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Taught by Temptation

	Everyone says billionaires have it easy, but all they see is the sparkly exterior posted about in the media. Behind the camera, it’s a whole other matter. 

	 

	After twenty-five years of being with the Bardons, he should be used to having money at his fingertips. But he isn’t and doesn’t want to be. There are so many people out there who need it more than he does. All he wants is to hide in his apartment with his computer and pretend the outside world doesn’t exist. Unfortunately, his adopted family are billionaires - not that anyone would believe it if they got to know them - and society has other expectations for them.

	 

	Danni has made being a single working mother into an art form. Or that’s what she tells herself every morning when she’s corralling her two sons into their uniforms and bribing them to eat their breakfast. Moving into an apartment is the first step into her newly single parenthood and accepting a job at her sons’ school is the second. Dating is on her “no-go” list and will remain there indefinitely. She doesn’t have enough energy to spend making another person happy because she barely has enough left to keep from crying herself to sleep every night.

	 

	When her neighbour finds out about their computer problems, she wants to curl into a ball and hide. No one needs to know how inept she is, but Max offers to help with no obvious ulterior motive. But when she finds out who he is, she pushes him away. She has already thrown one controlling, money-focused man out of her life; she doesn’t need another.

	 

	What does it take for Danni to see the man behind the money?

	 

	The Bardon Billionaires follow the lives of the five adopted children of Jonathan and Penelope Bardon, who are finding their way through life and love. 

	


Chapter 1

	Max

	“You owe them everything. Just get through the meeting, and you’ll be back home in no time.”

	Max Bardon mumbled the reminder as he trudged from his car to the building that held his rarely used office, gripping the handle of the bag which held his laptop—his salvation. With that item in his grasp, he could almost pretend he could do anything, but he was deluding himself. “Peopling” was hard, especially for him, but it was a necessary evil. An evil he would happily—however much he had to pretend—take on to repay the kindness the Bardons had shown him.

	Jonathan and Penelope Bardon had adopted him when he was twelve years old, taking him from the latest in a long line of foster homes and giving him a new life. Why they’d chosen him, he’d never asked. He was too scared of finding out something he’d rather not know. They’d not only given him parents who cared, but a family he’d never expected. His brothers and sisters had all been waiting when his new mother and father arrived home with him.

	Austin was five years older than Max, Emily was three years older, Francesca—or Chess, as they called her—was two years older and Gareth, the baby of the family, was nine years younger than him. Each member of the family had been adopted into the Bardons’ fold, and none of them were unhappy about the situation.

	It had nothing to do with the amount of money they had, either.

	For Max, family was more important than anything else, even his computer. The money was an effect of having Jonathan and Penelope as his parents, and it was one he regularly tried to forget.

	“Good morning, Mr Bardon.”

	Max gritted his teeth in some semblance of a smile for the lovely receptionist, who gave him the same greeting every time he arrived.

	“Good morning.”

	He bypassed her desk and aimed for the lift that would take him to his dreary Friday morning destination. A man held the door for him, and he returned the smile, hoping he didn’t look as uncomfortable as he felt. Apart from the quiet hum of instrumental music within the metal box, it was silent, everyone lost in their phones or thoughts. Unfortunately, one occupant had a strongly scented bubble surrounding her, and it made Max want to sneeze. He rubbed at his nose, trying to dispel the tickle, and was glad when he could finally escape the confines and inhale the cleaner air.

	“Good morning, Max. The meeting room is all set for you. Let me know when you’re ready for them, and I’ll call them through.”

	“Thank you, Vanessa. Give me a few minutes to get my bearings.”

	“Of course. Would you like some coffee?”

	Max groaned. “When don’t I?” 

	Vanessa’s small chuckle lifted his spirits, as it always did. “I’ll bring some in straight away.”

	“You’re a godsend.”

	She smiled and disappeared around the corner, and Max entered his office, closing the door behind him. He rested back against it, staring at the large room that never felt like his. The warm terracotta colours of the walls and the dark brown, almost black, wooden furniture were more to his father’s taste than his. But that would happen when he couldn’t decide what to do with it; therefore, he’d left it as it was. He didn’t need much furniture, anyway. Just a laptop and somewhere to rest it.

