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      Bryce Green pulled the black mask over his face and donned a pair of dark glasses. He pressed the tiny button at the side of the spectacles to turn on the night-vision functionality, adjusting it so he could comfortably see.

      Stealthily, he crept up the side driveway of a two-storey house and spotted the three skinny figures he’d been looking for. They were trying to pry open a window at the back of the empty property.

      “Just fucking break it already!” one of them whispered impatiently.

      “Shut up! I cut myself the last time, remember?”

      “But it’s locked, airhead,” said the tallest one. “Your crowbar won’t work no matter how much you try.”

      Bryce shook his head. These guys were just kids—probably no older than fifteen—who didn’t have anything better to do but break into homes while the owners were away.

      He could call the police right now and tip them off that he’d found the amateur hoodlums who’d been worrying this quiet Sydney suburb. But first, he wanted to strike the fear of God into them. Clearly, their parents hadn’t been successful in that regard.

      He hid behind a tree and emptied his gun of bullets. Then he turned on the laser pointer and aimed it at the forehead of the guy holding the crowbar.

      “Shit!” said the tall teen, whirling around.

      “What?” asked the dude with the crowbar.

      “Someone’s pointing a laser at you,” whispered the third guy, clearly fearful as he crouched low and tried to hide behind a potted plant.

      Bryce aimed at the chest of the scared guy.

      “Now it’s on you!” Crowbar Dude said.

      Tall Teen took a step in Bryce’s direction. “Who’s doing that?”

      “Shh!” Scared One whispered. “The neighbours will hear you!”

      “Jerome, is that you?” Tall Teen asked. “Fucking come out and stop muckin’ around.”

      Bryce showed himself, gun pointed at Tall Teen. “No. You kids stop muckin’ around.”

      Three jaws hit the ground.

      “You’re an Indie Rebel,” said Crowbar Dude in awe.

      Tall Teen snorted. “There’s only one of him.”

      Crowbar Dude nudged him. “Shut up. How do you know the others aren’t hiding?”

      “Please don’t call the police,” Scared One said.

      Tall Teen scoffed. “As if. The cops don’t like the Indie Rebels. They’re nothing but vigilantes.”

      “Shut up,” Crowbar Dude whispered urgently. “How many times have we heard our dads talk about them? He’s gonna tie us up and leave us here for the police to find us.”

      Bryce hid a sigh. “Why are you stealing from these houses?”

      “None of your business,” Tall Teen answered.

      “Our dad ordered us to, sir,” Scared One said from his hiding place.

      “Now you shut up,” Tall Teen ordered.

      “So you’re all brothers?”

      “I’m their cousin,” Crowbar Dude supplied.

      “So why did your fathers tell you to steal?”

      Tall Teen scowled. “None of your business, I said.”

      Scared One straightened from behind the potted plant. “’Cause our dads and their friends need the money to buy drugs.”

      “Yeah,” Crowbar Dude said with a smirk. “We have to do as they say or they go berserk on us.”

      “And our dads hit our mums,” Scared One added with a tinge of sadness.

      Bryce inhaled sharply. “Where are your parents right now?”

      Tall Teen shook his head, pointing at him. “For the last time, none of your fucking business.”

      Bryce approached, puffing up his chest. The three boys shuffled back, even Tall Teen. The younger guys clearly acknowledged his superior physique.

      “Listen to me, you three,” he said authoritatively. “You have a choice. You tell me what you know about the people supplying your fathers and their friends with drugs or I will hand all of you to the police. I know that the charges against you are longer than my arm. I’d say you’d be up for some jail time—make that a lot of jail time.”

      The teenagers looked at each other, then Tall Teen laughed, grabbing the crowbar from his cousin. “Bull-fucking-shit. You’re not a real Indie Rebel. I bet you’re nothing but a copycat.”

      Bryce calmly put his gun in its holster. Then, swiftly and without warning, he did the unarm-and-take-down move perfected by the Indie Rebels, and Tall Teen was face down on the ground, weaponless. Bryce cuffed his wrists, then pulled him to a standing position.

      “Wow, that was smooth.” Tall Teen was clearly awed despite being immobilised.

