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This book contains scenes depicting physical abuse, murder, and attempted suicide. 
Discretion is advised.
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Foreword
This book is a prequel in the Vulnerable Edges trilogy. It is the story of Shaun Mattison and how he and Cole Dixon came to be best friends.
While in previous books I have found it fun and interesting to write Shaun and his parents' dialogue in broad Yorkshire, given the challenge of reading the language, for this book, I chose to use an altered, more readable version.

      

    


A Legacy BIOS refers to the original firmware interface used in IBM-compatible PCs since the early 1980s. Its main job was to initialise hardware during startup and boot the operating system from a storage device. It manages the processing that happens in the seconds before the OS initiates, establishing the hardware so the software processes can unfold.

It never tells the “main story”, but without it, there is no main story. 

Just a blank screen and a dead computer.
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Chapter 1
~ Bridger And The Farm ~

[image: ]


Shaun’s phone lay flashing on his nightstand, a white pulse in the too-early dark, its alarm shrill enough to rattle his bones. He fumbled for it, but sent it clattering to the floor, somehow silencing it in the process. Fuck. At least it’s off.

He sat up, dragging his hands over his face. His eyes hadn’t yet focused enough to read the time, but he knew he hadn’t slept long. In the bitter cold of the room, he stood and stretched, a deep shiver running through his hulking six-foot-five frame. Retrieving the phone from the floor, he slid his thumb across the screen. The harshly bright alert glared: SHEEP PEN

“Damn, someone’s got out,” he sighed to no one. He quickly slipped into his thermals before layering on two coveralls and a heavy vest. Two pairs of thick socks made his Wellingtons feel tight, but they’d keep the cold from bleeding through. He’d need all of it against the raw spring chill.

Descending the narrow stairs, he paused long enough to fire up the old wood stove in the kitchen, then moved to the door. A sharp blast met him the moment he opened it, frigid enough to permeate his long, thick beard, where ice had already begun to form, and he winced against the sting.

Outside, moonlight fell across the snow-spotted meadow, glinting off the tin barn roof in the distance. Shaun scanned the pasture, squinting. The black faces of the Swales usually showed clearly against white drifts, but with the warmer weather, it was difficult to make out any figure against the emerging green grass knolls that undulated throughout the acres of his parents’ farmland.

A light flicked on in the barn. “Dad’s out there already. Shite,” Shaun muttered, shaking his head. He glanced back at the clock on the microwave. “Half three. Christ, I’m knackered,” he sighed wearily, and stepped out into the dark.

Shaun’s dad, Bridger, was a stalwart man, stocky and strong-shouldered, with a two-day beard and strawberry-blonde hair he kept tied back in a practical ponytail. His hands were calloused, his stature compact, but there was a quiet power in him, earned from decades of wrestling heavy creatures and tending land that demanded more than it granted. His eyes, once hazel-green, had faded to a pale, weathered blue with age. His jaw was square and firm, yet his expression, like his heart, held a gentle concern.

Bridger’s family had raised Swaledale sheep on this unforgiving stretch of the Dales for decades. With its rocky outcrops and stone-studded meadows, the farm wasn’t easy to manage, but he’d done well by it, and his wife, Isabella, for over thirty years. Now, however, moving through the icy barn to check the pens, he could feel himself slowing. His bones ached with the weight of the work, and more often than he liked, he wondered whether the day might come when he simply couldn’t muster the strength to keep it all going.

“Are the pens alright, Dad?” Shaun called from the door, pulling it shut behind him against a stubborn wind.

“Aye. Looks like it’s Charlie again.”

Shaun chuckled. “Why d’you bother namin’ ‘em? They don’t come when ya call.”

Bridger laughed. “Nah, they don’t. Just makes me feel better, I s’pose.”

“Dad.” Shaun’s tone softened. As he drew closer, he could see his father’s weariness. “Why don’t ye get yerself inside, eh? Stick the kettle on. I’ll not be long. I know all Charlie’s favourite spots.”

Bridger looked tiredly into those silver-green eyes. The day he’d wondered about was coming at a mad pace, and he considered it might be here. Still, his stubborn nature wasn’t ready to give over. “Naw. I can manage. Your mum’ll have tea on by the time we’re back. Come on.”

The two walked out into the increasingly windy early morning. There was no light yet, but Shaun could just make out the stone path he normally used to cross the meadow and into the pasture.