	He leant his bag against his shin and removed his coat, hanging it on the old-fashioned coat rack by the door. Picking his bag up again, he aimed for his desk, dropping unceremoniously into the large leather chair that refused to squeak or complain about its misuse. He pulled out his laptop and set it on the highly polished surface, refraining from rolling his eyes at the grandeur.

	A knock sounded. “Come in!” he called, knowing it was Vanessa.

	“Your coffee.” She rested a large cup on the side of the desk and held up a travel mug. “I took the liberty of making another for when you leave for the meeting.”

	“I told you. Godsend. Nothing else I can call you.”

	“Is there anything specific you need from me before the meeting?” she asked.

	He clicked his tongue. “Not that I can think of, thank you.”

	“In that case, I’ll leave you to get organised.”

	Max had no idea how his father had found Vanessa, but he couldn’t do the job without her. She was his eyes and ears around the office when he sequestered himself in his apartment rather than attending the office every day, as his siblings did. He did everything he could via email and messages rather than talking on the phone because he hated it. The ineptness he experienced when he tried to explain things to people made his voice sharper than he intended, and he preferred to write out an entire essay instead of vocalising it. Vanessa made that possible because she handled the phone conversations. She was a godsend. There was no other word for it.

	He focused on his laptop, sipping his coffee religiously, until he had everything he needed for the meeting. Picking up the laptop and the travel mug, he exited his office, calling to Vanessa, “Give me five minutes to set up and send everyone in, please!”

	“Will do.”

	Entering the even larger conference room, he settled into the chair at the head of the table and linked the laptop to the screen behind him. He didn’t need to look at it while he was talking to his colleagues, but they would need to see the information. 

	The door opened and people trickled in, sitting around the table with their own cups of hot drinks and bottles of water. He smiled at those who met his gaze but didn’t address them until the door closed behind the last person.

	“Good morning.”

	“Morning,” mumbled several of them.

	He bit back a sigh and twisted his bracelet around his wrist. “Another fortnight gone. Let’s get some updates, shall we?”

	It dragged on and on, but progress was made, and no one made any of the cutting remarks he usually received. Either someone had spoken to them, or they were feeling magnanimous that morning. Regardless, it went without a hitch for the first time in as long as Max could remember. Even Wilf had kept his mouth shut, except to give an update, and that was almost impossible for him.

	“That’s great. Okay, does everyone know what they need to do over the next two weeks?” Nodding heads. “Great. We’re done, then.”

	They picked up their belongings and left, chattering amongst themselves. Max leaned back in his chair, watching. How did people find so much to talk about every day? If he had to be with someone for more than an hour, he was sure he would run out of things to say.

	“Max.” 

	He showed no outward reaction, but inside he facepalmed and groaned. “Wilf, what can I do for you?”

	“Are you sure dealing with the Harper account yourself is the best option?”

	Despite the calm tone of his voice, there was an underlying edge to the words. The man was a toad. Not because of his looks. He got those from his father, and he was handsome, no doubt about it. No, the man was sneaky and slimy and had been after Max’s position for many years, even before they had put Max into the role. He was probably more than capable of doing the job, but his father had wanted Max to do it, and he was the boss.

	Max scratched at his beard, the sound loud in the ensuing silence. “Yes, I think it’s the best option. Not only because I know the account inside and out, but because my father wants me to handle it. Any other questions?”

	Wilf’s jaw tightened, and his lips turned white. “No.”

	“Have a good fortnight, Wilf.”

	The man glared over his shoulder as he left the conference room. 

	Max didn’t breathe freely until the door closed behind him when he returned to his apartment later that afternoon. He only spent one day a fortnight in the office, and not a full day at that, but it was still too much for him to handle. 

	The first thing he did was to set his coffee machine going and grab a croissant. He shoved the latter into his mouth while he removed his shoes and coat. It was only his finely ingrained routine that had him hanging his coat and setting his shoes underneath it rather than throwing them in the general vicinity of the front door.

	After his coffee brewed, he shuffled to his home office and settled behind his desk. Now, this office was more his style. He had a large U-shaped desk holding three monitors, a keyboard, two speakers, a headset and mouse, and a large flat screen monitor on the wall above it, tilted down towards him to make his gaming experience that much better. 

