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Chapter 1 

The Gulfstream slid through Atlanta’s winter clouds like it was easing them back into real life.

Kylie watched the city glow up from the darkness—interstates like ribbons of light, buildings rising in familiar shapes.

Rome was still under her skin, humming low like an aftershock, but Atlanta… Atlanta was home.

She shifted in her seat and the small silver locket hanging between her breasts swung gently. It held memories she wasn’t ready to part with.

Drake pretended to read a magazine across from her, jaw ticking every so often as if his mind was three steps ahead of the present.

When he finally looked up, his voice was soft. “Back to reality.”

“Or something like it,” she said.

In the rows ahead, Mary and Aiko slept tangled together.

Renee had her phone tilted at a conspiratorial angle, red hair catching cabin light like a warning flare while she scrolled. Every few seconds she breathed out a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh.

“What are they saying now?” Kylie asked, not turning from the window.

“That you’re a myth,” Renee said. “A goddess. A hoax. A deepfake.

An Illuminati plant. And—oh—apparently the Ninth Flame either crowned you or kidnapped you, depending on which thread you fall into.”

Kylie smirked. “People get bored. They make up stories.”

“You make people want stories,” Renee corrected.

The jet touched down smoothly. Aiko woke instantly. Mary sat up, blinking.

The door opened, On the tarmac, the night held that damp Georgia chill that sneaks through good coats.

They filed into the SUV Drake had waiting—quiet, warm, and anonymous enough that nobody noticed them slipping back into the city.

The skyline appeared in slow layers. The closer they got, the more Atlanta felt like an anchor. Drake’s hand rested on Kylie’s thigh during the drive, thumb brushing softly. Aiko watched the windows like they held secrets.

Mary whispered, “I can’t believe we’re back.” Renee filmed a slow pan for her socials.

When the elevator doors opened on the 70th floor, everything stopped.

Black marble stretched from wall to wall, polished so sharply it reflected the city like a second skyline beneath their feet.

The floating glass staircase glowed soft blue. The kitchen gleamed like a glossy magazine spread. The entire floor felt like power.

“Oh… my god, so good to be home” Mary whispered, hand covering her mouth.

Renee walked straight to the windows.

Aiko drifted toward the stairs, fingers brushing the railing.

Kylie moved slower, and Drake followed her into the master suite. The city outside looked close enough to touch. She leaned on the balcony door and the locket slid into view again, catching his eyes.

“You still wearing that?” he asked, voice low.

“It reminds me.” She didn’t specify which moment. Rome had given her many.

He stepped behind her, hands settling at her waist. “Everything’s gonna be ready. With perfect timing.”

“For the holidays?”

He nodded. “Everyone arrives tomorrow. Well—most. Your parents and mine are driving up together.

Mary’s and Renee’s fly in the next morning. Aiko’s parents get here after that.”

Kylie could already picture it. A collision of families meeting for the first time. None of them having any clue what life in this penthouse was really like.

“This is going to be chaos,” she whispered.

“Controlled chaos,” Drake corrected. “ I rented the entire 69th floor penthouse.

Suites for everyone. They get comfort. We get space.”

She laughed. “Smart man.”

He kissed her slowly—then rested his forehead against hers. “You ready for all this?”

“I survived Rome.” She smirked. “I can handle Christmas.”

He laughed, walking with her back through the penthouse.

Mary was already scribbling notes.

Renee was rooting through closets.

Aiko murmured quietly about lights and backdrops. It felt like home immediately. Wild, chaotic, seductive home.

As midnight settled over the city, Kylie slipped onto the balcony alone, letting the wind cool her skin. She touched the locket absentmindedly.

From inside, Drake stepped out with two glasses of wine. “Thinking?”

“Just… everything feels big right now,” she admitted. “ Home. The holidays. And after that…”

“New Orleans.”

She nodded. The invitation had been given before they even left Rome.

No mystery.

No surprise.

Just the next city, the next test, the next place where her name was already whispered.

Drake handed her the glass and stood close beside her. “We’ll handle New Orleans like we handled Rome.”

Kylie leaned into him. “With style?”

“Always,” voice dropping low.

She smiled into her wine.

The city glowed below. Christmas lights flickered across balconies.

“Tomorrow,” Drake murmured. “Families, holidays, all of it.”

“After that,” Kylie whispered, “New Orleans.”

“And after that?” he asked.

“After that… whatever the hell we want.”


Chapter 2 

Kylie didn’t sleep long. The excitement, the nerves—it all folded into a restless, electric morning. By ten, she was barefoot in the kitchen wearing one of Drake’s T-shirts, hair tied in a loose knot, watching the city move behind the glass. The calm before the storm.

Drake came out of the master bedroom freshly showered, towel slung over his shoulder.

“Car’s about an hour out,” he said. “My parents and yours sent a group text.

They stopped for breakfast in Auburn because your mother said she ‘needed a proper biscuit before seeing the future.’”

Kylie laughed into her coffee. “That sounds like her.”

Aiko padded down the stairs in her soft slippers, yawning delicately.

“My mother texted at four in the morning,” she said, sleep-heavy voice.

“She wanted to know what you look like ‘when the sun hits your face.

I told her that was a strange question before coffee.”

Renee emerged next, red hair a messy firework, wearing one of Kylie’s robes.

“My mother’s already at the airport bar in Boston. God help us.”

Mary appeared carrying her phone and a mile-wide smile. “My parents are boarding!

My mom asked if she should bring a casserole. I told her it might not survive TSA.”

Drake kissed Kylie’s cheek and disappeared to check something on the 69th floor.

Kylie stayed upstairs, making sure everything was perfect—pillows fluffed, candles lit, windows spotless.

She wasn’t worried about impressing her own parents. She was worried about all the parents together.

At noon, the elevator dinged.

Kylie’s heart jumped. “Okay… here we go.”

The doors opened to reveal her parents and Drake’s parents stepping out together, laughing like they’d been friends twenty years.

Kylie’s mother rushed forward first, arms open, smelling like vanilla body spray and Alabama Christmas.

“Baby, look at you!” she said, squeezing Kylie tightly. “You’re glowing.”

Her father shook his head in awe, glancing around. “Lord, Drake. This ain’t a house. This is a whole kingdom.”

Drake’s mom hugged Kylie next. “We watched that Italy interview on the plane. People are obsessed with you. Proud of you, sweetheart.”

His father gave Drake a clap on the back. “You weren’t kidding about the view.”

They’d barely finished hugging when the elevator dinged again.

Renee’s parents stepped out—both stylish, both unmistakably Boston.

Her mother, tall with striking cheekbones and a head of red hair that rivaled Renee’s, looked like she’d walked out of a magazine cover titled ‘Fifty and Dangerous.’

“Where’s the man of the house?” she said immediately, eyes locking on Drake.

Renee groaned. “Mom, please don’t.”

“What?” her mother said innocently. “I’m only looking.”

Her father shook Drake’s hand firmly. “We heard a lot about you all the way down the East Coast,” he said. “Mostly from her.” He jerked a thumb at his wife.

Another ding. Mary’s parents emerged next, looking wide-eyed, midwestern, and overwhelmed.

“Oh, honey,” Mary’s mother breathed out, clutching her purse strap. “The flight from Iowa wasn’t bad but I—oh my goodness this place is beautiful.”

Her father nodded stiffly. “It’s somethin’.”

Kylie hugged them both warmly. “We’re so happy you’re here.”

As everyone exchanged greetings, Drake guided them toward the private elevator to the 69th floor.

“We set up suites for each of you,” he said. “You’ll have privacy, space, everything you need.”

Renee’s mother leaned in close to Drake as they walked. “Privacy is good,” she murmured. “Some of us misbehave.”

Renee nearly choked on her own breath. “MOM.”

Kylie caught Drake’s expression—tight smile, eyes sharp, amused but cautious. She squeezed his hand briefly behind her back.

Another ding.

When the doors opened this time, it was Aiko’s parents.

Her father bowed first—formal, dignified, his gray suit pressed immaculately.

Her mother stood beside him, elegant as a painting, hair pinned up, eyes assessing the room with a softness tinted by something else… curiosity, maybe.

“Aiko,” her father said warmly, opening his arms. “It has been too long.”

Her mother hugged Aiko gently before turning to Kylie. The way her gaze softened—just slightly—made Kylie straighten unconsciously.

“So you are Kylie Bennett,” she said in perfect English. “My daughter speaks of you constantly.”

Kylie smiled. “I hope only the good things.”

“Only the interesting things,” Aiko’s mother replied, eyes lingering just a touch too long on Kylie’s neckline, where the T-shirt dipped loosely.

Nothing overt. Just noticeable.

Aiko’s cheeks flushed bright pink. “Mother…”

Introductions continued—warm, comedic, chaotic. Parents asking about flights, about the drive from Columbus, about the view.

One of Mary’s parents gasped audibly at the pool on the 71st floor.

Renee’s father joked about needing a map to get around.

Aiko’s father quietly inspected the craftsmanship of the staircase like it was a museum piece.

But Kylie saw the little things too.

Renee’s mother watching Drake from across the room with a smile too lingering to be innocent.

Aiko’s mother glancing at Kylie every time Kylie leaned forward—even slightly—the locket shifting enough to offer a glimpse of skin.

Drake’s father and Kylie’s father sharing a whispered joke as they looked out over the balcony.

Her mother squeezing her hand every few minutes, proud but quietly overwhelmed.

By late afternoon, the families settled into their suites, luggage unpacked, wine poured, voices drifting warmly through the penthouse like a holiday song.

Kylie slipped out onto the balcony alone, breathing in crisp December air.

The city looked alive. The penthouse glowed behind her.

Fifteen people were now spread out, and somehow it felt right.

Drake joined her a few moments later, sliding an arm around her waist.

“That went better than I expected,” he said.

“My mom already asked if we’re feeding everyone tonight.”

“My dad asked what channel your Rome interview was on.”

“Renee’s mom is definitely going to misbehave.”

Drake exhaled hard. “Oh, yeah. I saw.”

Kylie laughed. “This is going to be an… interesting holiday.”

He kissed her temple softly. “It’ll be unforgettable.”

She leaned into him, eyes drifting across the skyline toward the distant horizon.

And Drake tightened his arms around her.

“I know.”


Chapter 3 

The first night with all the families under one roof felt like balancing fireworks on crystal. Nobody knew each other, nobody fully understood what Kylie and her team did for a living, and nobody wanted to be the first person to ask the question sitting on every tongue.

But thankfully, Christmas Eve came with built-in distractions.

By late afternoon, the penthouse smelled like cinnamon, roasted pecans, and whatever dish Mary’s mother had insisted on making despite the state-of-the-art kitchen intimidating her.

Kylie had tried to help, but Mary’s mom swatted her hands like she was back in a farm kitchen in Iowa.

“Go be pretty,” she said. “I’ve got this.”

Being pretty apparently meant wearing the soft champagne-colored slip dress Mary picked—thin straps, clinging silk, and a neckline that dipped low enough that every time she leaned forward everyone got an eye-full.

Drake noticed it the moment she walked into the great room, but so did someone else.

Aiko’s mother.

The woman’s gaze drifted with the grace of a queen, thoughtful and soft, pausing only long enough to take in the shape beneath the silk before drifting away again with a small, knowing smile.

Kylie felt heat bloom at the base of her spine—not discomfort, not embarrassment.

Just awareness. Aiko saw it too but pretended she didn’t; her cheeks were already pink.

Dinner came together like organized chaos. Renee’s father carved the roast.

Kylie’s mother took charge of the rolls. Drake’s mother floated from station to station offering help nobody needed but everyone loved.

Aiko’s father poured wine with the stoic pride of a tea ceremony master.

And Mary’s father just kept saying “Lord have mercy,” every time he discovered a new room.

Finally, everyone gathered at the long dining table overlooking the Atlanta skyline. The lights below twinkled like a second Christmas, city and sky reflecting in the glass walls.

Drake pulled out Kylie’s chair for her, brushing his hand lightly along her lower back as she sat.

The touch was subtle, a simple habit, but her body reacted all the same.

Across the table, Renee’s mother saw the small gesture and arched a curious eyebrow, lips curving in amusement.

Plates were passed. Wine poured. Laughter grew louder. And slowly, the table loosened.

“So,” Mary’s mother asked between bites, “what exactly do you kids do? I mean, Mary says it’s fashion and film and creative work but… well, back home we don’t have anything quite like this.”

Mary nearly choked. Kylie spared her by answering. “It’s a mix,” she said.

“Editorial work, some modeling, some travel filming. It looks glamorous online, but it’s mostly long days and more editing than anyone wants to admit.”

Drake’s father leaned back. “Well, whatever it is, the news about Rome sure got around Columbus. Folks at church were asking if I knew y’all had become… international.”

Renee’s mother laughed lightly. “International is a polite way to put it.”

Aiko’s mother set down her fork with precise elegance.

“Creativity takes many forms,” she said. “Some are misunderstood until the world is finally ready.”

Kylie met her gaze briefly. There was something in the older woman’s tone—support, curiosity, and an echo of something deeper she chose not to explore in front of a table full of parents.

Her own mother nudged her gently. “We’re proud of you, baby.

You’re doing what half the people in Phenix City never get brave enough to try.”

That brought a warmth Kylie didn’t expect. “Thank you,” she said softly.

Halfway through dessert, the conversation shifted to lighter things—holiday plans, old family stories, travel disasters.

The laughter grew real, easy. The wines paired too well.

The lights of the skyline made everyone look ten years younger.

And somewhere between the second and third round of desserts, subtle things started happening.

Renee got up to refill glasses. Her mother’s hand brushed Drake’s arm as he passed behind her, a soft graze that lingered a second too long.

Drake stiffened just slightly before smoothing it over with a polite smile and stepping away.

Later, Kylie rose to help with plates. Aiko’s mother stepped in beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched, her perfume soft and warm.

“You move with confidence,” she murmured. “Some women grow into that. You were born with it.”

Kylie glanced at her, surprised. “You sound like you’ve studied people your whole life.”

“I have,” the woman replied gently. “And you carry fire without letting it burn you. It is… rare.”

Their eyes held for a moment—quiet, charged, unspoken.

Aiko appeared then, cheeks flushed, whispering something about needing help warming more tea.

Her mother broke the gaze with a graceful smile. “Of course.”

As the night wound down, parents drifted toward their suites on the 69th floor—full, warm, slightly unsteady from wine. Kylie walked her own parents to their door.