“Christ. Lazy fuckin’ wind,” Bridger muttered, trudging slower than he liked over the frozen grass.

“Lazy, Dad?”

“Aye. Can’t be arsed to go round ye, so it blows straight through.”

Shaun laughed properly, hoping to lift some of the weight off his old man. “Charlie likes the heather along that ridge...y’know the spot, where it grows under the ledge on them rocks.” He nodded toward the far end of the field.

“Aye, and it allus gives him a lot o’ gas, an’ all,” Bridger chuckled.

They pushed up the incline toward a thick stand of heather. Bridger spotted him first; Charlie, standing bold as brass on the most jagged edge of stone. “Come on, Charlie. Gerroff that boulder, now.” Bridger took a few unsteady steps up onto the rock. His foot slipped as he reached for the lamb.

“Dad!” Shaun lunged, catching his father’s arm, but not before he heard the sharp cry.

“Ach! Me ankle!”

“Oi, oi! Siddown.” Shaun guided him onto the cold stone. “Stay there. I’ll get him.”

“Mind yursen’,” Bridger said, his voice tight. “Bit o’ ice near the first edge.”

“I see it.” Shaun stepped forward, clear of the ice, and with his long arm snatched the lamb’s hind leg. In one swift movement he’d hoisted the little beast across his shoulder, Charlie still chewing a mouth full of heather. Shaun stood quiet for a moment, feeling the steady, unbothered rhythm of it against his cheek, allowing the lamb to settle onto him. Though Charlie’s frequent escapes were a nuisance, he had a soft spot for the little rebel. Shaun crouched carefully and set a hand on his father’s shoulder. “How’s the ankle?”

“It’ll have me down a few days, I reckon. I’m sorry, son.”

“Don’t apologise,” he chuckled. “Ye were just lookin’ to skive off for the weekend.”

Bridger smiled painfully as he got his good leg under him. Shaun reached down and lifted him carefully into his arms. For the first time in his twenty odd years, he saw and felt his father’s frailty.

“Awww, not like this, Shaun,” Bridger muttered, half-winded. “What’s yer mum gonna think, carryin’ me across the threshold like a blushin’ bride?”

Shaun grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll let ye limp into the house.”

After they’d seen Charlie safely back in his pen, Shaun and his father settled at the table in the warm kitchen. Belle set down two mugs of coffee, then a plate piled high with eggs, streaky bacon, and crumpets still steaming from the pan.

“Keep that leg up, Dad,” Shaun said.

Belle was already there, softly adjusting the pillow beneath Bridger’s foot. “Here, let me help ya, luv.”

“Mum, it’s just a sprain. I’ll be right as rain in no time. Them sheep won’t wait...”

“Sorted,” Shaun interrupted, “Granger’s lads are twiddlin’ thumbs till lambin’ starts. Reckon they can shift a few sheep for us. Worryin’ won’t mend your ankle.”

After the evening chores were done, Shaun once again came back to the warm kitchen. He didn’t have much of an appetite and he sat down with a small sandwich and beer, grateful for a solitary moment. He was finishing up the odd bits of roast beef and bread when Bridger limped in and sat down opposite. “How’s the ankle, Dad?” He asked quietly.

“Aw, it’ll be right in a day or two. Mum’s got it wrapped and I can put some weight on it.”

“That’s good,” Shaun said. He had something on his heart, but he knew it wouldn’t land easy. “Right, Dad. We’re havin’ a word. Now, listen before ye start, I been thinking on this for an age. Time you and Mum had a rest from this place.”

“Alright,” Bridger said softly.

“I don’t want any arguin’...” Shaun stopped, barely registering that his dad had agreed. “What’d ye say?”

“I been thinking too.” Bridger’s voice was quiet. “I wanted ye to take the beasts, y’know. We been here for generations.”

The future of this farm had sat between them for years, an unspoken weight. Bridger had wanted nothing more than to hand it down to his son, knowing the flock he’d poured thirty years into would be in the safest hands. 

Shaun had always had other plans, specifically a career in computer forensics and a life far from sheep farming. Bridger didn’t fully understand it, but he’d stopped trying to argue against it. He studied his son now, waiting patiently with no sign of Shaun budging. Bridger took a breath. “I s’pose this is the end for our farm, then.”

“Not the end, exactly. Can’t just shut down. Them sheep still need a good shepherd.”