	Once his work was done, he spent most of his free time with other people online. No one knew who he was because he kept his identity a secret, having created a new persona, especially for his gaming habit. Several of his online friends had told him to create a streaming channel, but because he hid who he was, he couldn’t justify it. Plus, he wasn’t sure he could stand the idea of people watching his reactions when he played.

	He dragged his laptop onto the desk and spent the next ten minutes making sure he’d set everything to tick along nicely over the weekend without him needing to deal with anything. He would if something came up, of course, but hopefully, it would be good to go. When that was done, he closed it, set it aside and focused on his monitors. Logging on to his usual Friday night game—a fantasy, world-building game that he’d played for the past five years—he grinned when he saw Gunny was already waiting. Max put on his headset.

	“Hey, man. What took you?”

	Gunny’s voice boomed through the earpiece, making Max wince. If he had to guess, he would’ve said he was in the military of some kind. “Work took me, but I’m here. Are Chris and Odin coming, do you know?”

	“Yeah, though Odin said he might be late. If he’s not here by the time we start, we’ll have to find a stand-in for the first game.”

	Max’s eyes flicked across each of the screens, checking the details of his account and his avatar, making sure it was all as he wanted it before he started. Some people kept everything the same once they were happy with it, but Max liked to tweak things each time. He tried to be methodical about it because he could use the data he gained to see if one version was better than another. 

	“How was your day?” he asked while he input the codes for what he wanted.

	Gunny grunted. “Wonderful.” 

	Max chuckled, the tone of Gunny’s voice giving away the sarcasm. “Glad to hear it.”

	“Yo, deadbeats! How’s life?”

	Chris’s deep, northern accent made Max smile. “Same old,” he replied.

	“Wonderful,” Gunny repeated his earlier comment.

	“Are we playing?” Chris asked.

	“It’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” Gunny said.

	Max finished his tweaks and made his way to the right part of the game, listening to his two friends’ banter. One of these days, he might meet them in person, but why fix something that wasn’t broken? They got on well as they were. Would things change if they knew who he was? Probably. Did he want to risk it? Hell, no.

	“Fuck my life. I’m here!” Odin yelled. Other noises came from the man’s microphone, and Max grimaced. 

	“What are you doing, man? It sounds like you’re moving furniture,” Gunny said.

	“I fucking am! Other half thought my stuff should be Feng-fucking-Shui’d. Hit the fucking roof when I got back. I’m trying to drag it all back to where it was while she glares at me from the doorway.” Distorted mumbles came across the line, probably from his wife. “I don’t give a shit. You know not to touch my stuff!” More mumbles and a loud bang. 

	“She was trying to help, Odin,” Max said, trying to keep the peace.

	Odin exhaled. “And I would’ve been fine with it if she did it while I was here and I could keep an eye on the stuff. I think she broke my fucking chair.”

	“Are we going in?” Gunny asked.

	“Fucking hell, yes,” Odin said.

	They all entered the game, working their way through the first part of it while each of them let off steam from their working week. He knew what each of them did: Chris was a nurse, Gunny was a personal trainer, and Odin worked in a warehouse. Chris and Odin couldn’t always join them on Friday nights because of their shift work, but if they missed any, the four of them tried to find another night that week to play.

	This was what he loved most. Interacting indirectly with people who had the same interests he did. Here, he wasn’t the son of a billionaire placed into a role he was woefully unsuited for. Here, he was a gamer, who had experience with computers and liked to mess around with them. Here, he was Max, not a Bardon. And he felt more at peace in this space than any other.

	His stomach churned, and he caught his breath. He shouldn’t think like that because his parents had given him everything he could ever need or want. But all he wanted was to hide away from everyone and work on his computers. He didn’t want the interactions that came with being a Bardon. The events, the publicity, the line of willing women. He wanted none of that. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do anything about it. He wouldn’t change his family just because he didn’t like the life they’d given him.

	He loved them all, even if they drove him nuts. Speaking of family, when he next had a second, he checked his phone and saw several messages waiting for him. 

	 

	AUSTIN: Are you coming for lunch on Sunday?

	EMILY: Are you coming for lunch on Sunday?

	CHESS: Please say you’re coming for lunch on Sunday!

	GARETH: Get off the computer and check your phone!