Her mother hugged her tight. “Y’all are doing something special,” she whispered. “I don’t know what it is yet… but I can feel it.”

Her father kissed her forehead. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

When they disappeared inside, Kylie turned toward Drake leaning casually against the hallway wall, arms crossed over his chest.

His eyes dragged slowly over her silk dress.

“Dinner went well,” he said quietly.

“You’re staring.”

“Hard not to.”

She stepped closer, voice softer. “Your turn to walk me to bed?”

His lips curved. “Always.”

They made it five steps down the hall before a door cracked open behind them.

Renee’s mother peeked out, wrapped in a satin robe, hair loose around her shoulders. “Oh—sorry,” she said with a sly little smile. “Wrong timing.”

Drake tensed. Kylie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “Goodnight,” she called sweetly.

“Goodnight, dear,” the woman said, eyes lingering on Drake before withdrawing with unmistakable mischief.

When the door clicked shut, Kylie turned toward Drake slowly.

“Welcome to the holidays,” she whispered.

His groan was half frustration, half amusement. “We’re not surviving this without a scandal, are we?”

Kylie looped her arm through his. “No. And that’s why it’s going to be fun.”

They walked away together, the halls quiet except for their soft footsteps and the distant hum of a house full of families preparing to collide with their world.


Chapter 4 

Kylie woke to warmth.

Not sunlight.

Not blankets.

A breath.

Right at her collarbone.

She startled only for a second before she recognized the small giggle pressed against her skin.

Mary. Curled against her like a cat who had forgotten boundaries existed. At her back, Kylie felt a different shape, softer curves, familiar hair, Renee.

Somewhere behind them, someone shifted, a quiet yawn, then the unmistakable sound of Aiko trying to sneak out of the bed without waking anyone.

Kylie blinked, shoulders relaxing.

The night before had ended with too much wine, too much laughing, too many bodies draped across couches, and at some point they'd all collapsed together on her massive bed like it was instinct.

A rustle behind her.

Drake stood shirtless by the windows, one hand rubbing the back of his neck as he watched the sunrise roll across the skyline.

She watched the way his muscles moved, the way that tight jaw loosened only when he saw she was awake. His eyes slid over the pile of women tangled in her sheets.

“Sleep well?” he asked.

“Apparently very well,” she murmured, trying not to laugh as Mary burrowed deeper against her.

A moment passed—a quiet one—until someone knocked lightly on the bedroom door.

“You kids decent?” It was her mother.

Instant chaos.

Mary rolled off the bed with a gasp. Renee scrambled upright, hair everywhere.

Aiko froze like a deer caught in headlights. Kylie covered her mouth to keep from laughing. Drake just exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Give us one minute!” Kylie called.

They scrambled. Clothes. Robes. Pillows strategically placed. By the time Kylie cracked the door open, her mother stood there holding a tray of cinnamon rolls.

“Y’all hungry?” she asked, oblivious.

Drake mouthed thank God from behind Kylie.

But the moment the door shut again, the room shifted back to its strange, charged gravity. Mary leaned against the wall, cheeks pink.

“I almost died,” she whispered.

“You did fine,” Renee teased, sliding past her with a shoulder bump.

Aiko wasn’t teasing. She watched Kylie. Really watched. Eyes low. Curious. Hungry.

“You look… warm this morning,” she said softly.

Kylie felt the locket brush her cleavage as she reached up to tie her robe. Aiko’s eyes followed that movement. Not the locket. The skin.

Heat crawled up Kylie’s spine.

She tried to inhale, but Drake crossed the room before her breath came back. Slow. Intentional. He leaned down to murmur in her ear.

“They’re all looking at you like you’re breakfast.”

Her pulse jumped.

“And you’re not?” she whispered back.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said, voice low and rough, “I’m starving.”

Mary inhaled sharply. Renee turned her back as if she suddenly needed something from the dresser, though her ears flushed crimson.

Aiko simply swallowed, eyes fixed on Kylie like she was watching the start of something inevitable.

Kylie felt the shift.

The tilt.

The morning pulling them toward a different kind of Christmas ritual.

And then—

A sound drifted from the hallway.

Parents.

Laughing.

Voices layering.

Everyone froze, shoulders rising at once.

“Okay,” Kylie whispered, “nobody do anything stupid until we get downstairs.”

Drake smirked. “Define stupid.”

But before she could answer, the bedroom door swung open just an inch—not enough for anyone to enter, but enough for her mother’s voice to slip through.

“Breakfast in ten!”

Kylie bit her lip to hold in a laugh.

“Saved by cinnamon rolls,” Mary muttered.

They all scattered to get ready, but the heat lingered—thick, coiled, pulsing beneath every touch and glance.

The kitchen was chaos when they walked in. Parents bustling, coffee brewing, the sound of mismatched Christmas music playing from someone’s phone.

Kylie’s father was flipping bacon with the seriousness of a surgeon. Aiko’s mother was arranging fruit. Drake’s father was pouring mimosas with suspicious enthusiasm.

Everyone looked… normal.

Only Kylie’s body remembered the tension upstairs.

She moved toward the counter, reached for a coffee mug, and her robe slipped open just a fraction. Not revealing—just enough to show a hint of the curve of her chest.

Aiko’s mother noticed.

The slightest pause. A glance that dipped lower than polite conversation allowed. A breath drawn a little too slowly.

Not inappropriate.

Not obvious.

But intimate in a way that made Kylie’s pulse skip.

“You look rested,” the woman said softly.

Kylie swallowed. “I am.”

“Good. You’ll need your energy.”

The tone made her blink. “For what?”

Aiko’s mother only smiled, gentle but knowing.

“New Orleans is not a quiet city.”

Drake heard that. His eyes lifted toward the two of them. Kylie felt the question from across the room.

Did she mean something? Did she know something?

Kylie didn’t answer—because she didn’t know, either.

Renee’s mother interrupted everything by sweeping into the room in a satin robe, hair perfectly curled, lips painted.

She looked like she'd stepped out of a boudoir photoshoot. And she made a beeline straight for Drake.

“Well good morning,” she purred, touching his arm. “Southern raised men like you is something they should teach in school.”

Drake stiffened. Kylie nearly choked on her coffee. Mary hid her laugh in a muffin.

“Oh for—Mom!” Renee snapped, dragging her mother away by the elbow.

Kylie leaned close to Drake, whispering so only he could hear.

“You’re popular this Christmas.”

He slowed, gaze trailing over her silk robe. “Not with the one I want.”

Her breath caught.

A spark raced between them like a fuse being lit.

And that’s when it happened.

As she turned to set her mug down, someone brushed behind her—soft, warm, deliberate.

A hand grazing her hip. Just a second. Just enough pressure to say I meant that, not an accident.

Kylie froze.

She didn’t need to turn.

She knew exactly whose touch that had been.

Aiko’s mother moved past her with an unhurried grace, pausing only long enough to meet her eyes.

“Careful,” she murmured. “You draw people in without trying.”

Then she continued toward the balcony, calm as sunrise.

Mary’s fork clattered onto her plate. Renee swore under her breath. Drake looked like he was weighing every jealous instinct he had.

Kylie stood still, pulse hammering, skin flushing.

Because that touch—

That simple, stolen touch—

Did something to her.

Something she wasn’t prepared for.

She inhaled slowly, trying to steady herself.

This trip hadn’t even started and the families were already blurring lines.

Renee leaned toward her, whispering out the side of her mouth.

“Girl… how the hell am i gonna keep my mother off that man?”

Kylie exhaled, trembling just slightly.

“We’re probably not,” she whispered.

Kylie was watching Aiko’s mother on the balcony, the breeze lifting the woman’s hair, sunlight catching her profile.

A quiet question creeping into Kylie’s mind—one she hadn’t dared ask herself yet:

What exactly is she awakening in other people?

Christmas afternoon carried a soft laziness with it—the kind that made people linger over coffee and stretch out on couches like satisfied housecats.

The tree lights glowed against the massive windows, the snow outside drifting sideways in gentle sheets.

Someone put on quiet Christmas jazz.

Someone else uncorked another bottle of wine even though it wasn’t noon yet.

Everyone had gone upstairs to change out of their nightgowns. Kylie was the last one downstairs.

She padded in wearing pajama shorts and one of Drake’s old T-shirts knotted high at her waist, hair loose, legs bare, no makeup.

And somehow that made her the most dangerous thing in the whole penthouse. Heads turned without meaning to. Even the parents who barely knew her glanced twice.

Drake saw it happen, caught the way a few of the older moms reacted, and smirked.

Mary’s parents exchanged a look—equal parts surprised and curious.

Aiko’s mother tilted her head slightly, studying Kylie the way artists study statues.

Renee’s mother, though… her eyes slid from Kylie to Drake in a way that wasn’t nearly subtle.

The gifts were sorted into piles—bows, tags, glittered wrapping, and the mountain of stuff the families had all brought for each other.

It took a minute for everyone to settle in, but then the opening began, one person at a time.

Mary squealed over something sparkly.

Aiko’s father beamed when his daughter opened a kimono-style robe he’d carried through three airports.

Renee’s mother gave her a silver camera chain “for luck,” which made Renee tear up and hide her smile behind her hair.

Then it was Kylie’s turn.

She reached for a small rectangular box wrapped in elegant white paper. The tag read:

For Kylie

—from Keiko

Keiko—Aiko’s mother—sat perfectly composed at the edge of the sofa, hands folded, eyes calm but sharp. Kylie gave her a warm smile before unwrapping the gift carefully.

Inside was a silk hair ribbon—crimson and gold, traditional Japanese weaving, the kind that mothers gave only to daughters… or to someone they wished belonged to them.

Kylie touched it gently.

“Keiko… it’s beautiful.”

Keiko’s expression softened with something deeper than politeness.

“It suits you,” she said quietly. “Strong colors for a strong spirit.”

Kylie felt Aiko look between them, almost startled—not jealous, but aware that something was exchanging hands that wasn’t just silk.

Keiko leaned in, fingers brushing Kylie’s cheek as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

The touch was polite.

Culturally harmless.

But the contact lingered—just a heartbeat too long.

Warm. Sure. Familiar.

Kylie felt it. Drake noticed it. And Aiko absolutely noticed it, her eyes widening slightly before she hid her mouth behind her sleeve.

The next gift came from Renee’s mother—a slim box handed with a smile that was far too innocent.

“For Drake,” she announced. “You know… a little something for the holidays.”

Drake opened it slowly, eyebrow already raised. Inside was a navy button-down shirt—Italian fabric—expensive, tailored, and about two buttons too low for any respectable man to wear without causing trouble.

“Thought it might look good on you,” Renee’s mother said.

It wasn’t the words—it was the tone. Low. Soft. Intentional.

Renee made a noise under her breath that sounded an awful lot like she was trying not to laugh.

Kylie shot her a warning look but also fought a smile.

Drake held the shirt up.

“It’s… very nice.”

“You should try it on,” Renee’s mom suggested casually, swirling her wine. “Now, maybe.”

Aiko’s father choked on his mimosa.

Aiko’s mother bit back a smile.

Kylie leaned in and whispered against Drake’s ear, quiet enough only he could hear:

“You better not.”

He whispered back:

“You’re the only one I’d wear something like that for. And the only one I’d let take it off.”

Kylie smirked, kissed his jaw, and kept her eyes forward like nothing had been said.

More gifts were opened—safe, sweet, silly things—but those two moments hung in the room like perfume:

Keiko’s lingering touch on Kylie’s face.

And Renee’s mother sending a borderline scandalous signal right at Drake.

Mary noticed both.

Aiko definitely noticed both.

And Kylie…

She tucked the ribbon into her lap and glanced across the room, meeting Keiko’s eyes for a second.

Keiko didn’t look away.

Drake felt that too.

Somewhere behind all the holiday warmth, the Christmas lights flickered off their reflections in the windows—and the afternoon settled into something warm, cozy, and charged.


Chapter 5 

The gifts were stacked in little piles now—tissue paper everywhere, mimosas refilled, the soft hum of Christmas jazz curling around the living room.

The parents eased into couches and armchairs, shoes kicked off, the day settling into that warm, sleepy, post-present haze.

Someone suggested board games.

Someone else poured more wine.

And Kylie wandered toward the kitchen to help prep appetizers.

She didn’t make it alone.

Keiko rose quietly a moment after Kylie left the living room, setting her teacup down with the kind of elegance that made everyone else look like they were playing house.

“I will help,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.

Aiko blinked. “Mom, you don’t have to—”

But Keiko was already walking away, her silk robe swaying behind her like a whisper.

Kylie was slicing fruit at the marble island when she heard footsteps.

She glanced back and smiled.

“Hey. Didn’t expect anyone else to escape.”

Keiko moved closer, her expression softening.

“The living room was very loud.”

Kylie laughed. “Yeah, Renee’s mom and Mary’s dad were about two jokes from starting a competition.”

Keiko didn’t laugh. She simply stepped beside Kylie, reached around her to grab a knife from the holder—and her hand brushed Kylie’s hip.

Light.

Accidental.

But… not.

Kylie felt the air shift instantly.

Keiko stood close enough that Kylie could smell jasmine on her skin.

Close enough that when she reached for the cutting board, her shoulder brushed Kylie’s arm, not once, but twice.

Close enough that if either woman leaned an inch, their bodies would meet fully.

“You move differently,” Keiko murmured as she sliced strawberries.

“You stand like someone who knows others watch her.”

Kylie swallowed, pulse quickening.

“Is… that a good thing?”

Keiko’s lips curved—not quite a smile.

“It is a powerful thing.”

Her hand grazed Kylie’s again.

This time, unmistakable.

Across the living room, Aiko glanced toward the kitchen, sensing something, a faint crease between her brows—but someone called her name, and she looked away.

Kylie breathed out slowly.

The kitchen suddenly felt too warm.

Before she could find something clever to say, footsteps approached the doorway.

Renee’s mother leaned in, wineglass dangling from her fingers, eyes bright with mischief.

“There you two are. Everything okay in here?” she asked, tone light but interest obvious.

Keiko didn’t move back from Kylie.

Not even a centimeter.

Kylie gave a polite smile. “Just getting snacks ready.”

“Mmm,” Renee’s mom hummed, eyes flicking from Kylie… to Keiko… to how close they stood. “Looks like you’ve got… plenty of help.”

