’t have to go home right away, lass?”

His question made Taylor’s heart race.  “Not right away, but I do work in the morning.”

Duncan frowned.  “Work? Where?” 

“I work at the Equestrian centre; I teach children how to ride,” she told him. 

He smiled. “That’s amazing, but how will you manage that once you live in the city?”

“I’m only working until school starts.  My parents help me with school, but having some money I’ve earned myself is nice.” 

Duncan nodded. He wanted to tell her that she never needed to worry about money and that he would happily pay for everything she needed. But he knew it was too soon to make such a promise. He’d have to proceed cautiously and more slowly with her than with other women. She was the first woman he’d wanted to pursue for more than just a good time. Taylor O’Donnell had taken up a great deal of his thoughts of late. 

“Of course, I understand.”

She arched a dark eyebrow.  “Do you? I can’t imagine you worrying about paying bills or buying groceries.”

He smiled.  “No, I’m lucky that way.  Come on,” he took her hand.  “Let’s go test your new sofa.” 

The new furniture was pushed over to one side of the room where they’d assembled it, and Duncan pulled some of the bags off it and sat down. He patted the seat beside him. “Come sit with me.”

Taylor walked over and sat with him, snuggling into his side as he put his arm around her shoulders.  “It’s pretty comfortable,” she commented. 

“It is,” he murmured, brushing her temple with his lips.  The scent of her hair sent a strong jolt of lust through him, and he turned her face to his.  His mouth found hers as he brought his hand to her waist to pull her closer. 

Taylor’s heart pounded as his mouth dominated hers, his tongue sweeping through her mouth with determination and expertise.  This man knows how to kiss, she mused as she did her best to keep up.  But when he pulled her onto his lap, and she found herself straddling him, she knew she was out of her league.  Duncan’s mouth grazed her neck as his arms held her close.  

As for Duncan, he was surprised she was letting him go so far.  Until now, they’d only kissed, but now his hands were on her ass, and he was grinding himself against her.  He groaned against her neck as she rubbed herself along his groin, the erection in his pants almost painful.

“Can you feel how much I want you?” he whispered as he suckled her earlobe into his mouth. 

“Yes...I...I want you too.” she breathed.  

“I hope you mean that, Taylor,” he said, taking her face.  

She smiled.  “I’d never lie to you." 

“Nor I to you,” he said, pulling her close to kiss her again.  

And then her phone began to ring.  

At first, they ignored it and continued to kiss as Duncan’s hands ran into her long hair.  The ringing stopped and then started again almost immediately.  

“I’d better answer that,” she sighed, getting off his lap.  Her hands trembled as she reached into her purse to retrieve her phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Where are you? Do you know what time it is?  Your father and I have been worried sick!” 

Taylor closed her eyes, her mother’s voice dampening the desire raging through her.  “I’m fine.  We went to Duncan’s after IKEA and have been building the furniture we bought.  Then we had dinner.” 

Duncan frowned as he realised who she was talking to and walked over to her. 

Taylor watched him, her eyes glancing down at the bulge in his jeans.  She lifted her eyes and shook her head.

“Fine. Fine. FINE.”  She ended the call with a sigh and tossed her phone into her purse.  “I need to go.”

Duncan wasn’t surprised despite his disappointment.  “Your father?”

“My mother this time,” she sighed.  “Italian mothers are the biggest worriers in the world.”

“Your mother is Italian? But she speaks with an Irish accent,” Duncan remarked.

“She was only a baby when her parents left Italy,” she explained.  “She was raised in Ireland.” 

“So that’s where you got those beautiful brown eyes,” he smiled. 

Taylor shrugged.  “I guess so.  Don’t get me wrong; I love my parents.  But I’m feeling a wee bit stifled by them these days.” 

Duncan smiled.  He didn’t want to push her, no matter how much he wanted to take her up this bedroom right now.  “I’ll walk you out.” 

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Duncan said as they walked to Taylor’s car.  “A friend of mine is getting married in a couple of weeks.  I was hoping you’d come with me to the wedding.”