	 

	He sighed. Why didn’t any of them use the group chat he’d arranged? He ignored them for the moment. He had a game to play.

	


Chapter 2

	Danni

	Danni Montgomery sighed and rubbed her face, shuffling down the hallway to the kitchen. Today was moving day, and she wasn’t at all ready to part with the house they’d called home for the past ten years. There were many memories here, and despite those she wished she wouldn’t remember, they were interspersed with the enjoyable times with her boys.

	It was six in the morning, and Nox and Hawke would be asleep for another couple of hours—more if they could get away with it. At nine and seven, she would’ve expected them to be excited about moving house, but they weren’t bothered by it. She’d sat with them and discussed what was happening in a way she hoped they had understood, but how could she explain that she and their dad didn’t love each other anymore without making them think love was a fickle thing?

	She was probably overthinking things as she usually did, but she couldn’t help it when she had the thoughts herself. She’d expected to be with Verne forever, but he’d turned around six months prior and told her he’d found someone else. Shock didn’t begin to cover it. She hadn’t thought anything was wrong with their relationship. Didn’t matter now. Verne and Alyssa were getting married, something Verne had always told her he didn’t want to do, hence the reason they’d been living together for the past ten years but had never married. Regardless, she was over it. Staying away from men and relationships was her new rule. She didn’t need the hassle.

	Flicking the kettle on, she grabbed the mug she’d left on the side, knowing she’d need a drink before she packed it away, and dropped a tea bag into it. She didn’t care what the tea looked like—her friends were picky about how they took it: one sugar, lots of milk, not too dark, but she wasn’t fussy—as long as it was tea and hot.

	With her tea prepared, she folded herself into the large armchair by the window that overlooked the garden. She wasn’t sure if the boys would miss the space to run about, but she would miss the view. Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford the bills of the place, and despite Verne being willing to pay towards some of it, he wasn’t being exactly helpful in that department. Therefore, a new apartment waited for them. An apartment without a garden but with a lift to get them to their new home. She hoped the novelty of the lift worked in her favour with the boys.

	It wasn’t what she wanted for them, but she had no choice.

	Her phone chimed, and she pulled it from her dressing gown, smiling when she saw Simone’s name.

	“Hey,” she answered, not bothering to keep her voice down because only a bomb going off right next to the boys’ ears would wake them.

	“Hey, yourself. Are you ready for today?”

	Danni rolled her eyes. “You already know the answer to that.”

	Simone blew out a breath. “You’ll be fine in this new apartment. I know it’s not ideal, but the boys will love it. Keep reminding yourself how close it is to the school.”

	“I’m trying. I wish I could’ve found something closer to where we are now.” She sipped her tea. “Anyway, why are you up so early?”

	“Kevin managed to get home last night.” She sounded excited. Her husband was a lorry driver, and his hours were sporadic. He didn’t always get back when he expected to.

	“You don’t need to help today, Simone. Spend the time with Kevin.”

	“No! We’ll both be there to help.” Danni inhaled, ready to argue, but Simone beat her to it. “We will spend time together, and this way, it gets done a little quicker. No arguments.”

	Danni bit back the words she knew wouldn’t change Simone’s mind and, instead, thanked her. 

	“We’ll be there at eight o’clock. That’s when you said Indie was picking up the removal van, wasn’t it?”

	“Yes.” Indie was her other best friend and the only one of them that could drive the removal lorry. “I’ll be waiting with croissants and muffins.”

	“See you soon. And stop fretting. Everything will work out great. You’ll see.”

	Simone knew her too well. Danni grabbed another cup of tea and reclaimed her seat. Although she needed to get the last boxes packed, she couldn’t get the energy to move. As the sky lightened and the shadows shrank in the garden, she shored up her defences and persuaded her mind to think optimistically for a change. A new start meant fresh memories untinged by Verne’s betrayal. That was something she could be happy about.

	Blocking everything negative from her mind, she returned to the kitchen and set up mugs for everyone for when they arrived, then set out the croissants and muffins she’d bought the previous day, needing some way to pay her friends back for sacrificing their Saturday to help them move. Once that was ready, she moved back into the living room, put on some upbeat music and grabbed a box. Working methodically, she finished packing the last pieces, taped the boxes and left them with the rest. She would do the bathroom and kitchen once everything else was in the van, and the boys’ bedrooms when she woke them. She didn’t want them to get grumpy from being woken earlier than usual because she couldn’t handle that as well as a long day of moving.