Keiko’s expression didn’t change.

But the slight tilt of her head felt like a warning: leave us be.

Renee’s mom lingered anyway.

She took a slow sip of wine, gaze sliding toward the living room where Drake was helping Renee’s father set up a card table.

“You know,” she said casually, “Drake looks good in that shirt. The one I gave him. Might not have him in it long.”

Kylie almost choked on air.

Keiko’s eyes sharpened—cool, assessing.

Renee’s mom winked at Kylie as if they shared a scandalous secret, then spun on her heel and sashayed back toward the living room like she hadn’t just set half the kitchen on fire.

Kylie exhaled.

Keiko resumed slicing fruit, but her movements had changed—slower, more deliberate, more aware of the space they were sharing.

“Some women,” Keiko murmured, “have no subtlety.”

Kylie smothered a laugh. “And you’re subtle?”

Keiko paused, meeting Kylie’s eyes.

“Very.”

Her voice was velvet and heat, and Kylie felt it all the way down her spine.

The two women stood in charged silence for a few beats, the knife tapping softly against the cutting board, the fruit scent mixing with jasmine.

Then—

“Kylie! We need you!”

Mary’s voice called from the living room. “You’re on my team!”

Kylie blinked, stepping back like she’d been released from a spell.

“Uh—coming!”

She grabbed the tray of fruit, muttered something that wasn’t a real sentence, and hurried toward the noise.

Behind her, Keiko watched her leave with an unreadable expression.

The living room was a complete change of energy: laughter, wine, card games, and overly competitive parents.

As Kylie sat cross-legged on the floor beside Mary, someone shifted to make room—and shifted too close. A knee pressing against her thigh. A shoulder brushing her arm. A little smile when Kylie looked at them.

Even the moms giggled when Drake leaned over to whisper in Kylie’s ear, letting his breath tickle her neck long enough to make a few people blush.

Christmas had turned warm.

Too warm.

And from the kitchen doorway, Keiko stood for a moment longer before joining the others—her eyes flicking to Kylie every time she moved, a soft curve at her lips like she already knew this holiday was about to get a lot more complicated.


Chapter 6

The board game was supposed to be harmless—something light to bridge the awkwardness of families who had never met, something with dice and cards and the kind of rules nobody actually reads.

Instead, the living room was turning into a warm little storm of flirtation, wine, and accidental touches.

Kylie tried to focus on the game, really she did.

She sat cross-legged on the plush rug, one hand on Mary’s knee, the other holding her cards—but every time she leaned forward, she could feel eyes on her.

And not just Drake’s.

Across the circle, Renee’s mom watched her openly, like Kylie was a show she’d missed the season premiere of and had finally caught up on. She swirled her wine slowly, lips curving each time Kylie shifted her weight.

At Kylie’s right, Keiko settled gracefully onto the floor—not next to Aiko, but beside Kylie.

The silk of her robe brushed Kylie’s bare arm.

Kylie didn’t move away.

Keiko didn’t either.

Drake’s parents were on the sofa, laughing too easily at jokes Drake’s father didn’t usually make. Mary’s dad sat on the carpet near the coffee table, glancing at his daughter, then at Kylie, then pretending to study the rulebook.

Aiko sat across the circle, her expression unreadable… but her eyes tracked her mother’s proximity to Kylie like she was trying to solve a puzzle she didn’t have all the pieces to.

“Okay,” Mary announced, cheeks pink from wine, “my turn. But if I lose again, someone else is reading these rules because they don’t make any damn sense.”

She rolled the dice.

They bounced once… twice… then skittered into Kylie’s thigh.

“Oh,” Mary mumbled, reaching to grab them.

Her hand brushed Kylie’s inner thigh.

Then stayed for half a second too long.

Kylie shot her a look—more amused than concerned—and Mary snorted in embarrassment and snatched her hand back, muttering something about “slippery dice.”

Drake raised an eyebrow.

Keiko didn’t react.

But Renee’s mom smirked like she’d been waiting for that exact slip-up.

The game continued until someone—Mary’s dad, surprisingly—suggested switching to something “less confusing.”

They landed on a conversational game instead. Questions in a deck. Draw a card. Answer honestly.

Seemed safe.

Seemed.

Kylie drew first.

She flipped the card.

“What was the moment this year when you knew your life was changing?”

The room quieted in an instant.

Kylie breathed out slowly.

Her eyes flicked to Drake.

To Aiko.

To Mary.

To Renee.

Then, unavoidably, to the two mothers who were watching her like they expected something beautiful and dangerous to come out of her mouth.

“It was in New York,” she said softly. “During that rooftop shoot, when the wind hit just right, and the world suddenly… paid attention.”

Keiko’s eyes warmed.

Renee’s mother exhaled like the memory alone was almost indecent.

Drake reached over and touched Kylie’s back, low enough that his thumb brushed the waistband of her pajama shorts.

Her breath caught.

Next card.

Renee pulled it.

She read it, blushed, and put it facedown immediately.

“Nope.”

“Oh no,” Mary said, giggling. “Rules say you have to read it.”

Renee glared at her.

Then read it.

“Who in this room has surprised you the most… physically?”

Drake coughed.

Mary choked on her wine.

Aiko stared at the floor.

Kylie fought a smile.

Renee’s gaze drifted slowly—slowly—to Drake.

But then her eyes moved.

And landed on Kylie.

She didn’t say a name.

She didn’t need to.

Drake’s jaw ticked.

Keiko angled her head slightly, watching both of them with unreadable interest.

Mary’s father drew next.

His hand shook.

“Have you ever had a moment with someone where you weren’t sure if you should walk away… or lean in?”

The silence was so deep the fireplace crackled louder.

Everyone felt the temperature change.

Because every single person in that room had someone complicating their thoughts right now—someone in that circle they shouldn’t be looking at, thinking about, wanting to brush against.

Renee’s mother shot a glance at Drake.

Keiko glanced at Kylie.

Drake’s mother glanced at Drake’s father.

And Kylie…

…felt all of it.

The room didn’t feel like Christmas anymore.

It felt like the minute before a storm breaks—warm, heavy, humming with possibility.

Kylie leaned back onto her hands, stretching slightly, and the loose neckline of her pajama top dipped just enough for the top of her breasts to show.

It wasn’t intentional.

But it didn’t feel accidental, either.

The deck of cards sat in the center of the circle.

Waiting.

Dangerous.

Renee reached for it, smirking as if she enjoyed the shift as much as Kylie did.

But Drake’s mother suddenly stood, flustered.

“I think,” she said quickly, smoothing her sweater, “we should maybe… take a break. Fresh air. Or pie. Yes. Pie.”

“That’s a good idea,” Drake’s father agreed far too quickly.

Chairs scraped.

Bodies shifted.

Wine glasses refilled.

Parents pretended nothing had just happened.

But everyone felt it.

Lines had blurred.

Someone would cross them soon.

And Keiko brushed past Kylie on her way to the kitchen—her hand just barely grazing Kylie’s lower back—as if to promise that the blurring had only just begun.


CHAPTER 7

The snow had stopped by midafternoon, leaving the city washed clean and bright beneath the sun. Inside the penthouse, things were softer, quieter—everyone drifting into their own corners of comfort.

Wrapping paper no longer littered the floor near the tree but Champagne glasses were scattered everywhere, half-finished and forgotten.

Drake had stepped away to give the tour to Mary’s dad and Aiko’s father, leaving the main living space in a lazy hum of holiday warmth.

Kylie headed toward the kitchen intending to grab water, maybe clean up a bit. But when she rounded the corner, Keiko was already there.

The woman stood at the counter slicing more fruit with a precision that made the whole act look ceremonial. She wore one of her elegant traveling sweaters, hair pinned up loosely, a few strands falling around her neck in a way that didn’t feel accidental.

Kylie paused. “Oh—I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

Keiko smiled softly. “I thought I would prepare something sweet for later. It is important for a home to have small comforts during the holidays.” Her English was flawless, soft, melodic.

Kylie reached into the fridge for bottled water, but when she turned, Keiko was suddenly closer than before. Not invading. Not inappropriate. Just… close.

Her eyes drifted for a moment to the hem of Kylie’s pajama shorts, then up, following the lazy line of her legs. Keiko didn’t hide the appreciation, and she didn’t apologize for it either.

“You look very peaceful today,” Keiko said. “Comfort suits you.”

Kylie laughed under her breath. “These are Drake’s clothes. Comfort’s kind of the point.”

Keiko stepped around her, reaching past for a bowl on the shelf, her hand brushing lightly against Kylie’s hip. Not the touch of a stranger. Not the touch of a guest.

A measured, intentional graze—polite enough to excuse, deliberate enough to feel.

Kylie stilled.

Keiko placed the bowl on the counter. “You have a presence,” she said quietly. “My daughter has always been drawn to strength, but she is also drawn to softness. You have both.”

“That’s kind of you,” Kylie answered, voice a little lower than she meant it to be.

“It’s not kindness,” Keiko corrected gently. “It’s observation.”

Their eyes met—brief, warm, lingering a heartbeat too long.

Then Keiko reached out, fingertips grazing a lock of Kylie’s hair where the crimson-and-gold ribbon still hung loose from opening gifts.

She touched the ribbon as if checking her own handiwork. “This color honors you,” she murmured, her voice closer now. “Wear it tonight. For me.”

Kylie swallowed. “I will.”

Keiko smiled, and it held something far older than flirtation—something like approval… or claiming. When she stepped back, Kylie had to remind herself to breathe.

From the hallway came muffled laughter—Renee and Mary moving toward the living room with a stack of more board games.

Kylie slipped past Keiko’s lingering warmth and stepped out of the kitchen, letting the conversation of the house pull her along.

In the main room, Drake’s voice came from the far side, low and relaxed, speaking with her parents as they lounged together on the big sectional sofa.

Kylie slowed when she saw how close they were sitting—her mother leaning against the cushion beside Drake, her father on his other side, the three of them angled toward each other like old friends who’d shared decades.

“…so you’re telling me,” Kylie’s mother was saying with a teasing little smirk, “that you designed this entire place without Kylie’s input?”

Drake chuckled, rubbing his jaw. “She likes being surprised.”

Her mother’s eyes dropped to his forearm resting along the back of the couch. She didn’t hide her appreciation—Kylie saw it instantly. A slow, involuntary glance at the line of his muscles under that fitted sweater.

Kylie’s father caught it too. He didn’t react—maybe didn’t want to—but he shifted just slightly, clearing his throat, his jaw tightening. He was noticing things he didn’t want to notice.

Drake didn’t see the undercurrent yet. He kept talking easily. “She works so hard everywhere else. Home is where she gets to stop carrying the weight.”

Her father nudged him. “Well, you did a hell of a job. Damn place looks like something out of a movie.”

Kylie’s mother laughed softly. “A very expensive movie.”

But then—there it was—that glance again. Her mother’s eyes on Drake. Not inappropriate. Not overt. But lingering.

Curious. Admiring. The kind of look a married woman shouldn’t give another married man… unless she was testing a boundary for the thrill of it.

And Drake felt it this time.

His eyes flicked to Kylie’s mother with slow awareness. Not flirtatious. Just… recognizing the shift in the room.

Kylie saw her father stiffen just slightly. He sipped his drink too fast. Her mother brushed a loose hair from her neck, exposing the curve of it deliberately.

The air around the couch changed in subtle degrees—warmth turning into something charged, tight, quietly dangerous.

Kylie stepped closer, leaning against the doorway. Drake saw her, his expression softening, the tension in his shoulders easing just enough that he didn’t get caught in the undertow of someone else’s attraction.

But her mother’s eyes followed the movement—watched Kylie’s legs, her silhouette, the little bounce of her step—and something in that gaze told Kylie the holiday afternoon was playing a different kind of game than expected.

A game no one would acknowledge out loud.

A game everyone felt.

The room hummed with overlapping tension—some subtle, some bold, some beginning to drift into the edges of heat.

Kylie inhaled slowly, feeling the house tighten around her like a shared secret.

Whatever Christmas had been this morning, it wasn’t anymore.

And whatever lines had existed when the families arrived…

they weren’t holding.


CHAPTER 8 

By late afternoon, the snow outside reflected the sunset in soft pinks and oranges, filling the whole floor with a dreamy glow

Mary looked thru the stack of board games she insisted were “tradition.” Aiko’s father politely pretended to understand the rules.

Drake opened another bottle of wine. Renee sprawled across an oversized beanbag she’d dragged into the living room like a misbehaving child.

Kylie’s mother still sat beside Drake, closer now—and her father drifted between conversations with a slight tension in his jaw.

“Alright,” Mary announced, plopping down Uno cards with authority. “This is how the Holt family settles arguments.”

Renee smirked. “So what you’re saying is you all fight a lot.”

“Oh, constantly,” Mary replied. “But we always hugged it out after.”

Aiko sat cross-legged on the plush rug, legs tucked neatly beneath her, posture perfect even when she relaxed. Keiko sat behind her daughter on the sofa, back straight, chin lifted, her presence quiet and elegant… yet undeniably tuned to Kylie’s movements across the room.

Drake dealt the first round of cards. Kylie slid onto the couch beside her mother, curling her legs beneath her. The movement made the neckline of her loose pajama top dip.

But her mother noticed first.

Then Drake.

Then Keiko, whose lashes lifted just slightly.

Kylie ignored the attention, but she felt it.

The game began.

Friendly trash talk.

Wine refills.

Laughter warming the air.

And slowly—almost imperceptibly—people began shifting positions.

Renee ended up sitting between Mary’s legs on the floor, leaning back against her thighs. Mary instinctively wrapped her arms around her waist, not even realizing how intimate it looked until Aiko raised a brow and Renee gave a wicked grin.

Kylie’s father excused himself to take a call. Her mother leaned back on the sofa, stretching her legs out… and her foot brushed Drake’s calf. She froze for half a second—not pulling away, but testing the reaction.

Drake didn’t flinch.

He didn’t move closer either.

He simply gave Kylie a slow, unreadable look before turning back to the game.

But her mother’s breathing changed.

Keiko shifted on the sofa too, crossing one leg over the other, the movement sending a whisper of fabric sliding across her skin. Her eyes tracked Kylie briefly, then settled on the game again.

Aiko noticed that look.

Her expression didn’t change—but her hand moved to pour her mother more wine.

“Your turn, Kylie,” Mary said, nudging her.

