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      Fairy tale or cautionary tale?

      I’ve always loved Beauty and the Beast.

      Maybe that’s why I’m so drawn to my new boss, Remington.

      He has the scars left over from a bad rodeo accident and the same bear with a thorn in his paw attitude.

      As I clean his home and help him out around the house, my attraction to him only grows. Sure, he answers most questions in grunts or disgruntled looks, but something about that calls to me.

      We both finally give in to our attraction one hot summer night, and then I’m headed back to Sequoia University for my last year of college.

      I can’t stop thinking about my scarred hero, though.

      Not every romance is a fairy tale, but I’m determined to make what I have with Reese mine.

      Now I just need to get him on the same page.
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      Gwen

      

      I’ve always been an early riser. Maybe that’s why I don’t mind working for Remington on the Stud Farm.

      Okay, that’s only part of the reason why I like it. The other reason is currently sitting stoically at the kitchen table, pretending I’m not in the same room as him.

      “Good morning!” I chirp in the same bright tone I’ve used every day since I started cooking and cleaning for the grumpy beast at the beginning of the summer.

      Remy grunts, lifting a cup of black coffee to his lips. I try not to watch him swallow, but my rebellious eyes can’t seem to look anywhere else. His neck is corded with muscle, just like the rest of him.

      The surly cowboy towers over everyone here at the Stud Farm, which is saying something. Remy’s brothers are all over six feet tall, but he’s still got a few inches on them. Wider shoulders, too, not that I’m looking. I also haven’t noticed the way Remy fills out his favorite pair of Wrangler jeans, which are a bit worn and too snug for his meaty thighs.

      He sets his mug down with a bang, startling me out of my trance. Get it together, woman!

      “You should plant some sunflowers outside your kitchen window,” I say, hoping to cover up my ogling. “They would really brighten the place up.”

      “Mmhm,” Remy mutters, spinning the half-empty mug on the table and studiously not looking at me.

      I roll my eyes and grab a dish towel to wipe down the counter. I’m mostly used to his growling and one-word responses by now, but I’d love to see Remy smile one day. I want to give him that.

      My sister, Avery, would call him a sour puss. Then she would immediately succeed in making him laugh because that’s just who she is. My attempts to lift his mood have failed miserably. If he smiled at me at this point, I think I would faint.

      I take in Remington’s dark brown hair and profile while he’s not paying attention. He looks like royalty, like my very own Prince Charming, even with the plaid shirt and perpetual frown. It’s in the way he carries himself, with steady, sure steps and a surprising amount of grace for someone so tall and beefy.

      There’s a sadness there, too. A loneliness so deep I can feel it on the rare occasion he makes eye contact. It’s like Remy is carrying the world on his shoulders.

      He reminds me of the beast from Beauty and the Beast, with his shaggy brown hair and deep brown eyes. His personality isn’t far off either; if I’m being honest.

      I’ve always had a soft spot for that movie. Avery and I used to watch it over and over when we were younger. It was the only VHS the group home had, and we watched it until the tape broke. We used to be able to recite all of the lines perfectly, still can probably.

      Avery has already found herself her own beast and tamed him. She’s living a few miles away with Pax, her billionaire recluse husband who would do anything for her.

      I’m happy for her. Avery isn’t my biological sister, but she’s been through everything with me, the good and the bad times. And there were a lot of bad times. We met in a group home when we were kids, and have been inseparable ever since. She might not be related to me by blood, but she’s my family. She deserves to have someone who worships her.

      I wish I had a prince who adored me the way Pax adores Avery. I’m not jealous, I’m just… so lonely. Everyone seems to have someone except me.

      “You’re staring,” Remy says. I blink, not realizing my eyes have wandered back to study Remington. I can’t help it. Whenever we’re in the same room, I’m drawn to him, body and soul.

      “Just daydreaming.”

      He grunts, shifting in his chair.

      “Are you going to see your brothers today?” I ask, trying to make conversation.

      “Yeah.”

      “What are you working on?”

      “Horses.”

      “Fascinating,” I deadpan, and he side-eyes me.

      “Same as every other day,” he says eventually.

      “Whoa! Remy, please, let me get a word in,” I say, holding my hands up. He rolls his eyes, turning to stare out the window again, but I could swear I see the corners of his lips twitching.

      So close…

      “I think I’ll run into town. We need a few things, and I should probably run by campus and pick up my books for the new semester,” I ramble on.

      He grunts in acknowledgment, and I sigh.

      “It’s crazy that this summer is almost over,” I comment. The beast shrugs, his massive shoulders bobbing up once before relaxing.

      My heart withers away inside my chest, then drops to my stomach. I don’t know why I do this to myself. What was I expecting? For him to tell me he’ll miss me? Or confess his undying love for me? Yeah, right.

      This unrequited crush of mine is getting out of control. I need to rein it in before I do something desperate like climb onto his lap and steal my first kiss from his tempting lips.

      “Do you need anything from town?” I ask instead of straddling him.

      “No.”

      “Great,” I mumble to myself as I dry my hands off on the kitchen towel.

      I leave Remy to his brooding as I head back to my room. I’m a junior at Sequoia University, and this job was only meant to be for the summer. I was hoping for a fun job to help me make some money. Instead, I became Remington’s housekeeper and spent my days cooking, cleaning, and trying to get the grumpy giant to say more than three words to me at a time.