      Bryce fished out his phone and opened the secure Indie Rebels app with a retina scan. Then he called his mentor, Aidan Radcliffe, who’d given him this assignment.

      “Bro, could you check out these kids?” He took a photo of the three and sent it off.

      “What did you just do?” Scared One asked, his tone curious.

      “Just wait.” Bryce stood imposingly, facing the guys. He took off his dark glasses so they could tell he was glaring at them.

      He didn’t think these boys were irredeemable. Unfortunately, they didn’t seem to have any good adult role models.

      “I got something,” Aidan said.

      Bryce put the phone on speaker. “Go ahead. Let these boys know what we have on them.”

      Aidan rattled off all the misdemeanour charges against all three. Then he mentioned their names and address.

      Crowbar Dude gasped. “We all just moved together last week! How did you know?”

      “We’re the IRs,” Bryce answered in a low voice. “We know things—”

      “IRs?” Crowbar Dude interrupted.

      Bryce refrained from rolling his eyes. “Indie Rebels.”

      The brothers snickered at their cousin. “Dumbass,” Tall Teen said.

      “As I was saying,” Bryce said, injecting more authority in his tone, “we’re the Indie Rebels. We know things the police don’t know. We can see things they can’t. We have resources they can only dream about. So trust me when I say we will know if you three get up to no good again. We have ways of making delinquents go on the straight and narrow that the police won’t even dare try. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” they all said meekly.

      “So tell us what you know about the people supplying drugs to your fathers.”

      “Will you let us go if we do?” asked Tall Teen, his bravado all but gone.

      “Maybe.”

      “Please, will you also make sure our dads don’t hurt our mums?” Scared One asked.

      Emotion rose up Bryce’s throat, and he put a hand on Scared One’s shoulder. “Tell us everything you know so we can conduct a successful operation to catch the bad guys keeping people drug dependent, okay? And we’ll make sure your mothers get help.”

      All three nodded and started spilling the beans. Bryce wasn’t entirely surprised when he recognised some of the names they mentioned. The drug pushers were part of yet another drug trafficking gang the IR team had heard about.

      “Okay, thank you,” Aidan said when the guys had finished talking. “What you’ve given me is very helpful. For now, you three go on home and pretend you never saw us or spoke to us.”

      “We can’t,” Tall Teen said flatly. “We’ll just get punched and kicked for not coming up with the goods.”

      Bryce ran a hand over his face. He was the only one on this assignment tonight. He couldn’t risk getting into an altercation with several adults and have his mask pulled off his head. “Bro, what can we do about this?” he asked Aidan.

      “I’m thinking… Kids, wait for an hour before you go home. I’ll get another of our agents to drop off some stuff at the back of your house so you boys can pretend you stole it. That should ensure they don’t lay a hand on you until we’ve done what we need to do. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir, thank you,” Tall Teen said, while the other two nodded and grinned.

      Bryce smiled. He knew that tracking devices would be hidden in those items. The IR team would know where they ended up.

      What had started as a small IR assignment had become an undertaking against yet another gang of drug traffickers. It felt like playing whack-a-mole, but they couldn’t give up the fight. It was personal to some of the Indie Rebels.

      Bryce said goodbye to Aidan and uncuffed Tall Teen. Then he sent the teenagers off with the warning that the Indie Rebels would be watching them. He got back into his IR-supplied black SUV and watched the silhouettes of the three boys as they walked away from the house they’d been ordered to burgle.

      He identified with those kids, although he’d been already twenty when his own father—whom he hadn’t met until then—had reeled him into a syndicate involved in drug smuggling, kidnapping, and murder. He was lucky his dad had been lenient with him when he’d refused to commit heinous acts. He’d gotten away with doing tasks that hadn’t directly involved hurting anyone. But he’d practically been the syndicate’s prisoner, with a shoot-to-kill order against him if he’d dared leave.

      He’d been powerless in the ten years that he’d been their detainee. Still, guilt from not only being associated with them, but also for being the son of Douglas Caine—better known as Doug Green, founder of the Flowers crime gang—ate at him every single day.

      Every. Single. Day.

      That was why he was on a mission to do his utmost as an Indie Rebel. This was the only way he knew to redeem himself.