Kylie played a card, but her attention was stretched thin—across the room, across the connections forming in threads no one wanted to name.

The next draw piled a stack of penalty cards onto Drake.

Renee whooped with delight. “Strip Uno rules! He has to take off something!”

“No, he does not,” Kylie’s father said, stepping back into the room—just in time to see everyone turning toward Drake.

His voice cracked in disapproval—but then he noticed the relaxed sprawl on the couch between Drake and Kylie’s mother. His expression tightened.

“We’re not doing strip anything,” he added, much firmer now.

“Relax, it’s a joke,” Drake said easily, but tension flickered between the two men for the first time all afternoon.

Kylie saw it.

Kylie’s mother saw it too.

And the tiny, appreciative smile she gave Drake did not help.

As the game continued, people got bolder without speaking it out loud.

Keiko stood to fetch more fruit from the kitchen, and when she returned, she set the bowl directly in Kylie’s lap—not the coffee table—her fingers grazing the inside of Kylie’s knee as she adjusted the bowl.

A light touch, a motherly gesture… but not one Kylie’s own mother had ever made.

Kylie’s mother leaned in closer to Drake again, laughing at something Renee said—her shoulder brushing his. The contact lingered just a fraction longer than needed.

The atmosphere thickened—not explosive, not scandalous—just warm enough to melt good judgment around the edges.

“This family really knows how to unwind,” Renee’s mother said with a chuckle as she entered the room, a fresh splash of lipstick, a new glass of wine, and a spark in her eye.

Drake sat up straighter. Kylie’s mother noticed and mirrored the posture—subtle competition, subtle claiming.

Renee’s mother sank onto the rug beside Drake, crossing her legs in a way that made her skirt fall a little higher on her thigh. “So, Drake… Kylie tells us you designed this entire place yourself?”

Drake’s father wandered in just in time to witness the scene—Drake flanked by two very attractive, very interested older women. He blinked. “Well now,” he muttered under his breath. “This is… something.”

Aiko’s father coughed, uncomfortable. Keiko pretended not to notice.

Kylie watched it all from her spot on the couch—the slow, dangerous weaving of interest, flirtation, curiosity.

The way wine and warmth made everyone forget their intended decorum. The way people drifted toward the people they weren’t supposed to drift toward.

And then it happened:

Kylie’s mother reached for her wine at the same moment Drake did. Their hands brushed. Not lightly. Not quickly. Their fingers caught, lingered, a moment suspended in a breath neither of them seemed ready to release.

Her mother flushed.

Drake slowly withdrew his hand.

Across the room, Keiko exhaled softly and stood. “Kylie,” she said, her voice like velvet. “Would you mind helping me prepare something else for dinner?”

It wasn’t a request.

It was an intervention.

A rescue.

Or an escalation.

No one was sure.

Kylie stood. “Sure.”

And as she followed Keiko toward the kitchen, she felt every pair of eyes on her—curiosity, jealousy, interest, gratitude, hunger—each one a thread pulling at the seams of the holiday peace.

Because this wasn’t just a family Christmas anymore.

This was a house full of adults

with too much wine

too many secrets

too many temptations

and too few boundaries left intact.

And the night wasn’t anywhere near over.


CHAPTER 9 

The second they reached the kitchen, the noise from the living room softened into a muted hum.

The whole penthouse felt quieter here, warmer from the oven preheating for dinner, the lights dimmer, golden. Steam curled lazily from a pot on the stove, carrying the scent of ginger and honey.

Keiko didn’t speak right away.

She didn’t need to.

She moved with that same graceful precision she always had—calm, purposeful, her robe tied neatly at the waist.

Kylie watched the older woman reach for ingredients, the smooth choreography of her hands, the deliberate slowness of her movements.

Something had shifted in the living room, and they both knew it.

Kylie leaned her hip against the counter. “Thanks for the save.”

Keiko paused mid-motion, turning her head slightly. “A woman knows when another woman is reaching for something she should not take.”

Her tone wasn’t judgmental.

Just factual.

Almost amused.

Kylie exhaled a slow breath, running a hand through her hair. “This is supposed to be Christmas, not… whatever that was turning into.”

Keiko placed a hand lightly—very lightly—on Kylie’s forearm. “Holidays make people lonely for things they never admit aloud. Intimacy attracts longing. You are… a flame in a cold season.”

It wasn’t flirtation exactly.

But it was absolutely interest.

Kylie swallowed, heat moving through her chest. “Is that what you think I am?”

Keiko stepped closer, taking up Kylie's space without being aggressive. She lifted a small cutting board and set it between them on the island.

“You change rooms,” Keiko said quietly. “Women notice. Men notice. Even the ones who try not to.”

Her eyes lifted. “Even my daughter’s mother notices.”

The words hung between them—soft, charged, unmistakable.

Kylie didn’t step back. She didn’t flirt forward either. She simply stayed still, letting the air between them thicken naturally, not forced.

Keiko dipped her finger into a sauce. “Here, Taste.”

Kylie leaned in and licked it from her fingers.

A small pause.

A small breath.

Something undeniable passing between them.

Then—

Footsteps in the hallway.

Voices.

Aiko’s mother didn’t move.

Kylie didn’t step back.

Renee’s mother’s voice drifted closer, followed by Kylie’s father’s lower, uncomfortable tone.

“…she’s going to get herself into trouble if she keeps looking at him like that,” he muttered.

Renee’s mother laughed softly. “Oh, come on. It’s harmless. He’s handsome. And your wife’s not hurting anyone by looking.”

Kylie froze.

Keiko’s eyes sharpened, just a little.

Her father sighed. “It’s Christmas. I don’t want to fight. But she’s leaning on him like—like it’s natural. And he’s not pushing her away.”

“That’s the problem,” Renee’s mom said in a teasing whisper. “No one pushes Kylie’s husband away.”

Kylie felt her stomach drop—not in fear, but in realization.

This wasn’t subtle anymore.

Not hidden.

Not imagined.

Her family was getting tangled in the orbit of the Bennetts.

Keiko reached up and closed her hand around Kylie’s wrist gently, drawing her attention back. “You are not responsible for their curiosity,” she murmured. “Only for your own boundaries.”

Kylie nodded slowly. “I know.”

But she didn’t pull away from Keiko’s touch.

Not yet.

The hallway voices faded, leaving the kitchen in a stillness that hummed with something hotter, something waiting to unfold.

Keiko finally released her wrist, returning to stirring the pot, as if nothing had happened.

But her voice softened: “Tonight will test more than the game did. Be steady. People reveal their truths when the sun goes down.”

Kylie opened her mouth to answer—

And then Drake entered the kitchen.

He stopped in the doorway, taking in the scene in one long, knowing look:

Kylie flushed.

Keiko composed.

His jaw tightened—not possessively, not angry—just… sharply aware.

“Kylie,” he said quietly. “We need to talk.”

Not urgent.

Keiko stepped back smoothly, giving them space with a faint, respectful bow of her head. “I will prepare tea.”

Kylie followed Drake toward the far corner of the kitchen, heart beating too hard in her chest.

The moment they were alone, Drake rested his hands on either side of her on the counter, boxing her in without touching her.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Are you?”

A muscle in his jaw jumped. “Your parents are… complicated right now.”

“And yours?” she asked gently.

He huffed a soft laugh. “Let’s just say your mom is being friendly, and my dad can’t tell if he should cheer for me or stage an intervention.”

Kylie groaned softly. “This is going to get messy.”

Drake leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Not if we control the room instead of reacting to it.”

Her breath caught.

“And how do we do that?” she whispered.

Drake’s lips brushed her ear—not touching, just close enough to warm her skin.

“We decide how far the night goes,” he murmured. “And who gets pulled into it.”

Her pulse jumped—hard.

Drake's hands slid from the counter to her hips, pulling her flush against him as his lips claimed hers. The kiss was hungry, possessive, a stark contrast to the careful diplomacy they'd been practicing all afternoon.

His tongue swept against hers as his fingers dipped beneath the hem of her shorts, tracing the sensitive bare skin between her thighs.

Kylie's breath hitched as his fingertips grazed the dampness revealing her arousal, a soft gasp lost against his mouth.

He pressed harder, feeling her, his thumb circling in maddening patterns. Her hands flew to his shoulders, nails digging into his sweater as she arched into his touch.

The kiss deepened, growing wilder as Drake's fingers slipped inside. Kylie shuddered as he pulled back out and  traced her folds, feeling how ready she was for him or someone

. His name was a broken whisper against her lips as he stroked her slowly, deliberately, pushing her closer to the edge with each deliberate movement.

From the hallway, Renee's mother paused, champagne flute in hand, her gaze drawn to the reflection in the polished stainless steel of the refrigerator door.

She saw Drake's hand disappear beneath Kylie's shorts, watched the subtle rocking motion as he pleasured her against the counter.

A slow, satisfied smile spread across her face as she lingered, unseen, captivated by the raw intimacy unfolding before her.

Drake pulled away, his voice dropped: “trust me… the night isn’t done testing us.”

Kylie swallowed. “Then let’s go see what’s next.”

They stepped out of the kitchen together—and the family drama, flirtation, tension, and holiday heat were waiting like a storm ready for the evening to fall.


CHAPTER 10

Evening arrived slowly, settling over the penthouse like a warm blanket that hid more than it covered. The sun disappeared behind the skyline, leaving only amber reflections on glass of the fireplace and the soft glow of dimmed lamps.

Dinner was easy, quiet, filled with clinking silverware and polite conversation—everyone pretending the afternoon hadn’t cracked something inside them.

The kind of tension people only acknowledge in the dark.

Kylie felt it the moment the lights dimmed.

Everything changed when a room stopped being fully lit.

Renee’s mother sat closer to Drake than before, her arm brushing his when she reached for the wine.

She smiled at every comment he made, her eyes lingering too long on the line of his throat, the shape of his shoulders under his fitted sweater. He noticed. He tried not to. Kylie saw both.

Across the table, Keiko seemed calm as ever, but her gaze bounced between Kylie and Drake with a perceptiveness that made Kylie’s stomach flutter.

She could see everything—who was looking at whom, who was breathing too quick, who was pretending too hard. Keiko’s awareness was a force. A quiet, elegant one.

Kylie’s parents, seated beside each other, had lost the earlier tension but replaced it with something else. Something curious.

Her mother’s eyes drifted to Drake every so often—but when they did, her father didn’t stiffen like before. He… watched her. Studied her. As if seeing his wife as a woman—not just a wife—for the first time in years.

Renee watched them all like a cat with cream on her lips.

Mary kept giggling at nothing, flushed from wine and holiday warmth.

Aiko sat serene but alert, the soft smile on her face betraying nothing except maybe interest in the dynamics unfolding.

After dinner, the group migrated to the living room with soft music playing—low, rhythmic, intimate. The kind of music that made silence feel sensual instead of empty.

Kylie curled up against Drake on the large sectional, her head resting on his shoulder, his arm draping naturally across her waist. It was innocent, familiar.

Or it would’ve been, if half the parents in the room didn’t look like that sight awakened something inside them.

Renee’s mother settled onto the rug near Drake’s feet, closer than earlier, her skirt shifting as she crossed her legs. Her eyes lifted to him through thick lashes.

“This view up here is intoxicating,” she murmured. “I don’t think I’d ever sleep if I lived in a place like this.”

Drake gave her a polite smile, but his hand tightened on Kylie’s hip in a quiet, territorial gesture. Being seen holding her. Wanting that seen.

Kylie leaned closer to him, her cheek brushing his jaw.

It wasn’t a performance.

It was instinct.

And it only made things more charged.

Keiko stood, gathering a few plates, and Kylie moved to help without thinking.

“Stay,” Keiko said softly, her hand touching Kylie’s bare shoulder. “You’re part of the moment. Let the others relax.”

The touch lingered longer than necessary.

Or maybe Kylie just felt it deeper than she should.

Kylie settled back into Drake, heart thudding.

Mary and Renee sat together on the other end of the couch, heads nearly touching as they whispered about decorations for the New Year’s party.

Their bodies had drifted closer without intention, thighs touching, fingers brushing as they gestured. Aiko watched them with a soft, knowing smile.

As the night grew deeper, the lights dimmed further—down to a warm golden hue. Wine flowed slower now. Voices softened. Laughter lowered into murmurs.

And the energy changed again.

Lower.

Warmer.

Like the room exhaled in unison.

Kylie shifted on Drake’s lap in a way that wasn’t meant to be suggestive—but with the lighting, the wine, and the collective breath of the room, it absolutely was.

Drake’s hand slid up her side under her oversize shirt, fingers splaying across warm skin. Kylie felt his breath on her collarbone, slow and heavy.

Renee’s mother noticed.

Her lips parted slightly, an unconscious reaction.

Kylie’s mother noticed too—her face flushing deeper as her eyes darted away only to drift back again.

Aiko watched in quiet awe, head tilted just slightly.

Keiko caught the sight and returned to the room with a tray of tea, setting it down without interrupting anything.

Her gaze slid over Kylie—the shirt slipping off one shoulder, Drake’s hand warm on her skin—and when their eyes met, Keiko’s expression carried a single, unmistakable message:

Be aware.

You are awakening everyone in this room.

Drake pressed a kiss—slow, soft, too intimate for mixed company—against the side of Kylie’s neck. Not hidden. Not apologetic. Just real.

Kylie inhaled sharply, warmth pooling low in her stomach.

Renee’s mom swallowed visibly.

Kylie’s mom shifted her legs.

Her father looked away, jaw clenched, but the way he peeked back revealed more curiosity than discomfort.

The room grew hotter, quieter, the kind of silence that wasn’t empty—it was full. Full of tension. Full of want. Full of the forbidden edges no one dared put into words.

And then—

The power flickered and the went out.

The snow always caused this.

No one spoke.

No one breathed too loudly.

And in the hush that followed, Kylie felt it:

arousal

curiosity

temptation

—all melt into something shared, unspoken, electric.

Just grown adults reacting to beauty and desire in the privacy of a dark penthouse perched above a sleeping city.

Drake’s lips brushed her ear, breath warm as he whispered just for her:

“Now it begins.”

No one else heard.

But they didn’t need to.

Because the night had shifted.

And the next moment—they all felt it—

would cross a line that no one in that room could uncross.


CHAPTER 11

The blackout hit fast.

One second the penthouse glowed gold, full of soft shadows and warm wine-hazy breathing…

and the next—

everything collapsed into darkness.