“Aye.” Bridger tried to lift his voice. “We can sell. That’s not the problem. But...”

“What is it, Dad?” Shaun heard the rare openness in his father’s voice. He pressed in carefully. “Your health’s not been good these last few years. I’m worried it’s just gonna keep on, and then what? I lose me dad, and Mum’s here alone.”

Bridger was quiet a moment. “I know. I know I’ve been slowin’ down, and I wouldn’t mind not havin’ to be up at dawn. Take it easy and spend more time with Mum.”

“So that’s it, then? Sell the farm?”

Shaun had spent three years trying to get here, years of watching his dad push through days that took too much from him. Shaun had been saving for just this purpose; a cottage for his parents, somewhere small, warm, with a decent pub. He’d approached it gently before, and his dad had always turned him away, but now, finally, the door was open and he wasn’t about to let it close.

“I been workin’ on this, Dad. I want ye and Mum to be able to relax. I can take care of sellin’ the place, and I’ve got enough to move ye both on.”

“Move?” Bridger frowned. “Right now? Mebbe we stay one more year.”

“I’m puttin’ me foot down.” Shaun tried to be firm but kind. “No more ‘one more year.’ Ye can’t stay here. Fuck’s sake, this house is getting hard to keep up. It’s ancient. I swear the Celts themselves built it.”

“Aw, it’s not that old. Celts.” Bridger scoffed, but the corner of his mouth twitched. “Mebbe the Vikings, son. Aye...Erik Bloodaxe himself, I reckon.”

“Mebbe.” Shaun smiled, letting his dad have this lighter moment. “I just think you and Mum’d be better off in a village. Somewheres with a nice pub.”

“Shaun, I can’t just stop workin’. I need summat to do. Yer mum, she’s happy with her knittin’, her crafts, but I like the beasts.”

“OK, not too far away so ye can still help out Dr. Mort at the vets. Y’know he’s allus lookin’ for extra hands, especially since they’re takin’ on pets now.”

Bridger’s eyes caught the light. He sat with the prospect for a while, turning it over. “Aye. I could do that.” He looked at Shaun and offered a last, thoughtful plea. “Ye sure ye don’t want this, Shaun? The farm? Ye could do worse than settlin’ in the Dales. Mebbe find a nice lass.”

“No, no.” Shaun laughed. “Not interested in a wife. It’s just not for me. I like doin’ what I want, when I want...and I like takin’ care of you and Mum.”

Bridger rubbed his chin. “I’ll talk it over with yer mum, but if I’m honest, I think she’s ready to settle down, like and make herself comfortable.”

“She don’t love it like ye do,” Shaun said gently. “But she put everythin’ into it because of you. Ye both gave so many generations of these beasts a good life.”

“Not one went to butcher.” Bridger lifted his chin. “Only the wool.” He looked away for a moment, seeing something, a memory of pride in all his work. “I loved every one of ‘em. Even Charlie. Bloody menace.” Bridger paused, grinning. “If he keeps on, he might start lookin’ better as chops.”

“Dad!” Shaun laughed, warmly. “Aye, Charlie gives everyone trouble. He’s a rum ‘un like me, I s’pose, but no chops.” He could see his dad warming up to the idea of something new, but Bridger needed to know the flock wouldn’t be lost, that thirty years of care wouldn’t end in the slaughterhouse at someone else’s hands.

“Dad, this is gonna be a good move for everyone. New owners’ll be younger. Mebbe bring in new technology. They’ll give this flock a good future.”

“Aye. Only one thing. None goes to butcher.”

“None to the butcher. I promise.”

“Good man.”

All at once, Bridger felt free and lost and unsure. He was slowly warming to the thought of a new adventure in this part of his life but how to leave behind the life he’d known for all fifty of his years was still a mystery. The scheduled feedings, cleanings, and maintenance were ingrained in him. How he would go forward was something he couldn’t yet fathom.

Shaun watched him. “It’ll be right, Dad. I’ll fettle it.”

Bridger met his eyes. “Where do we go from here, then?”

Shaun smiled. “How about t’pub tonight?”
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Chapter 2
~ The Cottage To Call Home ~
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Within a few months, Shaun had done what he’d promised, sold the farm, and negotiated with the new owner to delay taking the house until he’d found his parents somewhere to land. “Dad. This is the fifth one you’ve turned down.”

