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      It was official. Kerrod Keegan didn’t know how to have fun anymore. He was even getting a plaque for it.

      “Come join me here, Kerrod,” said Marcella Dunst, the convivial owner of Warp, a popular chain of arcade games and laser tag venues. Kerrod had been working on Warp’s network and cloud security for the last two months, and yesterday had been his last day. Today, they were throwing him a farewell lunch at Marcella’s favourite Italian restaurant at Darling Quarter, a bustling entertainment precinct in Sydney’s Darling Harbour.

      With a closed-mouth smile, Kerrod pushed his chair back and walked towards the head of the table. He was truly appreciative of this gesture but, frankly, it seemed pointless. He hardly knew these people, and he had no intention of getting to know them better.

      “Kerrod,” Marcella said with a big smile, “this is the first time in my almost twenty-five years in this business that a contractor—or any worker, for that matter—has finished a project assigned to them with a month to spare. A whole month. Not only am I grateful for your hard work and dedication, but I also want to thank you for volunteering to renegotiate your fees for finishing early. I doubt anyone else would have been so honest and considerate.”

      Kerrod hid a smirk. “I appreciate all this, Marcella.” He gestured to the table full of empty plates and smiling people around it. “Unnecessary, but much appreciated.”

      “It’s the least we can do. Oh, and this is for you.”

      Kerrod tried not to cringe as Marcella handed him a diamond-shaped glass plaque—one he knew was a popular, customisable product that could be ordered online.

      “Best IT Contractor and Biggest Workaholic,” Marcella said with a laugh as she read the inscription. “We would have loved it if you'd joined at least one of our Friday drinks, but I guess we won’t hold your absences against you. We’ve come to know you as someone who prefers to focus on work, and we appreciate you for that. At least you’re here with us today—finally—so we can properly thank you for the stellar job you did for us. You deserve this and more, Kerrod.”

      Kerrod was touched. And, since he wasn’t totally devoid of humour, he held the small plaque above his head and pumped his arm in triumph. “Thank you, everyone. This means a lot.”

      Their whole table clapped and cheered.

      “Wow, I think this is the most animated we’ve seen you,” Marcella teased. “Are you that happy to be leaving us?”

      He chuckled. “Please believe me when I say that I’ve enjoyed working with every one of you. Warp is the friendliest and most welcoming company I’ve ever worked in. You guys just believe in having fun! Thank you for all this and for putting up with a boring co-worker like me.”

      They laughed and he couldn’t help joining them. He’d started to find it very difficult to keep his gruff exterior in place and hold these people at arm’s length—because he was starting to enjoy their company. That was why he’d decided to work longer hours and finish the project early.

      “I appreciate you all coming out on a Saturday for this farewell lunch,” he said sincerely. “I wish you all the very best, and I hope to see you around.” That last bit was a lie. Pity, as he truly liked these people.

      Marcella put a hand up. “Wait. While we started before eleven today because I have a prior engagement, the celebrations are not over yet. You and the team will be staying so you can continue to have drinks in your honour.”

      Kerrod’s mouth dropped open. The lunch he’d expected, so he’d prepared an excuse that would enable him to leave in a few minutes. But he couldn’t believe that Marcella was willing to fork out more money for alcohol. Embarrassment and guilt crept up his chest. “Wow, I’m really sorry. But I’m afraid I have to continue my tradition of being boring.”

      “Aww, come on, Kerrod,” said Larry, the gregarious guy who always offered to make everyone’s coffee every morning. “For once, you have to join us for drinks.”

      “Yes! No way we’re gonna let you say no today,” said Rita, the woman from accounts who’d been flirting with him since he started.

      “We’re tying you to your chair,” added Roger, Marcella’s PA and Larry’s fiancé. This guy had made it his mission to crack his shell and get him to join their daily lunches.

      Kerrod shook his head. He’d love to, but a whole afternoon was a long time. They’d no doubt continue to get him to loosen up and press him for more personal details.

      “What else have you got on?” Marcella queried.

      “I’ve arranged to meet a friend. Not that I don’t want to spend any more time with you guys, but I thought we’d be finished before one.” He checked his watch. It was already quarter to one, so he had a good excuse to leave after this speech.

      “Cancel on your friend,” Larry said. “It’s your last afternoon with us, and you can meet your friend anytime.”