	A knock sounded, and she smiled when Simone breezed in with Kevin in her wake.

	“Good morning! Where are those croissants you promised?” Simone said, starting for the kitchen.

	Danni chuckled. “You know exactly where they’d be. Help yourself. You, too, Kevin. And thanks for helping.”

	“You’re welcome. You know that.” Kevin patted her shoulder and followed his wife.

	She was about to close the door when she heard a loud engine. Pausing, she waited to see if it was Indie with the van, but when a delivery van drove past, she closed the door. 

	“Tea or coffee?” she asked Simone, never knowing which beverage she was in the mood for.

	“Coffee, please.”

	“Kevin?”

	“Me, too. Thanks.”

	Danni pottered around making drinks, brewed another for herself and set a cup ready to go for Indie. 

	“What do you have left to do?” Simone asked.

	“The boys’ bedrooms and the bathroom and kitchen bits. I’ve done everything else.” Danni wandered over to the TV to turn down the music.

	“I’m here!” Indie called as she let herself into the house. “I’ve reversed it into the driveway. It should make it easier.”

	“Thanks.” Danni made her a tea and handed it to her. “Let’s enjoy these, then we’ll get started.” She gestured to the food. “Grab something before Simone eats it all.” She put her tongue in the corner of her mouth, hiding her grin.

	“Hey!” Danni raised her eyebrows, and Simone pouted. “I graze,” she mumbled, and Danni laughed.

	“I don’t mind.” 

	She bussed her best friend’s cheek and headed for the living area, needing to check again that everything was in order. Other than unplugging the TV, which she didn’t have a box for, it was all ready for the move. She couldn’t find any minor jobs to do before they started.

	“I’ve asked a couple of friends to come and help as well. I hope that’s okay,” Kevin said, startling her.

	She pressed a hand to her throat, trying to hide the redness that always heated the area when she was embarrassed. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you.”

	“It gets it done quicker for you, and you can start relaxing in your new place.” Kevin pushed his hands into his pockets. “Is everything going?”

	“The items marked with a red circle sticker are staying here.” She gestured to the sofa, where a sticker, an inch in diameter, rested on the back of it. “The apartment is partly furnished. There’s a sofa already there, as well as a dining table and chairs and a double bed. The boys’ beds are already dismantled, but the bed in the master bedroom is staying.” She inhaled and let out a soft chuckle. “Basically, anything not dismantled and has a red circle is staying.”

	Kevin smiled. “I’ll let them know when they get here.”

	“Thanks, Kevin.”

	He nodded and returned to the kitchen, passing Indie as she entered.

	“How are you holding up?”

	Danni gripped her biceps, rubbing her hands up and down, pretending she wasn’t trembling like a newborn foal. “I’m up. That’s about it.”

	“I know we’ve talked about this before, but this is the right move for you. And the boys. Yes, it may be a smaller place, but you’re closer to their new school, and the school you’ll be working at. It makes sense.”

	Danni snorted. “They’re both the same, you know? Their school and my school?”

	“I know. I was trying to put it out as two separate things. At least you get the chance to get things organised before you start work.”

	“Yeah, starting at a new school for the final two weeks of the autumn term is a great time to start. Do you honestly think any of the kids are going to care who I am and why I’m there when they are slowing down for the Christmas break?”

	Indie grimaced. “It’s not ideal, granted, but you can get to know them and the school before throwing yourself into the spring term. It’ll work out well, I’m sure of it.”

	“I hope so.”

	“Come on. Let’s get working. Maybe those tween-agers of yours will wake up from all the noise and help.”

	“I hope not, but if you want to put up with their grumpy backsides all day, go right ahead.”

	Indie laughed, and Danni went to the front door, wedging it open to make it easier for them to carry things out. Indie went to the van and opened the back doors. Danni took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

	This was a new start. This was a good thing. If she kept saying it over and over again, she might believe it.