      He smirked, remembering how he’d thought that his father’s death nine months ago was the end of his life as well. Fleur Horsefield, his dad’s partner in life and crime, had become the syndicate’s sole boss. She’d been keen to force Bryce to toe the line, having hated that her partner had been so soft with his son. It would have only been a matter of time before Fleur would have decided to pull the trigger.

      Lucky for Bryce, he’d found out how to contact the Indie Rebels. He hadn’t believed at first that the IR—so hated and feared by pretty much all the criminal syndicates he knew—would answer a request for help from the son of the previous head of the Flowers.

      But the Indie Rebels had answered his call, and it had been the best day of his life.

      Now he was free, and Fleur and all her gang members were behind bars. Frankly, he didn’t think he’d be able to fully repay the Indie Rebels for giving him back his freedom—his life and entire future, essentially. So even when the time came that the chiefs decided he could graduate from being an initiate, he’d still owe the team a lifetime of gratitude.

      He started driving home and his phone rang. It was Aidan once again.

      “Hey, thanks for what you did for those boys,” Bryce said. “I didn’t think it was right to call the cops on them at this stage.”

      “I agree. Let’s hope this turns things around for them. Anyway, I’m calling about something else. The chiefs have approved our plans for your next project, so we can now discuss in detail how you can make contact with Emma Fern.”

      Bryce inhaled sharply, the image of an auburn-haired beauty with the most amazing green eyes popping in his mind. His shock when Aidan had shown him a picture of Emma last weekend still lingered.

      “We know you’re the best person for this. Only you can infiltrate the Fixers syndicate as quickly as we need, especially when your dad had been good friends with Addison Fern.”

      “Yeah,” Bryce said with a frown, trying to recall his memories of Emma’s father. He’d met the man several times, when Addison had visited the Flowers’ headquarters at Shallow Waters, one of the private islands in the Whitsundays.

      He still couldn’t believe that Addison Fern, head of the sophisticated Fixers drug syndicate, was Emma’s dad. But Bryce guessed Emma knew how to be careful with her true identity.

      “We do have a few concerns,” Aidan said. “First is the possibility that a Fixers member would somehow try to communicate with someone in the Flowers and get wind of the fact that you and Fleur didn’t get along. We don’t want to give Addison any reason to doubt you.”

      Bryce smiled. “There’s little chance of that. After my dad died, Fleur tried to borrow money from Addison. He refused, and Fleur ranted and raved for days about it. She accused Addison of being an ungrateful bastard, forgetting about the help the Flowers had extended to the Fixers when Dad was still alive.”

      “So Fleur isn’t close to Addison? That’s a relief.”

      “Yup. But I believe that the lack of assistance from Addison was because she didn’t know about the secret code that my dad and Addison agreed to.”

      “What code?”

      “If someone from the leadership team of either the Fixers or the Flowers says five fingers, then the person being spoken to has to answer with but there are only two Fs.”

      “Five fingers and but there are only two Fs?”

      “Yes. Apparently, that code identifies select gang members that the leaders can fully trust without question, because Dad or Addison themselves had already vetted them.”

      “And your dad gave that code to you?”

      “No,” Bryce said with a chuckle. “He might have been fond of me, but the Flowers was his real baby. No way would he have given it to me.”

      “How’d you get it then?”

      “When Dad had that motorbike accident, he deteriorated quite quickly. As you know, he refused to go to the hospital for fear of being caught. I was desperate to know his orders regarding me after he was gone. So two days before he died, I found the chance to hide my phone under his bed while he was sleeping, and I left it recording. Luckily, no one had reason to check the room for bugs, and I managed to capture his conversation with Rebo, his favourite henchman.

      “According to Dad, the code is so top-secret that he’d only ever given it to one other Flowers member before, and that guy died on a shoot-out with undercover cops to help Addison himself escape a sting. Dad also said that while he loved Fleur, he didn’t think she was the best leader for the Flowers, so he hadn’t given it to her. He’d encouraged Rebo to challenge Fleur for the leadership.”

      “So as far we know, no one else from the Flowers knows about this code apart from you and Rebo?”