      “Yeah!” Roger urged.

      Kerrod felt more than a little guilty for turning them down. He’d become quite the enigma, it seemed, and they just wanted to figure him out. But he couldn’t afford for them to find out too much about him, so he had no choice but to deploy an excuse that he hoped would let him off the hook.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I finally have a date with this woman I’ve been pursuing. I don’t want to ruin this chance of going out with her.”

      A chorus of “oh” rang out, and there was a babble of comments. Some were even cheering for him.

      Marcella sighed. “Well, the drinks were supposed to be a surprise. My fault for keeping it from you. Where are you meeting her? It’s almost one.”

      “At Cockle Bay Wharf,” he answered, not giving the name of a specific establishment. He hoped they wouldn’t push for one.

      “You should probably head off, then. We wish you all the very best in your future endeavours.”

      He threw her a grateful smile. “Thank you, Marcella. And thank you, everyone.”

      “Take care, Kerrod,” Marcella said as she gave him a friendly hug. “I’ll be sure to recommend you to everyone I know. You’ve been truly outstanding.”

      “Thank you. My plate is pretty full, though, so it’s probably best you don’t mention me to anyone,” he added with a laugh.

      Marcella chuckled. “I’m not surprised. We’re very lucky that you had time for Warp.”

      “I’m glad I did.” With a final wave goodbye, he walked out of the restaurant, leaving the rest to continue enjoying their Saturday afternoon. He fought the urge to look back despite his guilt at not having thanked those people enough for making an unsociable guy like him feel welcome.

      “On to the next one,” he murmured.

      He didn’t know yet what and where his next job would be. He hadn’t made a decision on which new contract he should accept from the seven companies interested in hiring him.

      Problem was, they were large companies who’d heard of him through word of mouth. While he felt proud that his previous clients had recommended him, their enthusiasm for his expertise was a big issue. He didn’t want to be well-known. He didn’t want to be sought-after. He didn’t want his name tossed around in business circles.

      What he wanted—and needed—was to carefully select the clients he worked for. Small to medium enterprises where he could work individually and autonomously—and in relative anonymity—were his primary considerations. Equally important, he had to ensure that the work environment in his next project didn’t encourage friendships and fun like Warp’s had. He couldn’t make that same mistake again.

      Sighing, he headed towards Cockle Bay Wharf. He had no intended destination. He just felt the need to walk off this…whatever this was.

      Okay, so he was feeling a little sad. The people at Warp had been really good to him. He’d hated having to say goodbye.

      And he was getting sick of not being able to build relationships with anyone he wanted.

      He craved a deeper connection with others outside of his family and his very tight, controlled circle of friends, but he simply couldn’t afford it. Even a long-term romantic relationship was totally out of the question. No way he could subject any woman to the repercussions of being his significant other.

      Basically, his life sucked. Oh, he was grateful that he was still alive and that the ultra-secretive crime-fighting group, the Indie Rebels, had his back. Otherwise, he could still be working under duress for a crime syndicate or be in jail.

      A cloud of despair threatened to descend upon him. It happened every time he allowed himself to think of his past as the Jester of the Underworld—the nickname given by influential crime lords to the best hacker at their disposal at any given time.

      Jester. What a stupid nickname. Kerrod had never found out who’d come up with it, and he didn’t care. He never wanted to come across another person who knew about it, either.

      He shoved his hands into his jacket pocket, watching the crowd around him as he strolled. Many were family groups sporting contented smiles, enjoying a mild winter’s day in one of the most visited places in Sydney. He ignored the pinch in his heart at the thought that he shouldn’t even consider having kids. He wouldn’t be able to guarantee their safety.

      Frankly, though, relationships were now of little interest to him after what he’d endured, so he doubted that he’d ever have kids. He didn’t deserve the kind of happiness having a family would give him, anyway.

      Shaking his head, he increased his pace. No sense in thinking about things that depressed him. He should just continue to be grateful that he was still alive and, most importantly, free.

      “Kallan!” he heard a female voice call.

      With brows raised, he stopped and turned around to see who’d mistaken him for his brother. It happened a lot, since they looked so incredibly alike, even for identical twins.