      I’m studying to be a teacher. I’ve always loved kids, and I’ve known since I was fifteen that I wanted to be a kindergarten teacher. I have two more years and then I’ll graduate and get to spend my days in a noisy classroom. It sounds like heaven.

      I smile as I grab my purse from my dresser and head for the front door. I pause as I reach the porch, remembering the first time I came here.

      I was excited to be close to my friend Monty while I was working at the Stud Farm, but I’ve only seen her a handful of times since I got here. That probably has something to do with her falling for her boss, Griz. He’s Remington’s brother and unlike Remy, is a total charmer.

      I had asked Griz for directions when I first got here. The Stud Farm is huge, with a bunch of barns and houses and no signs. It makes being a visitor here hard.

      Griz pointed me to Remy’s house, and I remember taking a deep breath, wondering if all the Ford brothers were that handsome.

      Turns out, they are, but only three of the four are particularly friendly. My misguided heart picked the broodiest of the bunch to fall fast and hard for.

      I was attracted to Remy since he first opened the door of his house, and I saw him for the first time. Monty told me he used to be a bull rider before he was injured, and my first thought at seeing him was that I felt bad for the bulls.

      Remmington was so tough, so unlike anyone I had ever met. He exuded this strength and bravery without saying a word. He was so tall that he filled up the whole doorway, and I had to crane my head back to meet his dark brown eyes.

      For a brief moment, he looked stunned to see me standing on his porch. I was frozen in place, taking in his expansive chest, stretching the material of his plaid shirt. When my eyes finally moved up to Remy’s, he was looking me up and down with something close to awe.

      Or, at least that’s the version I like to tell myself when I’m huddled up in bed, wishing my grumpy beast were next to me.

      As soon as I introduced myself as his housekeeper, the walls came back up. For some reason, I remember wondering if Remy would have been my friend when we were kids. I could have used some of his strength as a kid growing up in the system.

      Nearly three months later, and I can definitively answer that question.

      No, Remy would not have been my friend.

      In fact, he doesn’t seem to have any friends at all. Remy has his brothers and that’s about it. I’ve heard Kai and Wyatt asking him about some guy named Wesley, who lives on a ranch somewhere in Texas, but every time I ask Remy about him, he just grunts or leaves. Maybe they aren’t such good friends after all.

      That’s the thing about Remy. It’s impossible to read him, and even harder to get him to volunteer information. It took me two weeks to get him to tell me his favorite meal, and I’m his cook for crying out loud!

      Sighing, I hop down the three porch steps and head to my car, climbing inside and blasting the A/C. I look back to the house and see Remy on the front porch. I didn’t even hear him come out after me. I guess I must have been lost in thought for the tenth time this morning. It’s becoming a real problem around Remy.

      Our eyes meet and my breath stalls in my lungs. He’s so beautiful. I don’t think that he even realizes it, but he is. My eyes are drawn to his arms, which are crossed over his chest. Muscled forearms tense, as if he’s holding himself back from something.

      Remy nods, his chin dipping the smallest of millimeters. Then he’s turning and heading across the field to his barn. I watch him go, my breath releasing from me in a huge gust.

      I need to shake this fascination with him. He’s never going to be into me. I start the car and head down the driveway, but as I go, I know that I’ll probably always be a little obsessed with my grumpy boss.
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      Remington

      

      I miss having her brilliant green eyes on me as soon as she’s gone.

      Gwen is always staring at me; I both love and hate it. Having people look at me has always been uncomfortable. Even more so now that I have the thick, ugly scars littered across my body.

      I subconsciously run a hand up my right side, feeling the raised skin through my shirt. The scars start on my right thigh and stretch over my torso, curling up the right side of my neck. They serve as a constant reminder of the accident and everything I lost. I’m no good for Gwen, and it’s time my confused heart understood that.

      Rolling out my shoulders, I try to put thoughts of the raging bull that destroyed my body and career out of my head, as well as thoughts of the curvy, bubbly blonde who waltzed into my life three months ago. It’s no use, however.

      Green eyes filter into my mind, simultaneously calming me and making me agitated. How that’s possible, I have no damn idea. I’d never admit it, but I love having her eyes on me. Deep down in the far reaches of my soul, I know exactly why I want all of her attention. I’d never speak those words out loud, though. It’s too risky.

      I make my way into the barn, ducking under the low beam and smile as four horses greet me.

      “Hey there. Are you ready to stretch your legs?” I ask them quietly. Picasso nods his head, making me chuckle softly.

      I take a step closer to the gray Quarter Horse, reaching out so he can sniff me. Once he nuzzles into my hand, I stroke his long snout, peering into his big brown eyes. I blink slowly as I continue petting Picasso. He’s soaking up the attention, butting against my hand to encourage me to keep going.

      “Feeling a little extra needy today?” I whisper, smoothing my hand over the coarse hair on his neck. Picasso snorts, and I groan as I pull my hand away, covered in slobber. I swear he’s smirking at me, the little devil.

      Wiping off my hand, I turn to the others.

      “Anyone else feeling feisty this morning?”

      Bella, a tan Quarter Horse, neighs and nods her head.

      “Of course, I should have expected that,” I tell her, reaching out to stroke her snout. Bella has always been spirited. She was my first real challenge when I came back to work on the farm after the accident. I don’t do as much as my brothers, but I like it that way. I have more of a connection with the horses I train since I only have a few.
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