Not dim.

Not low.

Dark.

A collective inhale rippled through the room, followed by the soft thump of someone setting down a glass they could no longer see.

“Generator?” Kylie whispered.

Drake’s arm tightened around her reflexively. “Should’ve kicked on by now.”

But it didn’t.

And in that vacuum of sight—

sound sharpened.

A soft rustle of fabric.

A quiet exhale.

A shifting of legs on upholstery.

The whisper of someone adjusting their position too close to someone else.

The dark erased caution.

Kylie felt her mother somewhere to her right—the faint scent of her perfume moving closer, as if she’d leaned forward without realizing it. Her father’s breath was somewhere behind her, heavy and uncertain.

Renee giggled softly from the rug. “This feels like a sleepover game about to get dangerous.”

Mary shushed her, but her voice cracked with a nervous laugh.

Kylie felt Keiko before she heard her—someone brushed past her leg, slow, intentional, like navigating by touch alone.

A hand—not Drake’s—slid across her thigh in passing, just fingertips, just a whisper of skin-to-skin before disappearing. Keiko said nothing. Kylie said nothing.

But her heart slammed once, hard.

“Everyone okay?” Drake’s voice rumbled low in her ear, protective, steady.

But he wasn’t steady.

She could feel his pulse racing where his arm locked around her waist.

The darkness hid nearly everything except sound and breath. But sensations became louder, deeper, impossible to ignore.

Across the room, someone exhaled softly—a woman.

Another breath answered—lower, masculine, shaky.

Kylie had no idea who was near whom anymore.

Someone’s hand brushed Drake's crotch in the dark. Not aggressive. Curious.

He shifted sharply, muscles tightening against her.

“Easy,” Kylie whispered.

“I’m fine,” he murmured back—but his voice was rough, like he wasn’t.

Another rustle. Keiko again? Renee’s mother? Mary?

No way to know.

Someone’s fingertips grazed Kylie’s shoulder from behind—light, tracing the curve of her neck down to her breast before pulling away.

She didn't know the familiarity of that touch.

Her mother inhaled sharply somewhere close by, as if she’d just made contact with someone she hadn’t meant to.

Kylie’s father muttered “uh—sorry—” under his breath, which only raised more questions about who he’d touched.

Renee whispered, “Mary… that’s not your hand, is it?”

“No,” Mary whispered, voice pitched high.

Aiko’s soft laughter drifted from somewhere near the windows. “Everyone is discovering who they are in the dark.”

Kylie felt heat curl low in her stomach. Not because of the explicit happenings—but because everyone was teetering on the edge of choices they’d never admit in daylight.

She felt Drake’s breath brush her neck.

Felt him shift behind her.

Felt the slight tremor in his fingers.

Someone else shifted closer—Kylie couldn’t see who—but the air moved behind her, a soft brush of warmth against her back.

Drake noticed.

His hand slid to her hip, slow, claiming, steady.

But the darkness didn’t stop anyone.

Someone—female—leaned close enough that Kylie felt lips brush her neck.

Someone near the bar bumped into someone else, followed by a soft gasp and a muffled apology.

A hand pressed against Kylie’s thigh—too high to be accidental.

Kylie breathed in, slow.

This was no longer Christmas night.

It wasn’t family time.

It wasn’t polite.

The dark turned the entire penthouse into a confession.

No voices raised.

No one crossed a visible line.

But breath and touch and proximity were making their own rules.

Then—

A whisper.

Close.

Hot.

Right behind Kylie’s ear.

“You’re not the only flame in this room anymore.”

Keiko.

Kylie froze.

Drake tensed immediately.

He couldn’t see who was near her—but he felt something shift.

Before Kylie could speak—

The lights snapped back on.

The golden glow returned like a slap.

Everyone looked normal.

Civil.

Seated or standing in perfectly respectable places.

Except…

• Renee’s mother was too close to Drake’s lap.

• Kylie’s mother was flushed, hair slightly mussed, eyes wide.

• Kylie’s father looked like he’d seen a ghost—or become one.

• Keiko stood two feet behind Kylie, eyes calm, lips curved in a knowing, devastatingly subtle smile.

• Aiko was serene but her cheeks were pink.

• Mary looked guilty.

• Renee looked thrilled.

Drake’s hand was still gripping Kylie’s hip.

The room fell silent.

No one acknowledged anything.

No one would.

But every person in that penthouse knew something had shifted in the dark.

Something bold.

Something hot.

Something that wasn’t going back to normal when the lights came on.

Kylie swallowed.

The holiday special had just earned its name.


CHAPTER 12 

The rest of Christmas evening softened around them, as if everyone silently agreed to pretend the blackout hadn’t happened.

But the truth of it clung to the air like static—every brush of fingers, every too-long glance, every uneven breath lingered behind the polite conversations now filling the penthouse.

Kylie felt it first when she leaned over to collect a stack of empty plates. The neckline of her top dipped low—too low—and her mother’s quiet inhale was loud enough for Kylie to hear.

Keiko’s gaze flicked instantly to Kylie’s chest, just for a heartbeat, before slipping away with practiced grace.

Drake cleared his throat and stepped closer to her, guiding her hands to the counter as if they needed directing.

His touch was firm and grounding, but his jaw was tight. Not jealous. Just… aware. More aware than any normal man should have to be on Christmas night.

“Your family’s… affectionate,” he murmured.

“So is yours,” Kylie whispered back, watching her father laugh too loudly at something Mary had said—his cheeks flushed from the wine and maybe from her presence too.

Renee’s mother floated into the kitchen next, her perfume preceding her—a warm, spicy scent that made Kylie think of embers and velvet.

She moved to Drake’s side with a grace that felt too intentional to be innocent, placing her hand lightly on his forearm as she admired the view from the window.

“You built all this?” she asked softly.

Drake nodded, polite but distant. Kylie watched as Renee’s mother leaned in—subtle, but enough that her shoulder brushed his bicep.

“Beautiful,” she said.

Drake stiffened. Kylie raised her brow. Renee’s mother smiled without looking away.

And Kylie thought—Oh, this is going to get interesting.

A clatter came from the dining area. Aiko’s mother—Keiko—had dropped a fork, and when she bent to retrieve it, her robe slipped open just enough for Kylie to see the curve of her hip and the delicate line of silk lingerie beneath.

The moment Keiko rose, her gaze locked on Kylie with a softness that wasn’t accidental. She stepped closer—far too close—lifting a strand of Kylie’s hair from her shoulder.

“You… attract the room,” Keiko said quietly. “Even when you don’t mean to.”

Her voice was low. Warm. In the space between them, heat flickered like candlelight.

Kylie didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

A timer dinged somewhere behind them. Someone laughed nervously. Someone coughed. Everyone went back to pretending.

But the lines had already blurred.

They blurred even more an hour later.

By the time dessert was gone and the wine was replaced with coffee for the parents and champagne for the younger half of the room, the penthouse had settled into soft clusters of conversation.

Kylie drifted into the living room to check on her father—only to find him sitting next to Drake’s mother, their shoulders almost touching. She watched them from the doorway.

Drake’s mother reached into her sweater pocket. “You ever tried these cinnamon caramels? I always keep some.”

Kylie’s father smiled—shy, bashful in a way she hadn’t seen since childhood. “No, ma’am.”

“Ma’am?” she laughed, swatting his hand lightly. “John, I’m not ninety.”

Kylie blinked.

Her parents were not flirting.

Nope.

Definitely not flirting.

She backed away slowly.

Meanwhile, Mary had cornered Aiko in the hallway to ask about Tokyo traditions—but the way she pushed Aiko’s hair behind her ear… made her bite her lip.

Everything was spiraling toward heat

Attraction that had nowhere to go except into shadows and deniable moments.

Near midnight, the parents started drifting toward their temporary suites. Kylie watched them gather their things—or in Renee’s mother’s case, deliberately forget them so she’d need to come back.

And one by one, they disappeared.

All except two.

Kylie had gone downstairs to check on the guest rooms—just to make sure everyone had blankets and towels—when she heard voices behind one of the doors.

Her mother.

Drake’s father.

Whispering.

She froze on the staircase, knees softening beneath her.

She didn’t press her ear to the door.

She didn’t want to know.

But she didn’t need to.

The pitch of their voices…

The softness in her mother’s laugh…

The low rumble of Drake’s father answering…

Discreet. Not inappropriate.

But unmistakably intimate.

Kylie forced her feet to move.

Forced her breath to stay even.

“Oh, this Christmas is going to haunt me forever,” she muttered.

Upstairs, the younger group gathered again—Mary sitting practically in Renee’s lap, Aiko curled into a corner of the couch with her robe slipping off one shoulder, Drake pouring whiskey he definitely didn’t need.

Kylie slid next to him. His hand found her thigh instantly, possessively.

“Everything good downstairs?” he asked.

She tilted her head. “Let’s call it… festive.”

Drake snorted softly. “Too festive?”

“Drake,” she whispered, leaning close enough that her lips brushed his ear, “our parents are going to need therapy.”

He choked on air. Renee leaned in. “Whose parents?”

Kylie raised one brow.

Renee’s eyes went wide.

“Oh God,” she whispered.

Before anyone could tease or question further—

Kylie’s phone buzzed on the table.

Not a text.

Not a notification.

A countdown timer.

Same one she’d seen in Rome.

It blinked once, twice, and then revealed new text beneath the ticking numbers:

New Orleans waits.

The Second Flame ignites on Epiphany.

Begin preparing.

The room went still.

Mary set down her drink.

Aiko straightened.

Renee swallowed hard.

Drake’s hand tightened around Kylie’s thigh like he’d been expecting this moment and dreading it at the same time.

Kylie breathed out slowly.

The holidays had gotten complicated.

New Orleans was about to get worse—in all the best ways.

“Looks like we don’t get to ease into the new year,” she whispered.

Drake kissed her temple. “We never do.”

The countdown continued to tick, casting a faint glow across the screen.

Kylie stared at it.

The next task was coming.

And whatever New Orleans had planned for her…

she already knew it wasn’t going to be gentle.


CHAPTER 13 

One by one, the everyone had drifted toward their guest rooms after midnight.

Soft goodnights.

Lingering hugs.

A few sideways looks that lasted one heartbeat too long.

By the time the hallways fell quiet, the whole 69th-floor penthouse seemed to sigh in relief.

They were all in bed.

Or so it looked.

Kylie slipped into her room, the heavy door whispering shut behind her.

Her silk pajama bottoms slid down her hips, pooling around her ankles in a silent invitation.

She looked up, and her breath caught.

Keiko was there.

Aiko’s mother hadn't gone to her guest room downstairs.

She perched on Kylie’s bed, an elegant shadow against the moonlit silk, her robe knotted just enough to hint at the curves beneath.

"Kylie," Keiko murmured, "Forgive me—I could not sleep. May I stay? Only for a moment?"

The request trembled on her lips, but her eyes burned steady, holding Kylie captive with a hunger that had been building all night.

Kylie turned, her hand finding the lock.

The click echoed in the sudden intimacy of the sealed room.

Renee’s mother did not stay asleep. Her body thrummed with a heat that the dim guest room could not contain.

She slipped from between the sheets, silk whispering against her skin as she moved.

Her thoughts had been tangled around Drake all day—his voice, his presence, the way he held Kylie with such ownership.

She came upstairs and looked until, she found him. Drake stood before floor-to-ceiling windows, a solitary figure against the city's golden blaze.

His silhouette was sharp against the night—broad shoulders, powerful legs barely hidden by tailored trousers. The door clicked shut behind her.

He didn't turn immediately, he thought it might have been Kylie. She let the silence build as she approached, her heels sinking into plush carpet.

When he finally faced her, his eyes held surprise quickly masked with composure. "You shouldn't be here," he said, voice rough.

"I know," she answered, closing the distance between them. Her fingers traced the lapel of his jacket, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath.

The scent of expensive fabric mixed with his masculine aroma made her head spin. Her gaze was bold, traveling from his eyes to his lips to the throat where his pulse raced.

"Christmas is for family," she murmured, "but some gifts require privacy." His hands found her waist, pulling her flush against him without hesitation.

She felt his arousal press insistently against her belly, hot and hard through layers of fabric. Her fingers tangled in his hair as his mouth descended.

The kiss was nothing like the polite welcome pecks exchanged earlier—it was raw, hungry, demanding.

His hands roamed, one sliding down to cup the curve of her ass while the other found her breast, thumb brushing against the silk of her robe until her nipple pebbled beneath his touch.

She moaned against his mouth, her body arching into his with shameless abandon. He backed her against the massive desk, papers scattering as he lifted her onto its edge.

Her robe opened up, revealing thigh-high stockings and the garter belt that held them—chosen deliberately for this moment.

His eyes darkened as he took in the sight, fingers tracing the lacy edges of her lingerie. "God," he breathed, "you planned this."

"Every moment," she confessed as he knelt before her. His kisses traveled upward from her knee to the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.

Her breath hitched as he reached the edge of her lace panties, inhaling her scent deeply. His thumbs hooked into the waistband, pulling them down slowly.

The anticipation was excruciating, her hips lifting to help him. His mouth finally found her, hot and insistent against her most sensitive flesh.

She threw her head back, a cry tearing from her throat as his tongue traced patterns that made her whole body convulse.

Her fingers gripped his shoulders hard enough to bruise as waves of pleasure built and crashed. His name was a breathless prayer on her lips as he brought her to completion with a skill that left her trembling.

When she finally came back to herself, he was watching her with dark satisfaction. She didn't wait—slipping from the desk to kneel before him instead.

Her fingers made quick work of his belt, his zipper, freeing the rigid length that had been demanding her attention.

He groaned as she took him in her mouth, head thrown back against his leather chair. She worshipped him with hands and lips and tongue, drawing sounds from him that had been reserved for Kylie until tonight.

The knowledge made her hotter still. He stopped her before she could finish him, pulling her up to straddle his lap. Their bodies joined in one swift movement that made them both cry out.

She rode him hard, the desk behind her creaking with each thrust. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her movements, setting a pace that was both punishing and exhilarating.

Her release built again, higher this time, more intense. When it came, it was with a scream he swallowed with another desperate kiss.

He followed her moments later with a ragged groan, his body shuddering against hers. They remained entangled in the aftermath, bodies still joined, breathing labored in the quiet office.

Outside, the city continued its indifferent glitter. "Tomorrow," she whispered finally, tracing his jaw with her finger, "we pretend this never happened."