      His jaw slackened as his gaze landed on the gorgeous woman waving to him. Her shoulder-length, auburn hair fluttered in the breeze as she approached him with a confident gait and a bright smile. Her outfit—a slim-fit leather jacket, dark skinny jeans, and a pair of boots—reminded him of a model on a catwalk. As she got closer, his breath hitched at the lightest grey eyes he’d ever seen. Wow. Just wow.

      “Hi,” the woman said a little breathlessly as she stopped in front of him. “I was calling you, and you couldn’t hear me.”

      “Right,” was all he could say, unable to form any other thought as he continued to gape at her. Stunned would be an appropriate description for his state. Stunned by a stunning creature.

      Miss Beautiful blinked, her head cocking to the side while her brows furrowed. She cleared her throat as she glanced away, then looked back at him, then glanced away again, then looked back again.

      The flush on her cheeks told Kerrod that she was just as affected by this meeting as he was. But Miss Beautiful seemed thoroughly confused as well. No wonder, because he hadn’t corrected her mistake yet. Anyone who knew Kallan would know that his brother wouldn’t be looking at a woman who wasn’t his fiancée, Isla, in the way that Kerrod was looking at her.

      “Thanks again for picking up the furniture donation for New Again from my neighbour,” Kallan’s friend said in a hurried tone. “I know it was very last minute, and I’m glad you put your hand up when Felicity asked for volunteers… Wait.” She squinted as she read the inscription on the plaque he was holding.

      Kerrod couldn’t help but grin as understanding dawned on her features.

      “You’re Kerrod,” said Miss Beautiful with a pretty laugh that warmed his insides.

      He offered his hand. “That’s me. Great to meet you, Kallan’s and Fel’s friend,” he said teasingly. Obviously, apart from his brother, they had a mutual friend in Felicity Sebastian, the head of New Again—a group that ran furniture revamping workshops as a way for domestic violence victims to regain their self-confidence and get their lives back on track.

      “I’m Sophie Heywood.” She took his hand and shook it firmly. “Sorry I mistook you for Kallan. You two are so alike.”

      “Yup. The best way to tell us apart is through our hairstyles. Mine’s usually shorter.” He ran his hand over his hair self-consciously, still feeling all sorts of funny in front of this woman. Good funny, though—the type of funny that was making his heart race. Unexpected, but admittedly good.

      Sophie let out a chuckle. “I should have known. Fel mentioned it once.”

      “Right. How did that conversation come about?”

      “Well, I first met Kallan when he was delivering furniture to New Again, and Fel told me he has a twin. I’m an honorary member of New Again, by the way. Fel kindly made me one, so I’m allowed to attend their workshops.”

      He grinned. Sophie had to have given plenty of support to New Again to have been made an honorary member.

      Actually, he now remembered Felicity saying that she’d made two women honorary members recently. One was a nurse and the other a professional masseur. He was certain Marcia was the name of the nurse. Therefore, Sophie here had to be the masseur. “I’ve heard about you, too. Fel’s thrilled that you’ve been donating a lot of your free time to New Again.”

      “I do what I can,” Sophie said with a smile.

      Kerrod felt the strain on his cheeks from his big, unbroken smile. Not only was this woman so attractive, but she was clearly super nice, too. From what he’d heard from Felicity, Sophie made it a point to always give the other members massages for free whenever she attended the workshops. Sophie had even been able to get a massage table donated to the group, and it was now kept in the workshop room permanently.

      How good would it feel to have her expert hands all over his body?

      Whoa.

      Kerrod glanced away, lest Sophie saw on his face what had just flashed in his mind. How could he be having dirty thoughts about someone he’d just met?

      Well, he was glad that Sophie was gaping at him just as openly because he’d never felt this instant kind of attraction—and, yes, lust—with anyone before. Fuck, he'd thought that something like this only happened in books or movies. But here he was, totally feeling it.

      And his bubble was pricked when a couple behind Sophie caught his attention.

      The dynamic Warp duo, Larry and Roger, were heading their way. Immediately he knew that those two were going to spy on him. Damn it, he didn’t want them to find out he’d lied to get out of socialising with them. Not after all they’d done for him.

      Turning around and pretending not to have seen them, he gestured for Sophie to walk with him away from Larry and Roger. “Where are you off to?” he casually asked.

      “Home. I just had lunch with friends—former neighbours of mine. You?”

      “I’m hanging around to have a drink somewhere. Do you have time for one?”