	****

	As luck would have it, Kevin’s friends arrived with a couple more than planned, and although Danni didn’t know them from Adam, she was grateful for the extra hands. What would’ve been three people emptying a house ended up being eight people, and it only took them three hours to pack the van. Danni was exhausted, although that was more to do with the lack of sleep she’d had over the past week. Her sons had finally made an appearance an hour into the work, and they’d been surprisingly helpful and not grumpy at all. So far.

	“I’m going to order some food from the deli, and I’ll collect it on the way to the apartment. We can eat before we empty the van. Here’s the menu. Let me know what you want,” she said.

	“Can I have the triple burger, Mum?” Nox asked.

	She opened her mouth to say no, knowing full well he wouldn’t eat it all, but shrugged. “Go for it.” If he managed the feat of eating it all without making himself sick, she might consider getting him it again one day.

	Once she had everyone’s orders, she phoned it in, and they traipsed out of the house. She did one final walk-through, making sure they had everything, then locked it up and headed for the car.

	When she got to Indie, she handed over the keys to their new apartment. “I have to drop the keys at the estate agent’s, then I’ll grab the food and bring it to you all. This is the key to unlock the entrance to the foyer, and this is the apartment key. Any problems, call me, but I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” She turned to Nox and Hawke. “Jump in the car, boys.”

	“Auntie Simone said we could ride with her and Kevin. Can we, Mum?” Hawke asked.

	She glanced at Simone, who nodded, and focused back on her kids. “Sure. Be good.”

	“We will,” they both called as they raced towards Simone’s Range Rover, and she realised the seats were already in the car. She glared at Simone, who held her hands up and shrugged. Danni shook her head and smiled. What would she do without her friends?

	After taking one last look at the house, she climbed into her car and started the engine. Once everyone else was on their way, she veered in the opposite direction and headed for the estate agent’s. At least she only had to visit one estate agent today. Luckily, the apartment had been empty for a few weeks, and she’d been able to get the keys a few days ago. She’d dropped by when the kids were at school to check it out and make sure everything worked before their move. She’d cleaned everything, too. 

	As she passed the house keys to the person who had sold their house, she had to claw back the panic. As much as this was a good thing, it was also scary. She had never lived on her own before, having gone straight into a house with Verne when she moved out of her childhood home.

	She could do this. She had to do this. She had two kids who rely on her to do this.

	The food was ready when she arrived at the deli, and she paid and took it back to the car. When she finally reached the apartment parking, the van and two cars were already waiting. No one was in them, and she headed to the entrance, buzzing the apartment number.

	“Hello?” a distracted voice said.

	“Hi, it’s Danni. Can you let me up?”

	“Danni? I don’t know a Danni.”

	She checked the screen and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I pressed the wrong number.”

	“Okay.”

	A click sounded, and she realised he’d hung up. Hopefully, the rest of the residents weren’t as abrupt. She pressed the right number this time, and Indie answered, unlocking the door for her. By the time Danni reached the lift, her arms were aching from the number of bags she carried. She wasn’t even remotely fit and had been entirely too grateful to spy the lift when she’d initially arrived to look around all those months ago. She could get the exercise she needed by using the stairs. Either that or someone would find her collapsed in the stairwell.

	Yeah, the lift sounded great.

	When she reached the apartment door, it was already open, and one of Kevin’s friends took some bags from her. She was sure her face was red and sweaty, but for once, she didn’t care.

	As if pulled by some unseen force, she wound her way to the windows overlooking the town. It wasn’t a garden view, but she had to admit, it was nice to see over the tops of some houses, being on the top floor as they were.

	She could make a life for them here. She had to try, at least.

	


Chapter 3

	Max

	“You’re here!”

	Max braced his feet for the hurricane that was Chess but opened his arms, nonetheless. He and Chess were not only the closest in age, but also, they were the only ones who had been adopted in their teens rather than as a toddler or baby. It had given them something in common, and that helped during the first few months of being thrown into something he had never expected to have. A family.

	Chess threw her arms around him and lifted her feet, almost dragging him to the floor. He was used to it and counteracted their imbalance before her long, auburn hair touched the ground.

	“You’re a dweeb,” he said in her ear.

	“And you’re a nerd.”

	“Never said I wasn’t.” He put her back on her feet and smiled at their usual greeting. “How are you?”

	Chess rolled her eyes, having never grown out of the habit. “Fab. I have a few days off next week to see Blow Me live.” They headed inside.

