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      A promise kept, a chance encounter, and a future she never saw coming.

      

      Cate Cabrera has crafted a flawless life—a successful career as an investment banker, the respect of her peers, and a future she’s meticulously planned. But on New Year’s Eve, as she waits alone at Fitzgerald’s Bar, fulfilling a promise made long ago with her college best friend, an unexpected encounter stirs questions she’s buried for years.

      

      When a captivating stranger offers Cate a glimpse of an unimagined life, memories and long-forgotten dreams resurface. With the countdown to midnight ticking away, she finds herself wondering if the life she’s built is truly the one she wants—or just the one she’s settled for.

      

      Set in the heart of New York City on the most magical night of the year, The Eleventh-Hour Pact explores the power of promises, the allure of fresh starts, and the courage to ask yourself what you truly desire.

      

      Join Cate on a New Year’s Eve that could change everything.
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      The rhythmic ticking of the wall clock echoed through the deserted office corridors. At 8:30 p.m. on New Year’s Eve, while the rest of New York City pulsed with anticipation, Cate Cabrera remained hunched over her desk, surrounded by stacks of financial reports and a graveyard of empty coffee cups.

      Cate’s fingers flew across her keyboard, the glow from her computer screen casting sharp shadows across her face. She did her best work at night when the office was quiet, and the Blake merger demanded her best. Making VP meant sacrificing personal time for professional gain—or so Cate had been telling herself for years.

      She glanced at the framed photo of her college graduation, positioned carefully at the corner of her desk. Who was that bright-eyed, ambitious woman? That woman seemed like a stranger now, someone from a different life. Cate had entered the banking world with dreams of conquering Wall Street. Now, she spent her days buried in market trends and risk assessments, wondering if it was worth the cost.

      Beside her in the photo, her parents smiled, brimming with pride. They’d sacrificed so much to get her where she was, and Cate had to think for a moment to recall the last time she saw them. A familiar twinge of guilt surfaced—a reminder of the personal connections she’d pushed aside for professional success.

      Her phone pinged, pulling her from her thoughts. She smiled at the message from her best friend, Allie.

      Please tell me you’re not still at the office.

      Cate’s thumbs hovered over the keyboard, but before she could reply, the phone rang. Allie’s name flashed on the screen.

      “I knew it!” Allie’s voice boomed before Cate could say hello. “You’re in your office! Cate, you’re coming out tonight, even if I have to drag you kicking and screaming.”

      Cate chuckled, leaning back in her chair. “Allie, I can’t. This merger⁠—”

      “Can wait,” Allie interrupted, her voice softening. “When’s the last time you did something for yourself? Like had fun?”

      The question hit harder than Cate expected. She glanced at her reflection in the dark window, barely recognizing the woman staring back. When had she become this person?

      “I… I don’t know,” Cate admitted, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Then it’s settled,” Allie declared. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

      Cate’s heart fluttered, a mix of anxiety and excitement. Maybe Allie was right. Her eyes scanned her office, taking in the life she’d built. Awards and certificates lined the walls, all symbols of professional success. But where were the mementos of personal joy—the laughter-filled nights with friends—the dreams she once had?

      With a sudden burst of energy, Cate tidied her desk. As she filed away the last of the financial reports, her hand brushed against an old bucket list, dog-eared and tucked away in the drawer. Travel the world. Learn three languages. Start my own investment firm.

      Cate’s throat tightened as she read through it. When had she stopped believing these things mattered?

      As if on cue, the office door burst open. Allie, a whirlwind of energy in a sparkly gold dress, brandished a garment bag. “Alright, Cinderella.”

      Cate eyed the bag. “Wow. You came prepared.”

      “Of course I did.” Allie grinned, placing a hand on Cate’s shoulder. “I know you. This is where you say you don’t have time, and I say, ‘Yes, you do.’”

      Cate thought of all the invitations she’d turned down, the connections she’d let slip away—all to pursue the success that felt suddenly hollow. But tonight, she’d have one night of fun. Cate smiled, warmth flooding her chest. “Have I told you what a great friend you are?”

      Allie’s eyes softened. “I think you just did. Now, here are two little black dresses. Pick one.”

      Cate took the garment bag with a resigned smile. “Okay, fine. I’ll go change in the restroom.”

      “Great! I’ll pour the champagne.”
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      Twenty minutes later, Cate walked back into her office in one of Allie’s dresses and struck a dramatic pose. It hugged her curves in all the right places, and she’d let her hair down to fall in soft waves over her shoulders. For the first time in years, she felt alive.

      “Now that’s the Cate I remember,” Allie said as she handed Cate a glass of champagne. “To new beginnings?”

      Cate clinked her glass against Allie’s, a smile tugging at her lips. “To new beginnings.”

      “Wait!” Allie pulled out her phone and snapped a few selfies, then nodded toward Cate’s glass. “Okay, now.”

      As they sipped their drinks, Allie noticed Cate’s bucket list on the desk. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, that.” Cate hesitated, then handed it over. “An old bucket list from college.”

      “Go on,” Allie encouraged. “I know that look. There’s a story there.”

      Cate nodded. “Not a long one. Tom and I made these lists.”

      Allie furrowed her brow. “Tom…”

      “Prescott.”

      “Yeah, I remember—the man who got away!”

      Cate tried to correct her, but Allie went into full-out musical theater mode. Her arm shot straight up. She pushed her bangs back, then she burst into song with a spot-on Judy Garland impression.

      Cate couldn’t help but laugh. “Holy crap, Allie! I can see why you work all the time!”

      Allie wrinkled her nose. “Well, not all the time. Are you forgetting where we met? I worked all the time then, too—waiting tables.”

      Cate shrugged it off. “You were in between jobs.”

      “Yeah, it happens. But enough about me. About Tom—and don’t make me launch into The King and I.”

      Cate had no idea what she was talking about.

      Allie responded with an expectant look that said, Duh. “‘Hello Young Lovers?’”

      Cate was lost.

      “Never mind. You were about to tell me all about Tom.”

      “I was?”

      Allie raised an eyebrow and nodded.

      Cate couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, fine. Tom Prescott was my best friend in college.”

      Allie narrowed her eyes. “But you wanted it to be something more.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you thought it.”

      Cate hesitated, but Allie’s eyes shone with triumph.

      “Okay, maybe I did. Once or twice. Maybe more. But we were such good friends, and one of us always seemed to be in a relationship or, more often, getting over a relationship.” She sighed. “But no matter what, we were there for each other.”

      Allie was still for a moment. “Wow. You should see the look on your face.”

      “What look? There’s no look. I was just remembering something.”

      “You mean someone. So…”

      “Whatever. So, the night before graduation, Tom and I got stupid drunk, and we made a pact. If we’re both single at thirty, we’d meet at Fitzgerald’s Bar on New Year’s Eve.”

      Allie interrupted. “I love those pacts! I wish I had a pact. But I didn’t have a hot guy best friend. Well, actually, I did. But I majored in musical theater—lots of hot men, but they all… got away if you know what I mean.” She reflected for a moment. “Anyway… So, the pact with your hot guy friend⁠—”

      “I never said he was hot.”

      Her friend raised both eyebrows. “But he was.”

      Cate confessed, “Yeah, kind of.”

      “Go on.”

      “It was comforting to know we’d always have
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