      “Sure,” Sophie said readily.

      Well, he hadn’t meant to drag Sophie into this, but it looked like she was about to be his lunch date in the eyes of the Warp team. What great timing. Hopefully, the nosy couple wouldn’t dare approach and crash his “date.”

      “There okay?” He pointed to a popular bar and grill establishment.

      “Perfect.”

      His breath hitched at Sophie’s beautiful smile, and his brain said, “Danger.” He pushed the warning aside. They were only having drinks for a few minutes. He should be able to manage being a boring, uninteresting guy so she wouldn’t seek out his company again. They could talk about their respective jobs in minute detail.

      An image of Sophie the Masseuse giving him a massage—while he was naked—flashed in his mind.

      Oh, fuck.

      Maybe they could just chat about the weather.
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      Sophie knew it was rude to stare at the tall, broad-shouldered, hunky guy she’d mistaken for his twin. Luckily, Kerrod wasn’t looking her way. He was at the bar to get their beverages.

      He and Kallan were truly almost impossible to tell apart. She had to say, though, that she much preferred Kerrod’s short crop of dark brown hair to Kallan’s longer length do.

      But there was something else about Kerrod. Something… intangible. The way his vivid blue eyes looked at her made the butterflies in her stomach flap their wings like crazy. Even her heart rate refused to settle.

      Her breathing shallowed as he rejoined her, setting her cocktail on the table. He’d ordered a beer for himself.

      “Congrats on that, by the way.” She gestured to his award as her cheeks flushed at the higher-pitched tone that she hadn’t heard herself use since high school. Thank goodness none of her colleagues was witnessing this. She was vying for promotion to a senior detective role at the New South Wales Police Force, and seeing her easily rattled by this handsome guy could be a detriment to that cause. She’d already been overlooked the last couple of times, but she was hoping that her assignment to a newly set-up task force would prove her versatility outside of domestic violence cases.

      Kerrod half-smirked. “Thanks. I just finished up with a company called Warp today, and they kindly gave me this. It should have read Most Boring Co-worker.”

      Her brows rose. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because I was boring,” he said with a chuckle. “Too busy getting work done to be sociable.”

      “Ah, yes. I seem to remember Fel saying you’re a workaholic. She never said you were boring, though.”

      “She must have said a few things about me, huh?”

      “Only good stuff. I’m surprised that I haven’t met you before. I’ve heard that you help your brother and Isla deliver stuff to the New Again workshop sometimes. I guess I was never around whenever you helped out.”

      “Yeah. You don’t go every week, obviously.”

      “No. I can’t make it every week. Sometimes I have to work on Sundays.”

      “Do you like what you do?”

      Hm, was it her imagination that Kerrod’s tone had dropped lower? It sounded…sexy.

      She suppressed a smile. Maybe he was the sort of man who thought uniformed police officers were sexy. Not that she donned a uniform anymore, being a detective. Anyway, she hoped he found her sexy. “I do like what I do, although it can be very challenging at times. But it’s fulfilling.”

      He nodded. “I guess you get some who’d love to talk and some who’d rather stay quiet during your, uh, sessions, I imagine.”

      Sophie shrugged. That was an innocent enough comment, but she knew it could easily lead to topics she couldn’t entertain.

      When it came to men, previous experience had taught her that setting her boundaries was easier done at the beginning than when things started to heat up. Some guys she’d dated hadn’t appreciated being shut out even though they should have expected it in the first place. Her last boyfriend, in particular, had kept pushing her for details of classified cases, saying that he had to know so he’d stopped worrying about her. He hadn’t been able to handle her having to “keep secrets” from him, and it had become impossible to maintain their relationship.

      Wait, was she already expecting something to happen between her and Kerrod?

      Funny, that, especially since she wasn’t looking for a relationship right now. Her job was at a super-demanding stage.

      Anyway, it was still important to be clear about a few things because, yes, she was attracted to this guy. No two ways about it.

      "Hey,” she said, placing a hand on Kerrod’s arm for a short second. "I hope you don't take this the wrong way, but as you can probably imagine, there's not much I can share about my job.”

      "Oh, sure. I do understand. Just tell me to shut up when you need me to. It's the same with me. My clients get me to sign NDAs so I can't share details with everyone either."