“A wedding? Lovely,” she smiled.  

“It’s in Kelso, so we’d stay for the night,” he told her.  “If you’re uncomfortable with that, my sister will be there too.”

Taylor smiled, appreciating his sensitivity.  “Sounds like fun.  I can’t wait to meet her.”

Duncan was pleased.  He kissed her once before she got into her car.  “Text me when you get home.  The roads are dark around here.”

“I will, goodnight,” she said.  

Duncan watched her drive away, then went inside for an icy shower. 

***
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WHEN TAYLOR GOT HOME, her parents were both waiting for her.  She braced herself for their barrage. 

“I have to get up early, so I’m going to bed,” she said, hoping to pre-empt the confrontation.

“If you have to get up early, was it wise to be out so late?”  Gabbi asked. 

“Goodnight!”  Taylor called as she climbed the stairs and entered her room. 

Gabbi looked at her husband, the scowl on his face telling her how fed up he was.  

“Let’s go to bed,” she said. 

“I’m worried, Gabbi,” he said as they went to their room.  “She hasn’t known this bloke a week, and she’s already changed, but not for the better.”

Gabbi frowned, for she agreed with him. 

***    
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TAYLOR HAD JUST CHANGED into a short nightie when her phone sounded.  It was Duncan, and he was on Facetime. 

“Hello, I’m sorry I didn’t text,” she said as soon as she saw his face.  

“It’s all right, lass. I wanted to make sure you got home okay."

She smiled.  “You needed to FaceTime to do that?”

He chuckled.  “Well, I wanted to see your face again before I sleep.”

Taylor smiled.  “How sweet.  Are you going to sleep now?”

“Soon.  I have an early meeting tomorrow. You?”

She nodded. “I just changed into my nightie."

Duncan didn’t reply immediately, for the image she’d put in his mind had him hard. “What colour is it?”

Taylor walked over to her desk and put her phone on the holder.  Then she stepped back so he could see her.  “It’s pink,” she did a slow turn.  “Do you like it?”

Duncan sighed.  “It’s sexy as hell, but I’m sure not nearly as sexy as was what lies beneath it.”

Taylor’s face grew warm at his words and the look in his eyes. “Perhaps,” she teased. “You’ll have to wait and see if you’re right.”

He smiled.  “Not long, I hope.  I want you so badly I can hardly think straight.” 

Taylor didn't know how to respond to his declaration. His words made her feel things that no man had ever felt. “Really?” 

He smiled.  “I could prove it to you if you wish.

Taylor glanced over her shoulder to her door, knowing that if her parents had heard this conversation, she’d never hear the end of it.

“Perhaps not the best idea given my ...present living situation,” she said. 

Duncan wasn’t surprised.  “I’m sorry that was thoughtless of me.”

Taylor shook her head.  “No, not thoughtless, Duncan.  I know you understand the way things are right now.”

“I do.”

“But they won’t always be this way,” she said. 

He smiled.  “There's something to look forward to. Goodnight, Taylor. Sweet dreams.”

“Goodnight, Duncan,” she blew him a kiss and ended their call.  She stood trembling in the middle of her room, arousal spreading through her.  How long would she be unable to resist Duncan?  And did she even want to try?
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CHAPTER 7
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Taylor’s work day had almost ended.  She’d grown to love the children she was teaching over the summer and would be sad to say goodbye to them when the summer session ended, not to mention the horses.  

“Need a hand, lassie?”

Taylor looked up from her sweeping to see Duncan standin

g in the barn doorway.  She smiled.  He was so fine in his bespoke grey suit that, for a moment, she took a moment to drink him in.  

“Well, you’re hardly dressed to muck out stalls, as much as I appreciate the offer,” she replied. 

Duncan walked over to her.  “Are you sure?  Clothes can be replaced.”

“I’m finished, so yes, I’m sure.  I thought you’d still be at the office,” she said, hanging the broom up.  “It’s not even five yet.”

