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Chapter 1:  The Invitation
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Eden Vale

Last week, the office had felt like a hearth—garlands strung like offerings, laughter rising like smoke. The air had smelled of fresh pine and peppermint, like the building itself was trying to remember joy. Now it was quiet, hollowed out for the holiday. Everyone had gone home. Except Dane Mercer. And me.

I was still at my desk, finalizing year-end reports while snow began to gather on the windowsill. The city outside was softening—phones silenced, streets emptying, lovers curling into each other. But inside Mercer & Co., the lights were low and warm. And Dane’s door was still open.

He didn’t call me in. He never did. I walked in at 6:03 p.m., like I always did, with the final folder and a quiet nod. He looked up slowly, like he’d been waiting.

My name is Eden Vale. I keep things running, keep things quiet, keep things from unraveling when no one’s watching. I know how to vanish in a room full of power—and how to make a man like Dane Mercer stop talking without ever raising my voice. I’m not the kind of woman people notice first. But they remember me. Especially him.

Dane Mercer was thirty-eight, CEO of Mercer & Co., and the kind of man who made power look effortless. He didn’t do small talk. He didn’t do second chances. He did results, and he did them fast. On paper, he was brilliant. In person, he was dangerous—too handsome, too composed, too good at reading silence. He walked into a room and changed its temperature. Everything about him was structured: his calendar, his sentences, even the way he drank his coffee. It was no wonder he was still a bachelor. But that didn’t make him any less of a fantasy. Not for me. Not for half the building.  God, what I wouldn’t give for one quick kiss under the mistletoe. Just once. Just enough to ruin me.

Either way, on this Thursday—this snow-draped, pine-scented, strangely quiet Thursday—something felt different. He hadn’t looked at me like that before.

His desk was clear. His phone was off. And beside it, a small envelope. My name elegantly handwritten.

I hesitated. He noticed.

“Open it,” he said.

As I reached for the envelope, I heard it—soft, almost imperceptible, playing low from the speakers tucked into the corners of his office. It was a melody I knew well. One I listened to often, usually with a glass of wine and the lights dimmed when I was alone. It wasn’t on any company playlist.  It was something I’d never mentioned it aloud. But there it was, threading through the silence like a secret only he and I shared.

Inside the envelope was a note. Just one line.

Pack warm. No phones. I’ll pick you up at nine.

I looked up. “Where are we going?”

He leaned back, eyes steady. “Somewhere quiet. Just us. A cabin in the woods. Stocked. Remote. No one around for miles.”

I blinked. “For how long?” “Through the New Year.”

There was no itinerary. No contracts. Just him. And the snow falling behind him like a promise.

I swallowed. “You planned this?” He nodded once. “For months.”

I stared at him. “And you didn’t ask for any help?”

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t rush to explain.

She searched his face, waiting for the catch—for the caveat, the clause, the moment he’d admit it was half-formed. But there was only him. Steady. Certain.

And just like that, the ground shifted beneath her.

***
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Dane Mercer

She opened the envelope. Read the line. Looked up. “Where are we going?” she asked. “Somewhere quiet,” I said. “Just us.”

She blinked. “For how long?” “Through the New Year.”

I watched her closely—the way she processed information. Efficient. Calm. But always a beat slower when something felt personal. This did.

“I’ll swing by your apartment around nine,” I added. “We’ll catch a late flight, then drive out to the cabin.”

She was still staring at me. “You planned this?” I nodded. “For months.”

There was a pause. Not hesitation—something quieter. “You didn’t ask for any help?”

I held her gaze. I could’ve explained the hours, the details, the way I’d built it from the ground up. But that wasn’t the point. “I didn’t want help,” I said. “I wanted it to be mine. For you.”

She didn’t speak. Just stood there, the envelope still in her hand, the snow behind her catching in her hair like static.

And I knew—this was the moment. The shift. The part where it stopped being a plan and started being real.

She nodded, but I could see the questions forming behind her eyes.

“Dress warm,” I said. “Comfortable. But more importantly—boots.”

That made her pause. Not because she didn’t own boots. But because she understood what that meant. Snow. Isolation. No sidewalks. No city.

Just us.

She didn’t ask why. She didn’t ask what changed. She just stood there, her breath catching on something she hadn’t named yet. Then she nodded. Smoothed her skirt. And walked out like it was any other night.

It wasn’t.

***
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Eden  Vale

The envelope was still in my coat pocket, folded once, tucked beside my gloves like it might vanish if I didn’t touch it again. I didn’t take a car. I walked.

The city was dressed for Christmas—twinkling lights, pine-scented storefronts, couples holding hands with thick scarves wrapped around them. I moved through it like a ghost. Not fast. Not slow. Just enough to feel the cold bite through my sleeves and keep my thoughts from spiraling.

Dane Mercer had invited me away.

Not for a meeting. Not for a merger. For a cabin. In the woods. Through the New Year.

No phones. No neighbors. Just him. And me.

I should’ve said no. Or asked more questions. Or pretended I didn’t understand what this was. But I hadn’t. I’d nodded. Like it was any other request.

It wasn’t.

My mind swung wildly as I walked—between logistics and longing, between the woman I was at work and the one I didn’t let anyone see. What did he mean by “just us”? What did he want from me? What did I want from him?

I’d spent three years keeping things clean, professional, precise. I knew how to make him listen without raising my voice. I knew how to disappear in a room full of power. But tonight, I didn’t want to disappear. I wanted to be seen.