      “Yes. And just because Rebo knows about it doesn’t mean he can reach out to Addison and blurt out the code. A hierarchy has to be followed. Only those in a leadership position can bring up the code by saying ‘five fingers’. If someone down the line mentions it first to someone higher up, it could mean the code has been compromised. So because Fleur doesn’t know it, Addison probably thinks Dad didn’t get to give it to anyone else.”

      “Hm. So you just can’t tell him you know about it?”

      “Not according to the protocol Addison and my dad established. But I can probably drop hints that I know something Fleur doesn’t, and that might make Addison try it out on me.”

      “That’s a good idea. Let me remind you to be extra careful, Bryce. If they find out you’re an IR, you’re as good as dead.”

      “I know,” he said grimly.

      “Well, back to Emma… She’s here in Sydney.”

      Bryce raised his brows. “She is?”

      “Yes. Our surveillance team saw her arriving at the airport three days ago. She’s staying in a serviced apartment in the city.”

      “Right. That certainly makes it easier.”

      “Yes. And since we need for you to start the first phase of this project ASAP, you have the chance of bumping into her tonight. She’s in town right now, watching a movie with her cousin, Sharryn Fern, at the George Street cinemas.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes. The chiefs’ orders are for you to drop everything else and focus on this alone.”

      “Okay. The Fixers aren’t getting closer to hacking our systems, though, are they?”

      “Addison wasn’t. As you know, he couldn’t get past a particular firewall after several months of trying. But there’s been a new development. Our tech guys found new hacking codes that are so sophisticated that they believe only one person could have written them. They call him Jester, and no one seems to know his real identity. While our guys were able to reinforce security, Jester came too close for comfort. We believe he’s being paid by Addison to work on our systems because Addison had tried contacting Jester two months ago on the dark web. So you have to somehow inveigle information from Addison regarding Jester. Apparently, Jester’s that good that he could eventually find a way in, if given enough time. We can’t afford to let him keep trying.”

      Bryce let out a whistle. The Indie Rebels’ systems were as secure as any of the best government security systems, created and maintained by IR agents whom Bryce hadn’t met yet. As an initiate, he was limited in what he could know about the Indie Rebels, including most of their identities. But Bryce’s brother, Jaxon Caine, who’d joined the IR long before the two of them had reconciled, had told him that their IT gurus were two of the top technology geniuses in the world.

      So to have their guys believe that a person could succeed in hacking them wasn’t something to take lightly. No wonder the chiefs wanted Bryce to drop everything for this. “Looks like Addison’s really pissed off with us to hire someone like this Jester guy.”

      Aidan snickered. “Just before you joined, we caught his younger brother Edgar—Emma’s uncle and Sharryn’s father. We gave Edgar up to the police along with a big drug shipment they’d already paid for and smuggled into the country. So not only did they lose capital, they also missed out on earning the millions of dollars in profit for selling their contraband in the Australian black market. And they knew it was us. Edgar himself had been subdued by people in all-black attire.”

      Bryce grinned. “I thought it was just the cops who caught him. I didn’t hear the IRs mentioned in the news regarding that case.”

      “You know the police. They don’t want to publicly give us any credit if they can help it.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, I’m on my way to the city right now to have my chance meeting with Emma. What cinema is she in?”

      “Cinema Five. The movie should be finishing in about half an hour.”

      “Copy.”

      “Good luck. Keep me updated.”

      “Will do.”

      Bryce hung up and let out a loud exhale. It occurred to him just how massive his responsibility was. The very existence of the Indie Rebels could depend upon him finding Jester, so he’d have to pull out all stops to succeed.

      Emma’s smiling face filled his mind.

      Damn it. Did she have to be Addison Fern’s daughter?

      He’d first met her two years ago, when she’d stayed as a guest at Plank Island in the Whitsundays where he’d been ordered to work as security personnel. The security company that had employed him at the time had been in bed with the Flowers. Since Bryce had refused to have anything to do with drugs, kidnapping, murder, or smuggling, he’d been stationed there to monitor true resort guests—those who’d been blissfully unaware that the neighbouring Shallow Waters Island was being used as the headquarters of a crime syndicate.