They’d taken a Saturday to drive the Dales, hopping between villages and open houses scattered miles apart.

“I want summat for the dogs.”

“That’s askin’ a lot, that is, and the farm could use the dogs more than you and Mum now.”

Bridger shot him an irritated look. “I could never give up them dogs. We raised generations of ‘em, same as the beasts.”

Shaun opened his mouth to reply, then stopped. A moving truck sat pulled over ahead, half-blocking the narrow road. He slowed, then pulled off beside the driveway of a small cottage. A man was carrying boxes from the house to the truck. Shaun looked ahead to where he wanted to go. The road was nearly impassable, but instead of complaining, he thought he might ask if they needed help and work off some of the frustration of the day. He looked down the road past the truck and considered that, if he tried he could probably get past it, but as he turned toward the house and looked at it closely, something drew him to it.

It was a small, charming cottage, characteristic of the ones they’d been seeing as they approached this village. The quaint exterior was accented with white-washed wood and a thatched roof, while the windows were framed with soft, dusty blue shutters. It sat right on the edge of the village beyond.

He and Bridger exited the car and walked up the stone driveway. A sandy-haired middle-aged gentleman carrying a small stack of boxes, met them about halfway.

“Can I help you?”

“Aye. Shaun Mattison. This is me dad, Bridger. We were just passin’ by.”

“Ah, can you not get past the truck? I’ll shift it.” He stooped to set the boxes down.

“Naw, it’s alright. We thought...mebbe ye could use a hand?”

The man’s face eased into a smile. “I’d be thankful for it, actually. Colin Shaw. My brother Sid’s inside.”

Shaun and Bridger walked up the drive and round the side of the house, through the open door. The large foyer opened into a family room that somehow managed to be both spacious and cozy, the kind of room that welcomed you in like family. A glass sliding door looked out onto a fair-sized field, letting in light and a long view of the hills beyond. The walls were painted a soft ivory, the floor carpeted in warm beige. A faded but comfortable sofa sat in one corner, a vintage coffee table nestled before it. A stone fireplace dominated the far wall, its mantle worn smooth by years of use. In the corner, a small wooden writing desk stood, a dozen cubbies above the leaf, and a brass key hanging from a hook at the side.

The kitchen was rustic with a flagstone floor, a heavy black cast-iron stove in one corner, and an antique sink tucked beneath a wide window that looked out over the garden. The countertops were sturdy wood, worn from decades of use. A large, well-used table sat square in the middle of the room, solid as the house itself.

The whole cottage embodied a settled feel and everything home was meant to be.

“Oh, aye.” Bridger’s voice was soft, almost reverent. “This. This is lovely.” He turned, taking it in again. “D’ye think they’ve sold it yet?”

Shaun stared at him. “What? Don’t tell me after all the houses we’ve seen in the West Riding, this is the one ye fancy.”

“Aye, I do.” Bridger moved further into the kitchen, running a hand over the table’s worn surface. “I can really see mum in this house. Kitchen’s easier to work in, warmer, an’ all. Much newer than the farmhouse. Oh and look! Convenient to town and t’pub.”

“But Dad...I’m not sure all this comes with the house,” Shaun mused. “I mean the furniture and the appliances...we don’t even know if it’s for sale...”

Bridger nodded toward the stove. “Well, look at that...and the table. You’d need a boom truck to move either of ‘em. Reckon they’re stayin’.”

Shaun shook his head, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “Alright. Before we get ahead of ourselves, let’s find Colin.” Shaun turned toward the front door just as Colin came in from outside.

“Everything alright, gentlemen?”

“It is,” Shaun said. “I wonder if I might have a word about the house?”

“Of course.” Colin set down a box he’d been carrying.

“I assume it’s yours?”

“It is. Well, mine and me brother’s.”

“Is it for sale? And if so, have ye sold it yet?”

“It will be, aye.” Colin’s voice softened. “Me dad passed a few weeks back. We’ve only just finished settlin’ his estate. Movin’ his things out now so we can get it ready.”

“Neither of you wants it, then?”

“Nah. We both work down in Slough tradin’ estate. My brother’s in Uxbridge, I’m in Reading. This house won’t do for either of us.”

Bridger stepped forward. “I’m interested in buyin’ it.” The words came out before he could stop them. “It’s just lovely! Can we see the rest?”