	Max chuckled. “And I say again, that name is unfortunate.”

	“But it tells you what they do. They blow into wind instruments.” She waved her hand around. “It’s not at all to do with anything else you might think of when you hear the name.”

	Max’s mouth twitched. “Anything you say.”

	“It’s true!”

	Max slid his arm around her slim shoulders and pulled her into him. “You know I’m kidding. I hope you have fun.”

	Chess entered the dining room first. “The prodigal son returns!” she announced.

	This time, it was Max who rolled his eyes. “I’m not exactly what’s deemed a prodigal son.”

	“You’re my son. That’s all that matters.”

	His mother dragged him into her embrace, and he closed his eyes and inhaled the familiar scent of her perfume. He had no idea what it was called because it was something his father—and no one else—had always bought for her, but it always reminded Max of her.

	“Hi, Mum.”

	“How are you, sweetie?” She pulled back, her face pinching as she searched his features. Her skin held a few more wrinkles than she wanted, but she didn’t look her sixty-five years, even if her hair was now fully white. Max loved the flyaway, bob style of her hair. It suited her. She rubbed his cheek. “You look tired.”

	Max smiled. “I’m fine. Promise.”

	She pursed her lips. “If you say so.” She patted his arm. “Come. Lunch is on its way.”

	Max strode for his usual chair, to the right of his father’s but with a chair between them. They had always sat so the youngest child was closest to their parents; therefore, Gareth sat opposite their mother, and Max sat between him and Emily, with Chess opposite him and Austin facing Emily.

	“I wasn’t sure if you’d make it,” Austin said with a smirk. There was no denying his eldest brother was a handsome man—the movie star good looks were what people went for, and Austin’s styled, short, black hair, five o’clock shadow and chiselled features were it.

	“When have I not?”

	“You didn’t reply to my message. I couldn’t be certain.”

	Max snorted. “If any of you used the group chat I set up, we wouldn’t have a problem. All four of you sent me messages about today, and I didn’t reply to any of you. If you put it in the chat, you’d all know because I’d only have to send it once.”

	“You could’ve copied and pasted,” Chess said.

	Max opened his mouth to argue, but she was right. He snapped it shut again and glared at her when the staff brought their meals out. The roast beef smelt delicious, and Max’s stomach growled in response.

	“Thank you, Bette, Livvy,” his father said, his weathered, tanned face creasing as he smiled. Jonathan Bardon was a force to be reckoned with, but he was polite and grateful to his staff, no matter the circumstances. He had taught his children to be as well, explaining that they were not slaves catering to every whim. They were there because they wanted to do the job they’d applied for—his father made sure of it—and he refused to allow them to be treated less than they were. People.

	When the staff left the room, Jonathan smiled at each of them. “Who wants to go first?” Emily raised her hand. “Go on.”

	“I’m thankful for my amazing assistant because she keeps me on an even keel when things go wrong.” She smoothed her long brown behind her ears, her flawless skin shimmering under the spotlights.

	“Make sure you tell her that tomorrow,” Jonathan said, nodding in her direction.

	“I plan to.”

	Austin raised his hand, and Jonathan smiled. “I’m thankful for the quick work of your team, Max, for getting me out of a predicament last week.” He glanced at his father. “I’ve already thanked them.”

	“Good. Max?”

	“I’m thankful for the serenity of my apartment, which helps me to keep the balance in my life.” They all knew he struggled with dealing with people, but no matter how many times his father said he didn’t have to do the job, Max declined. He wanted to help, even if he hated it.

	“Chess?”

	“I’m thankful for having many eyes go over the accounts this week because the error was hiding from me.” She rolled her eyes. It frustrated her when she had to ask for help.

	“Good work, Chess,” Jonathan said. “You figured it out and sorted it.”

	“With help.”

	“Everyone needs help sometimes.” Chess didn’t reply, and Jonathan turned his attention to Gareth. “Gareth?”

	Max’s youngest brother threaded his fingers through his chest-length blond hair as he raked it back into a ponytail, tying it with an elastic band. “I’m thankful for computers and books because otherwise, my essay would be rubbish.”

	They laughed, and Jonathan patted his shoulder. “You’d manage even then. You’re doing great. Keep it up.”