      He chuckled mirthlessly, remembering the multiple times he’d planned his escape. But there had always been other guards with him, also doing the same job and very much loyal to the bosses. So no matter how Bryce had looked at it, he couldn’t have left without powerful speedboats with armed men chasing after him, ready to bombard him with bullets.

      So much for fatherly love.

      Had Emma known that he was Doug Green’s son when she’d slept with him? His father’s name had been revered in the underworld, as Doug had instigated cooperation among criminals regarding exchange of information that would help them stay a few steps ahead of the police.

      Regardless, Bryce had tried to fight the instant chemistry between him and Emma. But it had proven difficult to stay away from her.

      Had anyone else known what he and Emma had gotten up to on her last night there? He couldn’t remember a hotter night than the one they’d shared, and he’d never felt disappointment like the one he’d experienced when she’d had to go home the following day.

      He blinked, shaking his head to ward off the memories and cursing himself for getting aroused. For him, the Emma he’d known wasn’t Addison Fern’s daughter. She’d simply been Emma to him, since they hadn’t shared surnames. If he’d realised then who she really was, he’d have avoided her like the plague.

      Thank God he’d had the sense to not pursue anything further with her. At the time, he’d simply hadn’t wanted her to be linked to him and the Flowers syndicate for her own protection. Turned out he was the one who’d dodged a bullet.

      In a few minutes he’d be meeting the real Emma Fern. No matter how hot and sweet his memories of her were, her surname was now a total repellent.

      Of course it might help if Emma thought he was still into her. It could be the easiest way of getting her to trust him and eventually give up information that could lead to the whereabouts of her father and the secretive Jester.

      Bryce pressed harder on the accelerator.

      He’d do what he had to do to protect the Indie Rebels, even if it meant having to charm Emma Fern again.
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      Emma Fern glanced at her cousin as they left the cinema. Sharryn was still teary, dabbing the corners of her eyes. “Aw, honey.”

      Sharryn sniffed. “We should have chosen a different movie. That was so sad.”

      Emma smiled. Sharryn had known the film was about a father who’d been caught by terrorists.

      “I wish I could visit Dad,” Sharryn said in a low voice.

      “Then why don’t you? I’ll go with you.”

      “No.”

      “Why not? I honestly don’t mind.”

      Sharryn shook her head. “Let’s talk about that later. For now, let’s go to my favourite Chinese restaurant.”

      Emma smiled sympathetically, feeling for Sharryn. On the day her cousin had gotten engaged seven months ago, Sharryn’s dad had been caught in a warehouse with crates of drugs. Edgar Fern had been maintaining his innocence, claiming that a group called the Indie Rebels had set him up.

      Emma didn’t know her uncle well, having not seen him in years. But she was sure Edgar couldn’t have been a drug trafficker. Her memories were of a kind, jolly man.

      Plus, she’d seen how some of the evidence against him had been manipulated. Her dad’s explanations made total sense. But, apparently, more proof was required to exonerate Edgar due to the sophistication of the manipulations.

      She linked arms with Sharryn as they made their way through crowded George Street. Even though one of her main reasons for being in Sydney was to meet her three-year-old half-sister, she’d quickly re-established bonds with Sharryn.

      They’d been best buddies when they were little, being the same age. And when Sharryn had asked her to be one of her bridesmaids four days ago, she’d been so touched that all her misgivings about reconciling with her father had started to dissipate.

      The whole Fern family, like her dad had assured her, were keen to reconnect despite her being estranged from them since she was ten. After fifteen years of no contact whatsoever, she’d been wary of meeting with them. She’d even doubted they’d greet her with open arms.

      But they had. They’d even organised a “reunion” party for her the other night, when she’d arrived from Brisbane. She’d felt nothing but warmth from them, and she was slowly letting her guard down.

      “By the way,” Sharryn said, “we could be meeting my future brother-in-law for dinner. He said he might be around here at this time, and I said to catch up with us at the restaurant.”

      Emma narrowed her eyes. When her father had rung her this morning, he’d talked up Sharryn’s fiancé’s twin brother as a great and trustworthy personal security officer.

      “What?” Sharryn asked innocently.