Shaun glanced at him, slightly shocked but pleased they’d finally found a prospect.

Colin’s face broke into a smile. “Well, that’s a pleasant surprise, that is. I’d be happy to show you round.”

Colin showed them through the whole house, and with every room, Bridger’s excitement grew. The smallish field out back would be perfect for the dogs. There were three bedrooms upstairs, generous for a cottage this size. Colin, to his credit, pointed out every bit of work that was needed, room by room.

“Garage is detached,” he said, nodding toward the driveway as they passed a window. “Me dad used it for his woodwork. All that equipment’s goin’ with us today, I’m afraid.”

“Aye, I understand,” Bridger said. “Is there...any furniture you’re plannin’ to leave?”

“Most of the downstairs stuff is only three years old. We replaced a lot for me dad after me mam passed. Thought we’d leave it to stage the place, then donate it after. Bedroom furniture’s not worth keepin’.”

“Oh, aye. Aye.” Bridger nodded. “That’s...that’s grand. I’m wonderin’ about that table, the one in the kitchen.”

Colin smiled. “Ah. The big one?”

“Aye. It’s beautiful.”

“Well, I’m glad you like it, ‘cause we hadn’t a clue how we’d shift it.”

“Perfect.”

Shaun watched his father. After weeks of driving and dozens of houses, he had not looked at any like this. Now here he was, ready to move into a cottage he’d found by accident.

“Colin.” Shaun stepped forward. “Would you be open to negotiatin’ an offer on the house today? Including the furniture?”

At that moment, Sid walked in from the garden. “Hey Colin, I’ve got them pots along the fence sorted. The plants aren’t lookin’ their healthiest, but I reckon it’ll do. Might just need a few more sunny...oh.” He stopped, taking in the room. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise we had company.”

“Come on over.” Colin motioned him in. “You’re right on time, actually. Sid, this is Shaun Mattison and his father Bridger. They got stuck behind the truck out there, and somewhere along the way they’ve decided that instead of drivin’ on, they’d rather just buy the house and stay.”

Shaun laughed. “It does look that way, doesn’t it? Me dad’s had a sheep farm over in the Dales. Been there decades, but him and me mum are ready to retire. Sold the place, and we’ve been lookin’ at houses the last few weeks.”

“This is the first one I even liked,” Bridger said firmly, “and it’s in the perfect little village.”

“Aye, Burn Bridge is lovely.” Sid nodded. “We enjoyed comin’ up here for holidays.”

“Well, Shaun.” Colin turned to him. “If we can agree on a price, I could meet you Monday to discuss financing.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Shaun shook his head. “I intend to pay cash. So...have you two settled on a price? If not, I can leave me number, but I want your word ye’ll call me first before any other offers.”

Colin glanced at his brother. After a brief moment, Sid gave a small nod.

“Mr. Mattison, you’ve seen the work that needs doin’, and in about five years, you’ll likely need the roof seein’ to. It’s not perfect, and knowin’ that, we’d decided that if someone was willin’ to buy it as is...our price would be £325,000. We think that’s fair.”

“It is fair.” Shaun didn’t hesitate. “Now, if I can just get past that truck, I’ll get you a check from the bank.” He checked his watch. “I’ve just about time. Can you come with me?”

On Monday, Shaun met the Shaw brothers to finalise the paperwork. That evening, he handed his dad an envelope. “Here y’are, Dad. The deed. It’s all yers now.”

Bridger held it for a moment. When he looked up, his eyes were wet. “Shaun. I don’t think there’s any way to ever properly thank ye for all ye done.”

“Aw, Dad.” Shaun’s voice was warm and steady. “It’s not like I’m goin’ anywhere. I’m stayin’ round to help you and Mum, make sure the house gets what it needs.”

Shaun set quickly to work getting his parents settled into the cottage at Burn Bridge. The village wasn’t so different from the farm. It held the same tranquility, rural charm, and sense of community that Bridger had known among the farmers. He had to admit, the proximity to a few urban amenities, and transport, was a welcome thing. For Shaun, the drive to his Harrogate office was shorter now, and he looked forward to sleeping a bit longer in the morning.

The necessary house repairs turned out to be less worrisome than the Shaw brothers had believed, and Shaun had them sorted quickly. He immediately updated most of the furniture but kept the antique writing desk. He outfitted all the bedrooms, and Belle was thrilled to have a guest room for travelers yet unknown. Shaun knew that her natural gift of hospitality would flourish in this new community.