	Gareth was the only one left at university, and he was studying business and marketing. He was eager to work for Bardon Investments, but their father had insisted on a university experience first. Gareth was so eager, in fact, he was fast-tracking his way through the programme, hoping to finish a year earlier than planned.

	“Penny?” His father’s voice refocused him on the conversation.

	“I’m grateful for the beautiful flower displays Rika created for the event yesterday. They were gorgeous and raised a lot of money for the charity.”

	Jonathan squeezed his wife’s hand. “I’m grateful for you all. I can see how you’ve grown through the years, and I couldn’t be happier that you’re part of the family.”

	It was a similar statement he made every week, but each time, Max basked in the glow it left in him. Despite not enjoying parts of being in the family, the people themselves were amazing, and he couldn’t have wished for a better chance at life.

	Max’s childhood was the standard story of any average orphan. His parents had died when he was five years old, and social services had taken him straight into the system and placed him with a foster carer. They had tried to place him with adoptive parents several times, but it had never worked out, and no one had ever told him why. After a certain age, social services appeared to stop trying, and Max bounced around foster carers until he was twelve.

	He’d resigned himself to being shuffled around homes until he aged out, but when he’d arrived back at his then home after school one day, Jonathan and Penelope Bardon had been waiting for him. At first, he’d thought it was a joke, and it took reading the adoption paperwork before he’d believed them. To this day, he could remember the only question he’d asked them at the time.

	 

	“Why would you want to adopt a twelve-year-old?”

	Jonathan crossed an ankle over his knee and replied, “Why not a twelve-year-old?”

	Penelope smiled at him. “Age doesn’t matter to us. We want to provide a stable and welcoming home to any child who would be happy with us, and we believe that is you. If you would like to, that is?”

	Max’s thoughts ran in circles, but he couldn’t find any reason to deny them—or himself—the adoption. He nodded.

	 

	And that was that.

	As he studied the smiling and laughing faces surrounding him, a wave of love struck him again. One he had once never expected to feel for anyone else, let alone six other people. This family was everything he had ever wished for in a young boy’s dream.

	“Is anyone working on getting me closer to having grandchildren?” Penelope asked, and several choking coughs sounded.

	Max chuckled. “Not me, I’m afraid. I’ll happily be the doting uncle, but leave me out of your plans.”

	Penelope blotted her mouth with a napkin. “I don’t know what you mean. I have no plans whatsoever.”

	His mouth twitched at her words. The day she had no plans for them was the day she became an angel watching over them instead. And even then, she’d probably argue with whoever was on the other side to ensure they took care of themselves.

	“I’m still seeing Tori,” Austin said. “I don’t know if we’ll get to the children stage, but we’re pretty tight-knit.”

	Max didn’t need to watch his mother to know what her reaction would be. Tori was the daughter of Jonathan’s best friend, Quinton, and Max’s father had designs on Tori and Austin getting married, sooner rather than later. His mother, however, hated the match with a passion she had only declared once, then never spoke of again. 

	“Well, when you get closer to that stage, let me know,” Penelope said with all the diplomacy of an aristocrat. “What about you three?”

	Chess stuck her tongue out. “Boys are gross.”

	Max laughed. Chess was bisexual, but she didn’t seem eager to settle down. Not that Max blamed her. Emily, however, was impatient to find her happily ever after, as she called it. She had a string of failed relationships behind her—some of them complete assholes—but she kept trying.

	“I’m working on it, Mum,” Emily said, her mouth curving and making Max think she was up to something.

	“Gareth?” Gareth’s cheeks flushed, and that was all Penelope needed to become intrigued. “Oh, how wonderful. Who is she?”

	“It’s… She’s not… I’m not with anyone, but she’s…nice,” was all he managed at the end of his rambling.

	“What’s her name?”

	“Geena. She’s in my business class.” Gareth focused on his plate, forking food into his mouth in the hopes—as they all often did—that their mother would stop the inquisition, but now that he’d given her a bite of information, she would be tenacious.

	Max listened with one ear as his mother grilled his brother about Geena. If Gareth wasn’t careful, Penelope would be arranging to meet—accidentally, of course—the woman and invite her for dinner, where she, too, would receive an interrogation about her life.
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