      “Why would I need a bodyguard? My dad and I are only just getting to know each other again, and I’m not in any way connected to his and your dad’s business.” The very thought of having someone follow her around everywhere made Emma want to shudder. How intrusive would that be?

      “One thing you need to know about your dad is that he’s anal with security. So even if he just wants someone to accompany you while you play tourist, he’d rather it’s a bodyguard.”

      “I don’t need a tour guide, either,” she said with a laugh.

      “Well, Uncle Addison feels so guilty that his overseas business trip couldn’t be rescheduled or he’d be the one to take you around.”

      Emma smiled regretfully. She’d known for a while that she would be in Sydney for three and a half months—the first two weeks as a holiday, and the rest for work. She’d been promoted as a sous chef at a high-end restaurant in Brisbane, and her boss had sent her to Sydney to learn from their newly hired chef who’d won plenty of awards.

      At the last minute, she’d accepted her father’s invitation to connect. And she was surprised at what had happened to Sharryn’s father. She’d seen Edgar Fern in the news, but she hadn’t paid much attention to the name of the man who’d been caught red-handed by the police. She’d had no idea he was her uncle, and had gotten the shock of her life when her father had told her the reason for all the crazy security for the Fern family.

      “I should have given Dad enough notice that I was coming,” she said. “I totally understand he just can’t change his schedule, especially when this sounds like a big business trip. But I’ll be spending lots of time with my adorable little sister and my future stepmother and, of course, you. You guys already have bodyguards, so surely I won’t need one.”

      “But we can only see you after work or on the weekends. Trust me, you’d like Kallan. The best thing is he lives in the building next door to where you’re staying. He’ll be handy to have around.”

      “I’m sure he’s great. But in a week and a half, I’ll be going to work. I’ll be with plenty of people there. Please don’t think I’m minimising the safety issues surrounding you guys. It’s just that Dad said this whole thing with the Indie Rebels stemmed from a business misunderstanding of some sort. Like I said, I’m not connected to the Fern business, so I don’t want Dad being anal with something unnecessary.”

      “Look, just meet Kallan anyway. He’s hot and handsome and dreamy because he looks exactly like my Kerrod, except for the hairstyle.”

      “What? You’re trying to set me up with him now?”

      Sharryn chortled. “No. I was just trying to tell you that my fiancé’s hot and handsome and dreamy because he looks exactly like Kallan, except for the hairstyle.”

      Emma laughed, pleased that she was getting along well with Sharryn. She had to admit, she was very touched by her cousin’s warmth.

      “Here we are—my favourite Chinese restaurant.” Sharryn steered her inside a busy eatery and advised the waiter of her reservation for three people. They were escorted to a table by the window.

      “Have you visited your dad with Kerrod?” Emma asked gently after the waiter left them with menus. She was keen to steer the conversation back to her Uncle Edgar being in jail while awaiting trial, as she still couldn’t fully wrap her head around the whole thing.

      Sharryn let out a sigh. “No. Dad doesn’t want us to go, actually. He said until he’s been proven innocent, he doesn’t want anyone else visiting him, in case the cops think we’re all part of a drug cartel.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really? Surely the police won’t suspect all of his relatives to be criminals just because we go there to see him.”

      “I know. But Dad and Uncle Addison… Well, they don’t want…umm…. There’s their business to think about, you know? They don’t want their clients getting wind of the fact that my dad’s in jail, much less the reason for it.”

      Emma furrowed her brows. “What about those who might have seen him in the news?”

      Sharryn drank from the glass of water the waiter had placed before her. “Fortunately, the people Dad liaises with are mostly their overseas partners. I doubt the news we saw here would have been broadcast overseas. As for their business partners here in Australia, your dad is their main point of contact.”

      “Right. Has any of them actually asked if the Edgar Fern in the news is related to Addison Fern?”

      “I don’t think so. They’re probably too polite to raise that question.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “I really should learn more about their business. All I know is that it’s wholesale importing, and there’s no branding or anything. Dad said he’ll explain it to me, but he hasn’t had the chance yet. Maybe you can tell me.”