      Sophie chuckled. "Glad we're on the same page. Have you had people push you for information just because they think you have to share more of yourself with them?”

      Kerrod nodded. “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. They don’t understand that it’s not that I don’t trust them; I just can’t share classified information.”

      “Hm, classified. I like that word. I think I’ll use that next time someone asks me about something I can’t share. I’ll just say, ‘it’s classified.’”

      “That should work,” she said with a laugh, stirring her drink with the straw before taking a long sip.

      "So, what… Oh, damn,” Kerrod muttered.

      "What's wrong?”

      "Don't look behind you,” he whispered urgently.

      “Hey!” a man’s voice said. Then two guys appeared by their table, sporting huge grins.

      "Hi, guys," Kerrod said, giving them a polite smile.

      “We were just passing by, and we saw you,” said the one with the extra-cheeky expression. “We gave this award to him,” he added, looking at Sophie while he patted the plaque.

      “Oh, you’re from Warp,” she said, smiling even as she acutely sensed Kerrod’s discomfort.

      “Yes,” Kerrod answered a little tersely. “This is Larry, and this is Roger. Guys, this is Sophie.”

      "So, you're the person responsible for our beloved ex-IT contractor ditching us today,” Larry said.

      Sophie raised her brows at Kerrod.

      "I didn't know they'd planned drinks straight after lunch,” Kerrod said, his eyes wide. “I had to say no because…”

      Ah, she understood what Kerrod was trying to convey. She smiled at Larry and Roger. “Sorry about that. I'm glad he didn't ditch me for you guys."

      “Well,” Roger said, his head cocked to the side like he was really pleased. “We can see why he did."

      "Yes, I guess we can forgive him for not joining us for drinks at his very own farewell party,” said Larry. "We’re not as pretty as you, Sophie."

      “Aww, thanks. I hope he thinks that, too." She sent Kerrod an exaggerated wink.

      He grinned widely. “You're definitely much prettier than these two. Why did you think I said no to them for you?”

      Larry bumped shoulders with Roger. “Oh, look at them. So cute.” To Sophie, he said, ”Did you know that he was never this interesting when he was working with us?"

      “Really?”

      “Yes. He was all work and no play, so we made it our mission to get him to loosen up. Life’s too short to not have fun at work, is our motto. We were crushed that we didn’t succeed. But seeing him with you, I guess we’re not as disappointed."

      Kerrod let out a self-conscious laugh. “Why, thanks.”

      "Well, we better leave you to it, huh?" Larry said.

      "It was nice meeting you, Sophie,” said Roger, lightly squeezing Sophie’s shoulder.

      “Nice meeting you, too. Bye.” Sophie watched the two men walk out of the bar, their arms around each other as they laughed. "They look like great guys."

      "They are," Kerrod said. “They’re the friendliest, funniest people I’ve ever met. They’re getting married in a couple of months."

      "Oh, that's nice. Are you going to their wedding?"

      He grimaced. "I would love to. But I'll be away that weekend. By the way, thank you so much for saving my skin there. I didn't have it in me to tell them that I didn't want to go for drinks after the farewell lunch. I gave the excuse that I have a date, and you happened to turn up! You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No worries," she said with a chuckle. "Why didn't you want to stay for drinks?”

      Kerrod took a sip of his beer. “Um, well, there's a woman there who wouldn’t stop flirting with me. Spending time with her for the rest of the afternoon seemed like a whole lot of hard work."

      Sophie didn't know why that statement pleased her enormously, and she let out an uncharacteristic giggle. "Well, I guess I did save you today, didn't I?"

      "You most certainly did. Lucky you read the situation straight away."

      She laughed. Of course she did. She was a detective. That was nothing to her.

      Time seemed to fly and, before Sophie knew it, they’d both finished their drinks. She was about to ask if Kerrod would want another one but he spoke first.

      “I’m afraid I have to go,” he said, checking his watch.

      Sophie swallowed her disappointment. “No worries. I guess I'm so boring that you’re ditching me,” she said, deadpan.

      “What? No!” said Kerrod, his eyes wide with something akin to horror.

      She couldn’t help the twitching of her lips.

      Kerrod chuckled dryly. “You boring? I can't imagine why anyone would say something so ridiculous. You're a hoot.”

      She laughed. "Honestly, I’m sorry you have to go. This was fun.”