Drake's arms tightened around her.

The wine had long worn off, but a different intoxication lingered as Kylie's mother stepped into the quiet hallway. She moved with a deliberate grace, her silk robe whispering against her skin, seeking water but finding something far more potent.

Drake's father appeared from the shadows, their shoulders brushing with electric intimacy. The soft gasp of surprise that escaped her lips was swallowed by his sudden, knowing smile as he caught her arm to steady them both.

"Restless nights seem to be contagious," he murmured, his voice a low vibration that seemed to travel directly through her thin silk robe. She didn't pull away, instead leaning into his touch, her fingers lingering on his forearm.

Laughter followed—light at first, then deeper, richer—as if they were conspirators in a secret only their bodies understood. Their faces drifted closer in the dim emergency lighting, until mere inches separated their parted lips.

"You shouldn't be here," she whispered even as her body betrayed her, pressing against his solid form. His answer wasn't in words but in the heat of his palm as it slid from her arm down the curve of her spine.

Her back arched involuntarily, a soft moan escaping as he pressed her against the cool wall. The silk of her robe offered little barrier against the rough texture of his shirt as his other hand found the knot at her waist.

"John," she breathed, his name half protest, half invitation as the fabric loosened beneath his confident fingers. His mouth found hers in a kiss that tasted of wine and forbidden desires, deep and possessive.

The silk finally gave way, pooling at her feet like liquid moonlight, leaving her exposed save for lace that did little to hide her arousal. His eyes devoured her as he lowered himself to his knees, his breath hot against her most sensitive flesh.

She gripped the wall for support as his mouth found her, skilled and hungry, drawing sounds from her that would surely wake the entire floor. Her knees buckled as waves of pleasure crashed through her, his name a desperate prayer against the marble.

He lifted her effortlessly, her legs wrapping around his waist as he carried her to a plush loveseat nearby. Their bodies joined with a single, decisive thrust that stole her breath and answered a question she hadn't dared ask aloud.

Each movement was deliberate, intense, his name and hers becoming a rhythm punctuated by the creak of leather and flesh against flesh. Her nails raked down his back as he drove into her deeper, harder, erasing all boundaries between their families.

Their climax came together in a rush of heat and muffled cries against each other's skin. Afterwards, they lay tangled in the moonlight, their breathing gradually slowing as reality began to seep back into the hallway.

"We shouldn't have done that," she whispered even as her fingers traced the muscles of his chest. He captured her hand, bringing it to his lips for a slow kiss that promised more forbidden moments to come.

In the shadows beyond them, another door remained closed, but its occupant was far from asleep. Drake’s mother pressed her palm flat against the cool wood, her body trembling with a mixture of shock and a heat that had nothing to do with the room's temperature.

Each soft cry, each rhythmic creak of leather from the hallway painted vivid pictures in her mind—images she shouldn't want to see but couldn't turn away from.

Her silk robe suddenly felt too constricting, the air in the guest room too thick to breathe.

She told herself to move away, to lie down, to pretend she heard nothing. But her feet stayed rooted to the spot, and her other hand drifted to her own throat, fingers tracing the rapid pulse beneath her skin.

The sounds had shifted now—lower, more intimate—a man’s soft murmurs blending with a woman’s breathless replies.

Her hand slid lower, fingers loosening the knot of her robe as if of their own accord. Silk parted, revealing skin suddenly too sensitive for the fabric that had covered it moments ago.

She should close her ears, not let her imagination paint scenes that made her knees weak, made a warmth pool low in her belly that hadn't stirred this way in years.

A particularly distinct sound—a sharp intake of breath followed by a low groan—sent electricity through her veins.

Her knees gave out slightly, and she leaned her forehead against the door for support. The vibrations of their movements traveled through the wood, into her skin, making her shiver despite the warmth.

She closed her eyes, picturing strong hands and eager mouths, picturing pleasure that demanded release regardless of whose name was whispered in the dark.

Her fingers drifted lower still, tracing the curve of her breast, her belly, hesitating at the edge of lace before dipping beneath.

She should feel ashamed. Should be disgusted. Instead, as another wave of sounds reached her from the hallway—faster now, more urgent—she found herself matching their rhythm with her own touch, her breath catching in her throat.

The forbidden knowledge burning in her veins wasn't about the who anymore; it was about the what—the raw human need for connection, for release, for forgetting if only for stolen moments.

When silence finally fell in the hallway, she remained, body humming with borrowed pleasure and a dangerous new curiosity about what other boundaries might dissolve before the sun rose again.

Kylie's father moved out into the hallway, his steps soft on the plush carpeting, seeking his wife who had wandered off for water minutes ago.

He paused outside what he thought was an sitting room when soft cries drifted from within—not pain, but something far more intimate, a rhythm that spoke of bodies moving together in desperate need.

He recognized the female voice as his wife's, the sound making him pause, his breath catching in his throat.

Through the wood door, the sounds grew more distinct—sharp intakes of breath followed by deep groans from another male voice he placed instantly as Drake's father.

Rather than outrage, a dark heat spread through his veins.

He needed to check on Drake's mother—see if she was aware of what was happening down the hall.

He moved off to her room, finding the door slightly ajar. Pushing it open quietly, his eyes adjusted to the moonlight filtering through the window.

There she was.

Drake's mother on the floor by the door, her silk robe pooled around her body as her hands moved frantically between her thighs.

Her eyes were closed, her head thrown back against the wall, lost in her own pleasure even as the cries from the hallway clearly painted pictures in her mind.

The scent of her arousal filled the room—a musky sweetness that made him harden instantly.

Her eyes fluttered open, dark and wild with need when she saw him. There was no surprise, no shame—only invitation. "Tom," she breathed, his name a plea and a welcome.

He closed the door behind him. The floor was cool beneath his knees as he knelt before her, his hands replacing hers with rougher, more certain strokes that made her back arch off the ground.

"You heard them," he murmured against her inner thigh, not waiting for an answer before tasting her. Her hips rose to meet his mouth, her fingers tangling in his hair as he worshiped her with tongue and teeth.

Her cries matched those from earlier, a chorus of forbidden pleasure that seemed to make the whole penthouse pulse with need. He brought her to the edge, holding her there until she begged, her voice ragged and desperate.

Only then did he release her, positioning himself above her. Their bodies joined with a single, deep thrust that made them both gasp.

His pace matched the rhythm from down the hall, their coupling urgent and messy and beautiful in the moonlight.

Their sounds spilled out into the corridor where his wife and Drake's father lie, spent from their own completion, their cries now a symphony of pleasure that filled the entire floor with heat and need and the delicious breaking of all boundaries.

The girls fell into Mary's room together, the door clicking shut behind them. Soft laughter quickly dissolved into the rustle of sheets and eager hands.

Renee tasted Aiko first, their lips meeting in a hungry dance while Mary's fingers traced patterns up her thighs. A soft gasp filled the room as Mary slipped her fingers inside Renee, drawing her closer to Aiko.

The scent of arousal filled the air as they explored each other in the dim moonlight. Mary cried out first, her body arching off the bed as Aiko's tongue found her most sensitive spot.

Aiko followed soon after, her back bowing as Renee's skilled fingers brought her to the edge. Renee was last, her screams of ecstasy echoing through the penthouse as both women pleasured her together.

They collapsed in a tangled heap of limbs and heavy breathing, their climaxes rippling through the entire house. Down the hall, other movements paused as their passionate cries faded into contented sighs.

Keiko sat on Kylie’s bed, her posture perfect except for her breathing—which had lost its elegant control the moment Kylie entered the room. Her gaze traveled slowly from Kylie's throat down to the curve of her hip, an unspoken question hanging in the space between them.

Kylie stepped closer—close enough that the heat brushed Keiko's knee—Keiko's hand lifted, fingers tracing the line of Kylie's collarbone before sliding down to cup her breast, thumb brushing against the already peaked nipple.

A soft sigh escaped Kylie's lips as Keiko leaned in, her breath warm against Kylie's ear before her tongue traced a path down her neck. The older woman's other hand moved to Kylie's waist.

Kylie gasped as Keiko's fingers found her clit, rubbing in slow, deliberate circles that made her knees tremble. The silk of Keiko's robe whispered against Kylie's bare thighs as she knelt, positioning herself between Kylie's legs with practiced grace.

Keiko's tongue replaced her fingers, circling Kylie's clit with an expertise that made her arch off the bed, a soft cry escaping her lips. One hand held Kylie's hip steady while the other moved to her entrance, teasing with light pressure before sliding inside with a smooth, sure motion.

Kylie's fingers tangled in the sheets as Keiko began a rhythm of tongue and fingers that built pleasure with agonizing precision. Her breath came in ragged pants, body rocking involuntarily to meet each thrust of Keiko's fingers and stroke of her tongue.

Keiko looked up, her dark eyes meeting Kylie's as she increased her pace, curling her fingers just so to hit that perfect spot inside. Kylie's back arched, a scream building in her throat as wave after wave of pleasure crashed through her body.

The orgasm ripped through Kylie with an intensity that stole her breath, her body convulsing as Keiko continued her ministrations until the last tremor subsided. Keiko withdrew slowly, pressing a soft kiss to Kylie's inner thigh before standing with silent grace.

She straightened her robe, not a hair out of place, before turning to leave without a word. The click of the door echoed in the aftermath, leaving Kylie alone in the moonlit room with only the lingering scent of Keiko's perfume and the thrum of her own heartbeat.

The Christmas tree glowed from the hallway. And the night had shifted into something no one in the penthouse would ever admit to in daylight.


CHAPTER 14 

The sun came up over Atlanta like it had been specifically hired to expose secrets.

A sharp winter blue sky.

Light pouring in through the windows.

Coffee brewing somewhere.

Silence thick enough to taste.

One by one, doors cracked open…

and every single person stepped out like they were walking into a crime scene they might have participated in.

No one spoke at first.

Not because they didn’t want to.

But because everyone was trying to pretend nothing happened.

Renee’s Mother — the first bold one

She was the first to emerge.

Lipstick refreshed.

Hair brushed.

Looking far too put-together for someone who “went to bed early.”

She noticed Drake coming out in at the same time.

Their eyes met.

Both froze.

Both looked away a little too quickly.

Both looked back after two seconds.

Renee’s mother gave him a smile that didn’t belong on a guest…

more like something a woman gives a man who knows how she sounds in the dark.

“Morning,” she said softly.

Drake cleared his throat.

“Morning.”

He tried to keep walking.

He failed immediately.

Downstairs....

Two guest doors opened at once.

But not the same two couples as last night.

Kylie’s father walked out of Drake’s mom’s room looking like he hadn’t slept a minute but somehow seemed ten years younger.

Drake’s mother stepped out behind him, robe tied too loosely, cheeks flushed, hair freshly brushed like a woman trying to pretend he hadn’t slipped into the wrong bed sometime between midnight and sunrise.

Across the hall, Kylie’s mother opened her own door...

Drake's father behind her.

But neither looking shocked.

More like they didn’t have to explain whatever happened last night.

All four parents exchanged the politest, fakest, tightest smiles in the history of southern hospitality.

“Morning,” Kylie’s dad muttered.

“Beautiful day,” Drake’s mother replied.

“Yes,” Kylie’s mother added, smoothing her robe like a church lady ready to lie with confidence.

“Very restful night.”

But it was none of those things.

Down the hall — Mary, Aiko, and Renee

Mary opened her door with two girls practically falling out behind her.

Aiko had a pillow crease across her cheek.

Renee had bed-hair that only happened when someone pulled it.

Mary had the smug grin of a woman who knew she wasn’t apologizing for anything.

Renee’s mother stiffened.

Aiko’s father blinked.

Mary’s mother’s jaw literally dropped.

Mary pretended not to notice.

“Morning!” she chirped, stretching like a cat too limber for someone who “slept in her own room.”

Aiko bowed politely like this was perfectly normal.

Renee mumbled something about needing coffee and stumbled toward the kitchen like she wasn’t wearing Aiko’s robe.

And then… Kylie’s door opened

Kylie stepped out.

Barefoot.

Hair loose.

Tank top sliding off one shoulder.

There was a faint scent of jasmine on her skin…

and a calm glow that didn’t match the chaos in the hallway.

She didn’t glance at anyone—

—except Keiko.

Aiko’s mother had stepped in one second earlier.

Quiet.

Graceful.

Serene in that “I have absolutely touched something I probably shouldn’t have” kind of way.

Her eyes found Kylie’s for a moment too long.

The air shifted.

Everyone felt it.

Except Aiko’s father, who was still trying to remember where he put his phone.

Everyone eventually congregated in the main room, careful not to sit too close to certain people.

The spread was beautiful:

• fresh fruit

• pastries

• bacon

• eggs

• coffee

• the crushing weight of awkwardness

Drake poured coffee like a man who was afraid to make eye contact.

Renee’s mom sat down with a smile that could melt steel.

Kylie’s mom watched Drake’s mother like she was trying to solve a riddle.

Mary’s parents sat together—but held hands under the table like teenagers.

Aiko’s mother reached for the fruit bowl—

and Kylie had to stop herself from watching her fingers too closely.

The only two humans acting normal were:

Aiko’s father, who was simply hungry

Renee’s father, who genuinely had no idea anything happened

Everyone else had a secret.

Or two.

Or several.

Breakfast conversation was an Olympic sport of pretending

“So… how did everyone sleep?” Mary’s father asked cheerfully.

Renee’s mother choked on orange juice.

Drake answered too fast.

“Great!”

Kylie’s dad and Drake’s mom answered at the exact same time:

“It was fine.”

They didn’t look at each other.

Which was how everyone knew they definitely wanted to.

Aiko’s mother delicately sipped tea, gaze lowered, voice smooth as silk.

“Some nights,” she said softly, “are more memorable than others.”

Kylie almost dropped her fork.

And then the electricity returned

It started small—

a look here, a breath there, a brush of knees under the table.

Kylie felt heat pooling behind her ribs, this deep purr in her chest that whispered they all feel it now.

And they did.

• Mary’s parents’ fingers squeezed tighter

• Renee’s mom angled her chair toward Drake

• Drake’s parents trading glances with Kylie's.

• Aiko’s mother touched Kylie’s wrist lightly when she passed her the butter

• Mary, Renee, and Aiko kept looking at each other with that “round two?” expression

Aiko’s father finally looked up and blinked.