      “Well, they source the best products overseas for the cheapest prices, then sell it to retailers here for a tidy profit. They don’t specialise in particular items. They just take advantage of whatever they think would sell well.”

      “Okay. So there’s no warehouse or shop I can have a look at? I’d love to check out some of their items.”

      Sharryn smirked. “No. Once the stuff arrives in Australia, it goes straight to the retailers who bought it. And if I were you, I wouldn’t worry too much about the ins and outs of the business. Listening to them explain it is so boring you’d regret asking.”

      Emma smiled. Sharryn might not be that interested in their fathers’ business, but she was. “Sometimes I wonder if the clothes or other things I buy from the shops were something our dads had sourced.”

      “Unlikely,” Sharryn said with a snort.

      “Why? Dad said that clothes are always profitable.”

      “Um, yeah. I guess. Frankly, I doubt our dads even see the actual items. They just do the negotiating, then their staff takes care of the logistics. So even they won’t have a clue if the shirts they’re wearing were something they’d bought and sold wholesale.”

      “I guess that’s true. I wonder why they nicknamed their company the Fixers.”

      Sharryn’s eyes widened, her mouth hanging.

      “What?” Emma asked with a laugh.

      Sharryn shook her head as if to clear it, glancing around.

      “Isn’t it called the Fixers?”

      Sharryn leaned close. “Apparently, some criminal gang is also called the Fixers, so we don’t want the Fern business to be mistaken for that, especially when my dad’s in jail.”

      Emma gasped. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who came up with that nickname then?”

      “I think it had something to do with the business being the fix for the family’s financial problems a long time ago. But seriously, don’t go around saying that nickname out loud.”

      Emma grasped Sharryn’s hand. “I won’t. And I’m sure Uncle Edgar will be successful in his defence.”

      “I hope so too,” Sharryn murmured. “Anyway, tell me more about your dinner the other night with Jill and Myra. What do you think of them?”

      Emma smiled. “It was great. Dad was so thrilled that the four of us were finally together. And Myra was just as nervous as I was in the beginning. She was shy but very hospitable. As for Jill—oh, she’s just too adorable! She insisted on me feeding her instead of her mum, and she sat on my lap the whole time while we watched TV.”

      “Yes, Jill’s such a darling. So bubbly and smart and chatty. She’s always the centre of attention during our family gatherings. Everyone always wants to cuddle her.”

      Jealousy crept up Emma’s chest. She would have loved to have been there when Jill was born, and when she’d taken her first steps and said her first words. Emma wasn’t feeling clucky. She was just smitten by Jill. Her little sister.

      An image of her mother’s last day in the hospital popped in Emma’s head, and she inhaled sharply at the guilt that hit her. Vilma would have hated that she’d reconnected with the Ferns. And her mum would have especially loathed that Emma was crazy about her father’s other child after only just meeting her. Vilma had never gotten over the fact that Addison had hardly been around after Emma was born.

      She looked at the table. I love you so much, Ma. I promise I’ll never forget you even when I spend time with them.

      “I can imagine Uncle Addison being over the moon that you guys got along so well,” Sharryn mused. “He couldn’t wait to get you back into the Fern fold.”

      “You know, when Dad first contacted me a month ago to say he wanted us to reconnect, I wasn’t interested. To his credit, he kept on trying. It was when he said I have a three-year-old sister that I decided to put aside my hurt from him having abandoned me and come here to meet Jill. I’m so glad I did.”

      “Is that what you think? That he abandoned you?”

      “Well, he just stopped calling not long after the divorce. And when I tried to call him, I found out he’d changed his number.”

      “He did try to contact you! After you and Vilma moved from your old place, he couldn’t find you. He did change his number, but he tried to call your mum to tell her about it. But she wouldn’t answer. Then after a while, Vilma’s number changed too. He didn’t just decide to forget you, Emma. Your mother simply didn’t want you to have anything to do with him and had gone out of her way to hide you from him.”

      Emma’s eyes welled. “Yes, that’s what he told me. I didn’t know. I grew up believing he never wanted me.”

      “He found out about your mum’s multiple sclerosis, and he understood the strain you were under looking after her,” Sharryn said soothingly.

      Emma nodded. She supposed she could
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