      “Yes. And again, thank you so much. I really owe you. Big time.”

      “Dinner will do,” she quipped. She wouldn’t mind seeing him again, and why not take an opportunity when it presented itself?

      He appeared surprised.

      “Weeknights are terrible for me because of work,” she continued. “Saturday nights are my only free time, so maybe next Saturday?"

      “Um, okay. Sounds like a great idea. As I said, I do owe you big time. Where would you like to go?”

      “We can meet here again if you like. I’ve heard good things about their restaurant."

      "I've never eaten here before, so yeah, let's try this one." Kerrod pulled out his phone. "What's your number?"

      Sophie dictated it. "Thank you for my drink, and I'm looking forward to next Saturday."

      Kerrod rose from his seat when she did. Without any hesitation, she kissed his cheek before walking away.

      Wow, it was so rare for her to already be this attracted to and comfortable with a guy after only having spent less than half an hour with him. Their chance meeting almost felt like…it was meant to be.

      She snickered. God, that sounded cheesy.
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      Kerrod was still on Sophie’s mind when she arrived home. And, when she opened her handbag to get her phone out, she spotted the gift from her former neighbours.

      She laughed. Her naughty friends had given her a packet of condoms. It had been a long time between good times for her, and they’d encouraged her to have some fun.

      Well, she’d keep it in her bag. She might need it soon. Maybe next Saturday?

      What a funny thing chemistry was. So weird and so difficult to explain. Take Kerrod’s twin, Kallan, for instance. Even though she’d thought Kallan was attractive the first time she’d seen him, it was only ever a passing admiration. It was never like the kind of attraction she felt towards Kerrod.

      She exhaled loudly, smiling at the memory of their interaction. Wasn’t it just the other week that she’d told her mother that she didn’t have time to date and that she was okay with it? Her career was her current priority and, having missed out on getting a promotion twice already, she wanted this one so badly she could taste it.

      She’d been at pains to show her superiors that she was more than ready and willing to take the next step up, and her performance in the new task force could be the difference between getting the promotion or not. Unfortunately, she had strong competition. Her colleague, Liam Chance, was also vying for the same senior detective position and had also been assigned to the same task force. She’d simply have to do her best like she always did.

      Right this moment, though, all she wanted was for it to be next Saturday night already—so she could go on that date with Kerrod.

      She shook her head at herself, chuckling.

      Would he tell Kallan about their meeting? Perhaps. He might even tell Felicity, considering they were close friends.

      She should also tell Felicity herself. She grabbed her phone and rang the woman with whom she spent almost every Sunday afternoon. She and Felicity always had deep and meaningful chats before and after the workshops. Even though they hardly spent any social time together outside of the New Again circle, Fel had become a very good, close friend—probably the closest she had right now, apart from a couple of people at work.

      “Hey, Soph,” Felicity answered, sounding a little distracted.

      “Hi, Fel. Am I interrupting something?”

      “It’s okay. I can talk.”

      Oh, sweet Felicity. Sophie was sure her friend had been in the middle of something, so she’d better make this quick. “I just want to tell you a funny story. I was at Darling Harbour today to have lunch with friends. When I was walking back to my car, I thought I saw Kallan. I said hello to him, and it turned out it was his twin—Kerrod.”

      “I told you they look so very alike,” Felicity said with a chuckle.

      “I know! Anyway, we got to talking, and then we had a drink—“

      “Really?”

      Sophie smiled at the intrigue in her friend’s tone. “Uh-huh. And…well, we’re going out on a date on Saturday.”

      “Wow,” Felicity said with disbelief.

      Sophie couldn’t stop her giggle. “That’s all I wanted to say. Anyway, I gotta go. I thought you’d be interested to know that.”

      “Yeah, for sure. Thanks for letting me know.”

      “All right. See you tomorrow.”

      “Yes, bye.”

      “Bye.” Sophie hung up, grinning. She bet Felicity was thrilled at the prospect of two of her friends dating.

      But she shouldn’t get ahead of herself. For all she knew, nothing would eventuate between her and Kerrod, even though the air around them had sizzled today. Plus, wasn’t she the person who hardly had time to date?

      Yes. She had to keep her feet on the ground instead of getting all giddy like a teenager. She had a lot of work to do, and she needed to get to it.