Bridger was right. It took a crane to shift the stove. Although Shaun thought at first it might be nice to keep it for nostalgia’s sake, he and Bridger ultimately decided a total kitchen remodel was necessary as they felt the old appliances were not only inconvenient, but also unsafe. Bridger wanted to do everything he could to make things easier for his wife who had always been happy to claim the kitchen as her domain. They kept the long table for its charm and the space it provided for mum’s canning and baking.

Belle was eagerly looking forward to planting various flowers and some vegetables and so requested that Shaun have the old kitchen sink installed outside for the garden which he gladly agreed to. Finally, Shaun gathered a few farm hands to put up a split rail zig zag fence around the property to rein in the dogs and the cottage work was complete.

A few things Bridger wanted remained at the farm and it was a month before Shaun had time to go with him to retrieve them. As they stood in the den of the old farmhouse, the wind blew cold through the empty room.

“Are they keepin’ it?” Bridger swallowed hard. The memories, decades of them, his son’s childhood, every ordinary moment that now felt sacred, crashed over him along with the finality of leaving this space and the Swales. He brushed a hand quickly at the corner of his eye.

“This house?” Shaun paused. “Oh, aye. Course, Dad. I’m sure for a while,” he lied.

Shaun knew the new owner meant to bulldoze it and level the ground for a larger home and barn with more pens. It hadn’t been a fight worth having when the man had proper sworn to keep the flock for wool only, never for meat. Add to that, he and his wife had four children. This little house, old and draughty, would never have done for them.

“Ach, it doesn’t matter.” Bridger sounded steadier. “The memories is mine and those never leave. No matter what happens to the house.” He brushed a hand against Shaun’s arm, took a deep breath, and looked around one last time at the empty space. “Let’s go afore I change me mind.”

Shaun nodded. “It’ll be right, Dad. Come on. Let’s go home.”
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Chapter 3
~ Willow ~
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“Shaun, may I have a moment of your time?” Shaun heard the tap on his office door and looked up from his desk and into the most beautiful, glittering green eyes he’d ever seen.

“Of course, erm...?”

“Willow. Willow Parsons. I just started working in Human Resources,” she said, with a lilting Somerset accent and the sweetest smile.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Willow,” he said, trying hard to keep his voice steady. He cleared his throat, but it didn’t help. He was smitten. “How can I help?”

“There’s a small discrepancy here, in your time log for this project. It shows you closed on the fifth then it shows delivered on the tenth. I was thinking...”

As she walked behind him and lay her papers on the desk, the notes of her perfume wafted through the air, leaving a floral trail in her wake. He couldn’t help but notice the way her deep green eyes sparkled against her pale complexion. “Pretty” was an understatement. Her slightly rounded jawline gave her an ethereal appearance, reminiscent of Michelangelo’s angels. Her welcoming smile only added to her charming beauty and the subtle blush on her cheek matched her pale lip color. As she leaned over to show him the error, her long, wavy, brunette hair fell lightly across his shoulder.

“Is it possible you delivered it at closing but forgot to make the delivery entry?”

He tried to concentrate as she pointed out the issue, but he could feel the warmth from her skin on his cheek, and it was far too distracting.

“Right. Delivery should have been...within three days...”

“Yes,” she chuckled lightly, “within three days. Your logs are always perfect. I was surprised to see...”

“The system shouldn’t have let me do that without re-opening.” He only somewhat understood the error, through no fault of her explanation and finally he gave up. “I’m not sure what’s caused this, but I’ll have a look at my manual sheets. See if I can reconcile it.”

“What do you mean by ‘manual sheets’?”

“I uh...write down my hours by project.”

“You don’t always use the costing system?” she asked.

“Oh, of course. but, clearly, it’s not as reliable as me pen and paper, is it.” He chuckled.

“It looks like,” she giggled.

He turned his head to look at her and found himself not only lost in her eyes but his lips dangerously close to hers. As she straightened up and turned to face him, he felt an odd, but pleasant warmth spread through his chest and down his body. “Thank you for bringing these by,” he said, his voice softer than he intended.

She smiled, a genuine warmth in her expression that made his heart skip a beat. “Of course,” she replied, her tone just as gentle. As he watched her walk out into the hallway, he knew his heart was in trouble.

When Shaun arrived home that
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