“Why is everyone acting weird?”

Nobody answered.

Christmas Morning was the smolder.

Christmas Night had been the spark.

And the rest of the holiday week…?

The fire hasn’t even started yet.


CHAPTER 15

The days between Christmas and New Year’s eve blurred together in a way that felt less like a schedule…

and more like a household slowly shedding its last layers of restraint.

Not with big explosions.

Not with outright confessions.

Just friction—the kind that builds quietly, naturally, deliciously.

Shopping Days (the girls)

Kylie, Aiko, Mary, and Renee dragged their mothers through Atlanta’s highest-end boutiques.

The moms tried to pretend they were there for the fashion.

They weren’t.

Mary decided to do something drastic and dye her hair blonde. Thinking that would help set herself apart from Kylie.

While waiting for her to get done the others chose to shop the mall.

• Kylie caught Aiko’s mother admiring a crimson lingerie set longer than she should’ve

• Mary’s mom made a comment about “the fabric being awfully thin” while touching it twice

• Renee’s mom bought a dress too tight for a woman pretending to be innocent

Kylie noticed every lingering stare.

Every blush.

Every “accidental” brush of hands between daughters and moms.

And Aiko noticed Kylie noticing.

Hunting Trips (the dads)

Drake, his dad, Kylie’s father, And the other girl's dads bonded—

the awkward, manly way.

They went hunting in the north Georgia woods, and came back flushed, loud, and suspiciously quiet when the women asked if they saw anything.

They didn’t see deer.

But they definitely saw things.

Like the way Drake’s mother looked at Kylie’s father when she thought nobody noticed.

Or the way Renee’s mother stretched every time Drake walked by.

Drake knew.

He clocked every detail.

He didn’t comment.

But he knew.

After a day or two, everyone got comfortable.

Too comfortable.

• Robes stayed untied a little too often

• Pajamas rode up, slipped down, or simply disappeared

• Wine flowed like tap water

• People drifted into the wrong rooms “to borrow something”

• Nobody bothered closing doors all the way anymore

It became normal for:

– Aiko’s mother to sit curled up next to Kylie

– Renee’s mother to “ask Drake a question” and stay too long

– Kylie’s parents to sneak subtle glances toward Drake’s parents

– Mary, Renee, and Aiko to whisper and giggle whenever they thought no one could hear

The household breathed with one shared rhythm.

The heat and tension had Kylie and Drake fucking at night like rabbits.

NEW YEAR’S EVE

The penthouse glittered with soft lights.

A catered spread filled the kitchen.

Bottles of champagne chilled in silver buckets.

Music played low and sultry, filling every corner like velvet.

Everyone dressed for the night:

• Kylie in shimmering black satin

• Drake impossibly sharp in tailored charcoal

• Renee’s mother stunning in deep wine-red

• Aiko’s mother radiant in silver

• Kylie’s mother and Drake’s mother both glowing in clothes they hadn’t worn in years

• Mary, Renee, and Aiko looking like a trio designed to tempt fate itself

The dads looked…

confused.

Hopeful.

A little scared.

The air was thick—

anticipation, hunger, the leftover embers of everything unsaid all week.

As the countdown approached, people shifted subtly:

– Kylie’s parents whispered together on the balcony

– Drake’s mother kept brushing past Kylie’s dad

– Renee’s mom leaned in close whenever Drake said anything

– Aiko’s mother stood near Kylie, fingers grazing her arm when nobody looked

– Mary, Renee, and Aiko kept slipping away and returning more flushed than before

Drake felt the entire atmosphere tightening like a drawn bowstring.

Kylie felt it too.

This night wasn’t going to be about fireworks outside.

It was going to be about everything waiting to detonate inside.

The countdown began.

Ten… nine… eight…

Champagne glasses lifted.

Parents.

Lovers.

Friends.

People who absolutely should not be this close together.

Seven… six…

Aiko’s mother brushed Kylie’s lower back with fingertips light as feathers.

Five…

Renee’s mom moved beside Drake—close enough their shoulders touched.

Four…

Mary whispered something to Renee that made her giggle against Aiko’s ear.

Three…

Kylie’s father and Drake’s mother looked at each other like a secret had already been made.

Two…

Drake slid his hand to Kylie’s waist.

One—

HAPPY NEW YEAR****!!!!!!

The penthouse erupted with celebration.

Cheers.

Kisses—some allowed, some stolen.

Hugs with hands staying a little too long.

Champagne overflowing.

And beneath the noise…

quiet invitations.

quiet heat.

quiet sins waiting for the lights to dim again.

The night ends on that shimmer—

the final seconds before the new year becomes the night nobody forgets.


CHAPTER 16 

Midnight hit like a spark in a room full of spilled liquor.

Everyone was drunk.

Happy-drunk.

Loose-drunk.

“Bad decisions taste like champagne” drunk.

The penthouse lights were dimmed to a soft gold, music pulsing slow and sensual, and every boundary that had survived Christmas week finally… evaporated.

Kylie didn’t notice when the pairings stopped making sense.

She only felt the heat.

Bodies brushed when they passed one another, hands lingered when they shouldn’t, and laughter dipped just a little too low… just a little too breathy.

Renee was the first to lose her footing—literally.

She stumbled into Drake, laughing as she fell chest-first against him.

“Sorry,” she breathed, cheeks flushed.

Her mother appeared at her side in an instant, equally tipsy, touching Drake’s arm as if steadying him instead of her daughter.

“You’re such a strong boy,” she slurred in her warm Irish lilt.

Kylie watched that trio for a moment—

Renee plastered to Drake’s front,

her mother pressed to his side,

Drake caught awkwardly in the middle…

but he wasn’t protesting.

If anything, he looked a little too comfortable.

AIKO, KYLIE, AND THE QUEEN

Aiko’s mother moved like she was gliding.

Graceful.

Elegant.

But very, very drunk.

She reached Kylie first, brushing aside a lock of her hair with fingertips that lingered far too long.

“You are… breathtaking,” she whispered, her accent wrapping around each word like silk.

Aiko appeared behind Kylie, sliding an arm around her waist.

“My mother thinks you’re irresistible,” she teased.

“I… can see that,” Kylie murmured as the older woman’s eyes dipped lower than polite.

The three of them drifted—almost magnetically—toward Kylie’s room.

The door stayed cracked just enough for shadows and shapes to be seen moving inside.

THE PARENTS’ COLLISION

Drake’s parents and Kylie’s parents had been dancing around each other all week.

New Year’s Eve shoved them together.

Kylie’s mom was tipsy and giggly, clinging to Drake’s mom’s arm.

Kylie’s dad looked far too relaxed, arm around Drake’s dad’s shoulders like old war buddies.

How the four of them ended up in the guest room upstairs…

no one could say.

But the door closed behind them.

And nobody re-emerged.

From the hallway, there were laughs, soft voices, then whispers—

then nothing at all.

THE OBSERVERS TURN PARTICIPANTS

Mary’s parents stayed together on the big couch in the living room.

They didn’t move toward anyone.

But they watched.

Oh, they watched.

Mary’s mother covered her mouth with both hands, eyes wide.

Mary’s father muttered “Lord have mercy” at least twice.

Neither of them looked away—not even once.

Then the universe played a trick.

Renee’s dad and Aiko’s dad—both so drunk they could barely walk straight—wandered toward the couch at the same time.

They bumped into each other.

Then into Mary.

Then tangled again trying to apologize to her, not each other.

Mary fell backward onto the couch laughing—

and somehow all three of them ended up in a ridiculous, clumsy pile of limbs, apologies, and blushes.

Mary didn’t push either man off.

In fact… she grinned.

It happened fast—too fast for anyone to pretend it wasn’t intentional.

Renee had slid off Drake’s lap, dizzy and giggling, her mother leaning into Drake’s neck.

Kylie brushed past, Aiko’s mother behind her, the entire penthouse humming with heat.

And then—

Renee blurted it out.

Loud.

Drunk.

Unfiltered.

“Where’s the secret room when we need it, Drake?”

Everything froze.

Every head turned.

Drake stiffened.

Kylie’s eyes widened.

Aiko’s mother inhaled softly.

Renee’s mother bit her lip.

Mary, tangled with two dads, looked up as if someone had announced dessert.

For one suspended moment the whole penthouse seemed to breathe in at once.

Then the dam burst.

“I want to see it,” Renee's mom whispered, her voice low and dangerous with alcohol.

“So do I,” Renee added, fingertips tracing Drake’s arm.

Aiko’s mother looked at Kylie. “Secrets… are meant to be shared.”

Mary’s breath caught.

Even her parents leaned forward unconsciously.

Drake exhaled once, slow, resigned, turned toward the stairs. He stumbled up with the others slowly following until he reached the hidden panel in the wall—

and pressed his hand to it.

The door slid open with a soft hydraulic sigh.

No more boundaries.

No more pairings.

No more rooms.

Just everyone, drunk and aroused and following the heat like moths to a flame.

They drifted inside as if pulled by gravity—

Renee

Renee’s mother

Aiko

Aiko’s mother

Drake

Kylie

Mary

Mary’s parents watching from the couch

the two dads stumbling after Mary…

Bodies brushed.

Hands wandered.

Breath mingled.

The room swallowed them.

Shadows moved.

Heat rose.

Clothing shifted.

And what happened inside became a tangle of limbs, whispers, gasps, and hunger—

no beginning,

no labels,

no shame,

just pure, messy, beautiful chaos.

The secret room was dim, lit only by the glittering Atlanta skyline and the occasional burst of fireworks painting patterns across the ceiling.

The air was thick with champagne, sweat, and raw, unrestrained desire. It took only moments for the tentative boundaries to dissolve completely.

In one corner of the room, Drake found himself sandwiched between two generations of the same fiery Irish line.

Renee pressed against his chest, her dress already pooled at her feet, leaving her in nothing but black lace. Her mother stood behind him, her hands tracing patterns across his shoulders as her wine-red dress whispered against his back.

"God, you feel incredible," Renee breathed against his neck, her teeth scraping his pulse point. Her mother's hands slid down his arms, fingernails digging lightly into his biceps.

Drake's head fell back as Renee's mother's lips found his ear. "I've been watching you," she murmured, her accent thick with arousal. "Both of us, we need you inside of us."

He growled low in his throat as their four hands began exploring his body. When they finally freed him from his trousers, Renee dropped to her knees, her mother positioning herself behind her daughter, hands on Renee's shoulders guiding her.

"Look at me," Drake commanded, and Renee's eyes locked with his as her lips enveloped him. Her mother knelt behind Renee, one hand reaching around to pinch her daughter's nipples while the other drifted between her own thighs.

"That's it, my sweet," Renee's mother encouraged. "Make him feel how badly we want this."

Renee moaned around him, vibrations that made Drake's hips jerk forward. His fingers tangled in her hair as her mother's other hand joined the first, both working between Renee's legs now.

"Fuck, yes," Renee gasped, pulling back just enough to speak. "Right there. Don't stop."

The room filled with the wet sounds of mouths on flesh, of fingers delving into slick heat.

When Drake pulled Renee to her feet, her mother immediately took her place, demonstrating to her daughter exactly how Drake should be worshipped.

Renee straddled Drake's lap as he sat on a velvet chaise, her cries joining her mother's in a chorus of pleasure.

Across the room, Kylie found herself at the center of an entirely different kind of attention.

Aiko knelt before her, tongue working diligently between Kylie's thighs while Aiko's mother stood behind Kylie, her arms wrapped around Kylie's torso, fingers rolling Kylie's nipples between thumb and forefinger.

"Oh my God," Kylie gasped, arching back against Keiko's body. Aiko's technique was precise, methodical—building Kylie's pleasure with terrifying efficiency.

When Kylie's knees began to buckle, Keiko guided her to a plush rug, never breaking contact.

"You are exquisite," Keiko murmured, her lips tracing Kylie's spine as Aiko shifted to lie beneath her, positioning them scissor-style.

The dual sensations—the wet heat of Aiko against her and the teasing pressure of Keiko's fingers circling her entrance—were almost too much.

"Please," Kylie begged, "I need—"

Keiko obliged, two fingers sliding into Kylie while her thumb found her clit.

Aiko's hands gripped Kylie's thighs, pulling her closer until their bodies were flush against each other. When Keiko added a third finger, curling just so against Kylie's inner walls, Kylie screamed.

"That's it," Keiko encouraged softly. "Let us feel you squirt"

Kylie's orgasm hit her like a physical blow, her body convulsing as liquid pleasure surged through her.

She felt herself drenching Aiko's thighs, heard Aiko's delighted gasp as she rode out the waves against Kylie's still-quivering body.

Nearby, Mary had become the willing center of attention for two men who couldn't quite believe their luck. Renee's father and Aiko's father knelt on either side of her, their mouths and hands exploring every inch of her body with reverent attention.

"I never—I've never—" Mary gasped as Aiko's father entered her from behind while Renee's father positioned himself beneath her, their movements creating a rhythm that stole her breath.

Her hands alternated between clutching their shoulders and reaching down to stroke what her mouth couldn't reach.

"Fuck yes, just like that," Mary cried out, her voice rising with each thrust. "Don't stop—oh God—don't stop!"

The men found a tempo that pushed Mary to the edge repeatedly, backing off just enough to prolong the intensity before driving her higher again.

When she finally came, it was with a wail that momentarily drew everyone's attention before they returned to their own pleasures.

In the darkest corner of the room, away from the others but still visible in the intermittent flashes of fireworks, four parents rediscovered desires they'd long suppressed.

Kylie's parents and Drake's parents had discarded all pretense of propriety along with their clothing.

Drakes father, Tom and Kylie's mother—her skin glistening with sweat, her body moving with a freedom  felt in years—they found themselves intertwined with their spouses in a knot of limbs that defied traditional definitions.

Kylie's mother straddled Drake's father, her head thrown back as he guided her movements with strong hands on her hips.

Behind her, Kylie's father pressed against her back, his lips tracing patterns along her spine as his hands reached around to cup her breasts, fingers rolling her nipples between them.

"John," she gasped, the name torn between pleasure and disbelief. Her husband's breath hot against her ear as Drake's father drove into her deeper.

Drake's mother knelt before Kylie's father, her mouth worshipping him with an enthusiasm that made his hips jerk forward uncontrollably.

When he finally came with a strangled cry, she swallowed greedily before turning her attention to her own husband.