      She sat on her couch, put her feet up on the ottoman, then opened a file. The top-secret task force to which she was recently assigned was set up to identify and catch a very cunning guy involved in cybercrime. Apparently, this genius hacker was favoured by certain crime lords. He was one of Australia’s most wanted criminals, particularly because of the information they could extract from him. He could hand the authorities valuable intel on several crime syndicates that he had worked for or against.

      Sophie immersed herself in the contents of the file. When she’d finished reading to the end, she felt such keenness to find this criminal—the one they called Jester.

      Her thoughts turned to Kerrod again. Funny how she happened to be working on her first case that involved cybercrime while also suddenly meeting a guy who worked in IT security, including cybercrime.

      And there was that feeling again—that her and Kerrod finding each other was meant to be.
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      Kerrod watched a couple place their wet umbrellas in the bin by the entrance of the café where he was having Sunday brunch. This was one of his favourite places to frequent, with it only being four blocks from his house.

      His coffee was long finished, and he felt like a beer. He wouldn’t be ordering one, though. He’d driven the short distance to here because of the pouring rain. The last thing he wanted was to get pulled over by the Random Breath Test unit he’d noticed earlier.

      He chuckled wryly. Since escaping the clutches of the underworld, he’d turned into such a law-abiding citizen. Not attracting the attention of authorities in any way, shape or form had been his daily mantra.

      He stood and paid for his meal at the counter. He wasn’t looking forward to going home to his empty house, but he’d hogged the table long enough.

      As he walked out of the café, he caught a glimpse of a familiar shape walking past. His heart raced immediately. There was Sophie, looking ever so gorgeous in tight-fitting black track pants and a matching jacket. She was gripping her umbrella tightly, shoulders slightly hunched as she tried to stay as dry as possible while she walked. “Sophie!” he called out.

      She turned gingerly, and her face broke into a big smile. She trotted towards him. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

      “I just had brunch.” He indicated the café. “What are you doing around here?”

      A sudden gust of wind startled them, and Sophie let out a surprised scream when her small, foldable umbrella suddenly turned inside out.

      Kerrod helped Sophie try to wrangle her umbrella back into shape while trying to shield both of them from the driving rain with his. But another strong gust broke Sophie’s altogether.

      Sophie laughed first, and he couldn’t help but join her.

      “Mine’s big and strong,” he said, putting an arm around her shoulders to bring her under his umbrella. “I can walk you to wherever you’re going.”

      Sophie’s beaming smile sent his heart rate soaring. He could even feel his cheeks flush! Honestly, was this woman some sort of a witch? What kind of spell had she cast on him? He was already struggling to fight the irresistible urge to kiss her.

      “I’m on my way home,” Sophie said.

      ”You live around here?" Damn, what were the odds of them calling the same suburb home?

      "Yes. Three blocks from here. You live around here, too, right? Isla mentioned you moved to your new house a couple of months ago and that you bought here so that you can be closer to her and Kallan.”

      “That’s what they think,” he joked. “It’s actually to be closer to the beach.”

      Sophie chuckled. “When I left this morning to go for my usual Sunday morning gym session, I wasn’t planning on stopping anywhere. But I bumped into an old neighbour, and we got to chatting until it started to rain. I usually take a different route home, but I decided to walk along here for some reason. And here you are,” she said with wonder in her tone.

      He grinned. “I actually drove because it had already started raining when I left home. So, why walk in this rain when my chariot awaits.” See? She was a witch. Not only was she bringing him out of his self-imposed shell, but he’d also become corny, too.

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that. Lead the way, Mr… Charioteer?”

      They both laughed.

      It amazed Kerrod how relaxed he was in Sophie’s company. Usually, he was always on edge, always finding ways to keep his distance, especially with new people. But with Sophie, it was like he was back to his old self—the guy he’d been before having been forced to become Jester…

      He shook his head surreptitiously to ward away his unwanted thoughts. Suffice it to say that this woman had superpowers over him. He’d better be careful.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on in," Sophie said, taking the dripping umbrella from him.

      Kerrod stepped into a bright and airy living room that seamlessly extended to a dining room and a small but functional kitchen.

      Sophie disappeared inside a room—the bathroom, by the looks of it—and came back carrying two towels. She handed one to him.

      “Thanks,” he murmured, patting himself dry and trying not to stare
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