“One of the advantages of being the boss,” he said, gathering her into his arms. “I can leave whenever I bloody well please.”  Bending to kiss her, Duncan’s arms wrapped around her tiny waist, holding her tightly. His scent surrounded Taylor, and it sent fire through her. How was it legal for one man to be so sexy?  

“So what are you doing this evening?” he asked as they walked out of the barn hand in hand. 

“I'm probably packing.  Mum and Dad are still at work, so I’m on my own for dinner, too.”

“Come to my place,” Duncan suggested.  “You still haven’t had that ride I promised you.”

“That sounds lovely, but I’ll need to change first,” she told him.  “I’m rather dirty and smelly.”

Duncan raised her hand and kissed it. “Very well, I need to do the same.  I’ll meet you there in, what, an hour?” 

“All right, I’ll see you then,” she said as they reached the parking lot. 

Taylor’s parents weren’t home when she arrived, for which she was grateful.  Every time she got together with Duncan another argument erupted with her father.  And while her mother wasn’t as vocal about her concerns, Taylor knew she was worried too.  It bothered Taylor that she was at odds with her parents over a man she was interested in. However, she decided she wouldn’t let their narrowmindedness interfere with her budding relationship with Duncan.  Taylor quickly showered, changed her clothes, put her hair in a braid, and grabbed her riding boots.

The drive to Duncan’s house wasn’t long, and as she approached the grand house, she saw Duncan standing at the door.  He wore dark jeans and a green henley with tall, dark brown riding boots, looking sexier than any man had the right to look.  Once she’d parked the car, Duncan opened Taylor’s door. 

“Good evening, Miss O’Donnell, Mr. MacLeod,” said Mary as she appeared in the foyer. 

“Hello, Mary! Please call me Taylor,” Taylor smiled. 

Mary smiled.  “Will you be joining Mr. MacLeod for dinner tonight?” 

“Yes, she will,” said Duncan before Taylor had a chance to speak.  

“Excellent, sir,” Mary said and left them again. 

“Now, let me show you around,” he took her hand.  

Taylor had seen parts of his house when she’d been here with Kate and Jerry, but the house was so enormous she knew there was much more to see.  She wasn’t wrong.

Duncan’s home was an original Scottish baronial house dating back to the sixteenth century. It had been fully refurbished whilst maintaining a wealth of period features. 

On the ground floor, besides the entrance vestibule and hallway, there was a reception room, dining room, living room, kitchen/breakfast room, butlers’ kitchen, boot room, utility room, two cloakrooms and a bedroom with an ensuite bathroom.

The second floor featured five additional bedrooms, three of which had ensuites, a dressing room, a living room and another bathroom. 

The garden level comprised a bar, wine cellar, gym and storage. 

By the end of the tour, Taylor was overwhelmed. Although she knew Duncan was wealthy, this was beyond what she’d imagined. 

“And last, but certainly not least, here are my beautiful beasties,” Duncan said as he led Taylor to the paddock where six beautiful horses were grazing. 

“They’re magnificent animals, Duncan,” said Taylor as she walked past each stall. “I can’t believe you didn’t have any of these horses competing at the equestrian show.”

Duncan shrugged. “I keep the beasties more for pleasure than anything else. So, who is your choice for today?  I can tell you’re just itching to ride,” he teased. 

Taylor laughed, too.  “I won’t deny that.” 

Taylor chose Raven, while Duncan rode Hugo. They rode into the hills, racing sometimes, riding side by side, and talking sometimes. They had been riding for almost three hours when they decided it was time to give their horses a break. 

They had reached a small plateau on one of the hills. They dismounted and stretched their legs, allowing the horses to graze leisurely. 

Taylor looked around, admiring the view. “I’ve never been up this far. It’s lovely.”

Duncan nodded. “I come up here a lot,” he said as he sat on the grass.  “I like to get away from everything and do some serious thinking.” 

“So, what sort of deep thoughts occupy your mind when you’re up here alone?” she asked as she sat beside him. 

Duncan thought for a moment as he picked at the grass.  “Lots of things. I think about my business, parents, friends, and future...”
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