The sight of his wife pleasuring another man had clearly affected Drake's father. When Kylie's mother collapsed beside him, trembling, Drake's mother straddled him reverse cowgirl, positioning herself where her husband could watch her face as she rode him.

"Like what you see?" she breathed, her eyes never leaving his as Kylie's father positioned himself behind her, entering her with a single thrust that made them all cry out.

The rhythm they established was hypnotic—four bodies moving in concert, boundaries erased by alcohol and raw need.

When Drake's father reached out to grip Kylie's mother's hand, she didn't hesitate—linking their fingers as she watched her husband bring another woman to ecstasy inches away from them.

Outside, fireworks burst in brilliant displays that illuminated their entangled forms—revealing the sheen of sweat on skin, the flush of arousal on cheeks, the abandoned expressions of people finally giving in to forbidden desires.

The room became a chorus of sounds—the wet slapping of flesh against flesh, breathless gasps, murmured names mixing in the air like incense. Pleasure built and crested in waves that seemed to connect everyone in the room, until they all fell together into exhausted, tangled satisfaction under the fading New Year's lights.

Meanwhile, Mary's parents were redisposing their joints in ways that hadn't been attempted since their wedding night, their bodies twisted together like pretzels on steroids.

Mary's mother, hair wild and cheeks flushed to a delightful shade of "I-can't-believe-we're-doing-this-at-our-age," propped herself up on an elbow and squinted at the writhing mass of limbs nearby.

"Well, butter my biscuit and call me enlightened," she panted, reaching down to adjust her husband's enthusiastic thigh from somewhere near her ribcage.

"So THIS is how y'all get yourselves splashed across the internet more than that celebrity with the wardrobe malfunctions.

We thought it was the secret societies and ancient artifacts, but no—it's just good old-fashioned, boundary-dissolving hanky-panky.

It takes me back, except there were fewer witnesses and definitely better lighting back then."

By the time the lights brightened automatically at 2:00 A.M., the room looked like a dream someone had dropped on the floor.

Bodies sprawled everywhere.

Robes.

Pajamas.

A misplaced tie.

A champagne flute tipped over on the stairs.

Nobody fully remembered how they ended up where they were.

Nobody seemed embarrassed.

If anything…

everyone woke up smiling.

The great clothing hunt of 2025 commenced with the stealth of cat burglars on laughing gas.

Hands darted under sofas, panties were retrieved from chandeliers, and Drake's tie made a surprise appearance hanging from a floor lamp like some kinky holiday decoration.

"Well," Drake's dad announced, buttoning his shirt with fingers that refused to behave, "I guess this qualifies as ringing in the new year with a literal bang." He winked at Kylie's mom, who promptly dropped her earring.

"Hell," Renee's dad chimed in, discovering his boxers draped dramatically over a champagne bucket, "I've been doing New Year's Eve wrong for fifty-four years. Apparently confetti and countdowns are for amateurs." He paused. "Also, I think my dignity is hiding under that ottoman. Can someone help me look?"

The color drained from Renee's face as her eyes darted toward the source of the familiar voice. A tiny squeak escaped her lips, barely audible but somehow carrying all the mortification she felt at that moment.

"Oh—oh, you didn't..." Renee managed, bringing her hands up to cover her mouth as if she could physically hold back the wave of embarrassment that was surely about to crash over all of them.

And then—

Everyone moved.

Not rushed.

Not panicked.

But with the kind of fluid motion that comes from bodies still humming with pleasure, still slick with champagne and sweat and whatever boundaries had dissolved somewhere between midnight and now.

Laughter rippled through the room—low, breathy, laced with the delicious knowledge of what they’d all done, what they’d all become.

A cascade of bodies moving in the same direction without speaking, without needing to.

Feet padded bare across marble.

Silks and linens rustled against skin still sensitive.

Fingers brushed shoulders in passing—touches that meant everything and nothing now.

Down the stairs they went, a trail of half-dressed humanity leaving the room smelling of jasmine and sex and expensive perfume spilled on velvet.

No one rushed to hide what had happened.

They just… went back to their rooms.

Doors clicking shut behind them.

Each person returning to the space they'd been assigned days ago—before everything changed.

But none of them would sleep the way they had before Christmas.

Because now they knew.

Now they'd had a taste.


CHAPTER 17

Nobody looked hungover.

That was the first sign.

Everyone should’ve been staggering, groaning, clutching coffee like it was holy water…

but instead, the 70th floor felt like a spa the morning after a giggle-filled sleepover.

A very, very adult sleepover.

The sun streamed through the wraparound windows, soft and forgiving.

Clothes were collected quietly from stair rails and chair backs.

A champagne flute was uprighted.

A tie was retrieved from… nobody asked where.

And everyone moved through the kitchen with the same gentle, overpolite energy.

“Good morning,” Kylie said.

Half the room looked up at once.

Aiko’s mother was the first to answer.

Her voice was too smooth.

Too bright.

“Good morning, Kylie. You look… rested.”

Aiko choked on her tea.

Kylie hid a smile behind her coffee cup.

Across the island, Renee’s mother hummed softly while peeling an orange—so focused, so innocent, so absolutely pretending she hadn’t been pressed against Drake in a way that would make any Irish priest faint.

Drake moved behind Kylie, kissed her shoulder casually, and poured himself coffee.

Renee coughed sharply.

Her mother coughed sharper.

Kylie didn’t comment.

Mary’s parents were the most obvious about playing it cool.

They sat at the breakfast bar, knees touching, acting like model citizens.

“Oh, what a lovely sunrise,” Mary’s mom said.

“Yep,” her father agreed. “Lovely. Just lovely.”

Neither of them blinked.

Neither of them moved their knees apart.

Renee’s dad and Aiko’s dad arrived next, shuffling like men who had slept in strange positions.

They greeted everyone too loudly, as if volume alone could drown out memory.

Aiko’s dad: “Great morning, everyone!”

Renee’s dad: “What a comfortable couch you have!”

Mary avoided their eyes, her face flushed… but she was smiling.

Kylie and Drake’s parents arrived last.

Her mother’s hair was suspiciously neat.

Her father’s shirt was suspiciously rumpled.

Drake’s father looked like a man remembering something he had no blueprint for.

Drake’s mother looked like she wanted another glass of last night’s champagne.

“Sleep well?” Kylie asked.

Four parents answered at once:

“Fine!”

“Great!”

“So cozy!”

“Best in years!”

No one met anyone else’s gaze.

Suitcases were dragged from closets, zippers whirred open, and a soft wave of “we are absolutely not mentioning the orgy we all stumbled into” swept the penthouse.

Renee’s mother drifted into Drake’s office doorway.

“Need help carrying anything?”

Her tone was friendly… too friendly.

Drake smiled politely.

“No, ma’am. I’m good.”

She didn’t move.

“Mm-hmm. Well. If you ever do need… a hand…”

Renee overheard and nearly dropped her suitcase.

Kylie passed by her bedroom and caught Aiko and her mother folding clothes together.

Their hands brushed too many times.

Their voices were too soft.

Their smiles too private.

Aiko’s mother looked up at Kylie with the smallest, warmest bow.

“If you ever… wish to share company with us again,” she said gently, “you know where to find me.”

Kylie felt heat crawl up her neck.

Aiko bit her lip, eyes bright.

Kylie didn’t answer.

Didn’t need to.

The four parents who had disappeared together the night before carefully avoided each other during packing—

—but then wound up in the same hallway at the same time.

All four froze.

Then, all at once:

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

“Morning!”

“Lovely morning.”

No one moved away.

In fact, they lingered.

Mary hugged her mom and dad, who were blushing so hard their skin looked sunburnt.

Her father whispered:

“That… was quite a New Year’s Eve.”

Her mother whispered back:

“We didn’t mean to… but also… we’re not sorry?”

Mary nearly choked on her laugh.

Everyone kept packing.

Everyone kept pretending.

But the energy in the air felt like electricity trapped under velvet:

The glances lasted too long.

The laughter was too soft.

The smiles were too knowing.

The bodies were too comfortable passing close—

shoulder brushing shoulder,

hip brushing hip,

a hand on a lower back lingering one second too long.

Nobody denied what happened.

Nobody regretted it.

But nobody dared to speak it out loud.

Because speaking it would mean admitting—

we want more.

By late morning, everyone's luggage stood lined up by the door.

Kylie checked her phone—

the Rome contact had already sent a reminder about their New Orleans timeline.

Drake stepped beside her, voice low.

“You ready for that?”

Parents flirting with the idea of a second round.

Girls flushed and hungry for adventure.

Dads pretending they didn’t climb onto Mary like a pair of lost puppies.

Aiko’s mother giving Kylie that soft, longing smile again.

Renee’s mother watching Drake like she wasn’t finished with anything.

And Kylie realized—

they weren’t leaving shame behind.

They were bringing curiosity with them.

“Yeah,” she murmured.

“I’m think ready.”


CHAPTER 18 

The first thing Kylie noticed was how slowly everyone gathered to leave.

It wasn’t the dragging-your-feet kind of slow.

It was the trying-not-to-look-too-eager-to-stay kind of slow.

Suitcases ready.

Shoes slid on.

Coats were gathered from hooks near the elevator.

But nobody rushed toward the door.

Nobody even looked at the door.

Drake stood near the kitchen island, coffee mug in hand, watching the entire scene unfold like he already knew the script.

Kylie brushed against him as she passed.

“You see this?” she whispered.

“Oh yeah,” he murmured. “Nobody wants to go home after that week.”

Kylie smoothed her hair and stepped toward the living room just in time to see Aiko’s mother hug her daughter tightly, then pull Kylie into a second, softer, longer embrace.

She didn’t kiss Kylie’s cheek.

She brushed her lips against the edge of Kylie’s neck instead.

“I will return soon,” she whispered in Japanese-soft tones.

“Very soon.”

Kylie swallowed, her cheeks warming.

Aiko’s eyes sparkled like she knew exactly what her mother had meant.

Across the room, Mary’s parents stood stiffly at first, but Mary melted them with a hug so tight her dad actually blushed. Her mom whispered in her ear, “That was… quite a holiday. Stay… open-minded, sweetie.”

They both looked at Kylie afterwards—

not judgmental, not surprised—

just… curious.

Almost grateful.

Kylie’s parents hugged her fiercely.

Her mother kissed her cheek three times.

Her father ruffled Drake’s hair the way only someone’s dad would dare.

“You two behave,” her mom teased.

Drake smirked.

“Not a chance.”

She smacked his arm.

Blushed.

Didn’t deny she liked the answer.

Behind them, Drake’s parents waited—for some strange reason—side by side, hands touching lightly at their sides.

“Thank you… all,” Drake’s mother said quietly, meaning more than she said.

Drake’s father nodded with a look of a man who’d had his worldview rearranged by one unforgettable night.

They hugged Kylie, then Drake, one by one, and walked to the elevator arm in arm.

Kylie blinked.

Arm in arm.

She filed that away.

But nothing—not Aiko’s mother’s lingering touches, not the four-parent mystery—prepared her for the Rosemary Situation.

Renee and her mother approached Drake last.

Renee's mom hugged Kylie first, thanking her for “the best holiday ever,” cheeks glowing in ways that had nothing to do with the weather.

Then she stepped in to hug Drake with dramatic slowness, pressing her body fully against his.

Then her hand slipped low—

Lower—

Lower—

Right between his legs.

She cupped him boldly through his slacks and rubbed once, slow and deliberate, like she was testing the weight of a ripe peach.

Drake jolted slightly, eyes widening, breath catching.

She smiled like a woman tasting honey.

“I’ll be visiting my daughter much more often,” she whispered, her breath hot.

“And sometimes… I’ll come alone.”

Renee didn’t even pretend she didn’t see it.

She just covered her eyes with both hands and muttered, “Oh my god, Mom, please.”

Kylie had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

Aiko turned pink.

Mary dropped her water bottle.

Drake stared straight ahead like a soldier reciting regulations.

But his ears were bright red.

Renee’s mom patted his chest like she’d just signed a lease on the man.

Then she sauntered to the elevator like she owned the building.

The older men—Aiko’s dad and Renee’s dad—were too busy arguing over who lost their wallet to notice anything else.

The elevator doors slid closed.

Silence fell.

Wide, amused, shocked silence.

Then Kylie exhaled and leaned back against the marble island.

“Well,” she said softly, “that’s… a goodbye.”

Drake ran a hand over his face and looked at Renee.

“Your mother just sexually assaulted me.”

Renee corrected him with a grin.

“Your future mother-in-law. She’s mentally already moved in.”

Aiko giggled.

Mary snorted.

Kylie just shook her head with a slow, sensual smile.

“You okay?” she asked Drake.

He looked at her — eyes dark, voice low.

“I’m gonna need a minute.”

As the elevator descended, the penthouse suddenly felt too quiet.

Too still.

Too empty.

The chaos was gone.

The teasing.

The parents slipping into guest rooms.

The drunken touches.

The flirtations that should’ve been impossible.

But the echoes remained.

“Do you think they’ll come back for another visit?” Mary asked, too casually.

Renee scoffed.

“My mom already has her suitcase half-packed. Trust me.”

Aiko’s blush deepened.

“My mother asked if she should block off next Christmas already.”

Kylie looked around at her girls, then at Drake, whose body still held the ghost of Rosemary’s grip.

“Oh they’ll be back,” Kylie said with a low laugh.

And the smile she wore told them all she wasn’t just talking about holiday cheer.
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% Author’s Note

Thank you for diving into another chapter of Kylie's wild, globe-spanning journey.
This series is fueled by the same things that drive Kylie herself—passion, adventure,
and the thrill of pushing boundaries.

And truly, hearing from readers is one of the best parts of writing these books.

If you enjoyed this story, have a favorite moment, or just want to say hi, I'd love to
hear from you.
Your messages help shape future destinations, future twists, and the next round of

chaos Kylie is destined to unleash.

8 Email me anytime: acekncd@gmail.com

Every month | pick random readers who email me to receive fun freebies—
« bonus Kylie scenes

« early teasers for upcoming books

+ behind-the-scenes info

« and occasionally... a surprise no one sees coming.

(Consider it Kylie’s version of a thank-you wink)

M Follow my author page for new releases:

https://www.amazon.com/author/ace-kincaid »

Thank you for reading, for supporting indie authors, and for being part of Kylie's ever-
growing world.

The journey only gets wilder from here.

— Ace Kincaid
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