And he had seen me. In the smallest ways. The playlist. The way he said “boots” like he’d imagined me in them.

I reached my building and climbed the stairs slowly, the envelope still untouched. My apartment was warm, quiet, familiar. But it felt different now. Like something was about to be left behind.

I stood in front of my closet, fingers grazing fabric, trying to decide what version of myself to bring. The professional. The practical. Or the woman who’d just been invited into the snow by a man who never asked twice.

I chose the boots first.

Not the sleek ones I wore to meetings. The real ones. Weatherproof. Worn-in. The kind you don’t wear unless you expect snow to mean something.

Then the sweaters. Soft ones. The kind I never wore to the office. I folded them slowly, like each layer might reveal something I hadn’t let myself feel. A scarf he’d complimented once. A book I’d never finished. Lip balm. Gloves. Nothing too polished. Nothing too fragile.

I moved through the apartment like I was packing for someone else. Someone quieter. Someone braver.

The envelope was still on the counter. I read the line again.

Pack warm. No phones. I’ll pick you up at nine.

It was the “no phones” that got me. Not because I couldn’t live without mine. But because he wanted silence. Real silence. The kind that doesn’t get interrupted. The kind that means you have to look someone in the eye and stay there.

I sat on the edge of my bed, boots beside me, coat laid out, and let the quiet settle in. My mind swung again—between anticipation and fear, between the woman who always had a plan and the one who was about to step into the snow without one.

And somewhere in the background, I heard it. That same melody from his office. Playing low from my speakers. I hadn’t turned it on.

I didn’t need to.

I didn’t turn on the lights. Just let the glow from the streetlamps spill through the windows, soft and amber, casting long shadows across the hardwood floor. My suitcase sat open on the bed, half-packed. My boots were by the door. And I stood in the middle of it all, unmoving.

I wasn’t cold, but I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders anyway. Not for warmth. For weight.

My thoughts were loud in the quiet. Swinging between control and surrender, between the woman who managed boardrooms and the one who didn’t know what to wear to a cabin in the woods with a man who’d never asked twice.

I trusted Dane. I did. But this wasn’t about trust. This was about being chosen. Not for competence. Not for convenience. But for company.

And that scared me more than I wanted to admit.

I walked to the window and looked out. Snow was falling in slow spirals, soft and deliberate. The kind of snow that doesn’t rush. The kind that waits.

I pressed my palm to the glass and let myself wonder—what would it feel like to be wanted without agenda? To be looked at the way he’d looked at me tonight, like I was already part of something he’d built in silence.

I didn’t have the answer. But I had the boots. The sweater. The envelope.

And in a few hours, I’d have him.
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Chapter 2:  The Departure
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Dane Mercer

The city was quiet. Snow falling in slow spirals. The kind of night that made people stay in, light candles, pour wine. I didn’t notice the cold. I noticed the time.

8:57 p.m.

I parked two blocks from Eden’s building. Not because I had to. Because I wanted the walk. The silence. The chance to feel the weight of what I was about to do.

I’d never picked her up before. Never crossed the line between office and home. But tonight, I would. And not for a meeting. Not for a merger. For a cabin. In the woods. Through the New Year.

No phones. No neighbors. Just her. And me.

I’d planned this carefully. Months ago, I hired a private investigator—not because I didn’t trust her, but because I needed to understand what she never said out loud. Her background was clean. Immaculate. No debts. No drama. Her ex-boyfriend spoke fondly of her. Said she was the kind of woman who made you better, even after she left.

But it was the report about her parents that stayed with me. A car accident. Sophomore year in college. No warning. No recovery. And yet she didn’t fall apart. She finished her degree early. Took night classes. Worked two jobs. Not because she had to. Because she refused to be undone.

That’s what I wanted by my side. Not just competence. Not just grace. Her. The woman who didn’t break. The woman I wanted to lay in bed with every night—not for comfort, but for truth. For quiet. For the kind of presence that doesn’t ask for anything but stays anyway.

Her building came into view. Lights low. Windows glowing amber. I knew which one was hers. I’d never asked. I didn’t need to.

I climbed the steps slowly, letting the cold settle into my collar. Her door was at the end of the hall. I stopped in front of it. Raised my hand.

8:59.

I waited one more minute. Then knocked.

***
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Eden Vale

The knock came exactly at nine.

Not early. Not late. Just like him.

I stood still for a moment, blanket still wrapped around my shoulders, heart suddenly louder than the quiet. I hadn’t touched my phone. Hadn’t checked the time. But I knew.

I walked to the door slowly, boots already on, coat folded over my arm. My hand hovered over the knob. I wasn’t nervous. Not exactly. But something inside me felt suspended—like the moment before a plane lifts off, when everything goes quiet and gravity lets go.

I opened the door.

And there he was.

Dane Mercer. Standing in the hallway, coat dusted with snow, hands bare, eyes steady. But it wasn’t the snow or the silence that caught me. It was the way he looked.

Casual.

No suit. No tie. No armor.

Just a dark sweater, jeans, boots. His hair slightly tousled from the wind. His posture relaxed. Like he wasn’t arriving for a deal. Like he was arriving for me.

Something shifted in me.

I’d seen him command rooms, dismantle empires, turn silence into strategy. But I’d never seen him like this. Unarmored. Unhurried. Human.

He looked at me the way he had in the office—like I was already part of something he’d built in silence. But now, standing in my doorway, dressed like a man who wanted to be known, it felt different.
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