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Chapter 1 – Heatwave
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The first thing Nicole Hart noticed when she stepped outside her apartment was the heat.

Not warmth.

Not a pleasant summer morning.

Heat.

The kind that settled over the city like a heavy blanket and wrapped itself around everything it touched. The air felt thick enough to drink. Even at seven o'clock in the morning, the pavement shimmered beneath the rising sun.

She sighed and adjusted the strap of her bag before heading toward her car.

"This is going to be a disaster," she muttered.

Her phone buzzed immediately.

As if the universe had heard her.

Nicole glanced at the screen.

Summer Harbor Festival Committee

Of course.

The festival was still three weeks away, yet her days already consisted of endless meetings, emergency phone calls, budget negotiations, and people demanding miracles.

As lead coordinator, every problem eventually landed on her desk.

And today promised to be especially difficult.

The city had officially declared the beginning of a record-breaking heatwave.

Meteorologists predicted temperatures would remain above one hundred degrees for at least ten consecutive days.

For an event expected to attract thousands of visitors to the waterfront, that was very bad news.

Nicole answered the call.

"Good morning, Rachel."

The voice on the other end sounded stressed.

"We have an issue."

Nicole closed her eyes.

Naturally.

"What kind of issue?"

"The cooling stations."

Nicole reached her car.

"What about them?"

"The supplier says they can only deliver half of what we ordered."

Nicole stared at the sky.

The day had barely started.

"Why?"

"They've received requests from every city in the region."

Nicole rubbed her forehead.

"Okay. I'll figure something out."

"You always do."

The call ended.

Nicole laughed humorlessly.

Everyone seemed convinced she could solve any problem.

If only they knew how often she felt like she was holding an entire project together with tape and optimism.

She climbed into her car and started the engine.

Today was supposed to be simple.

A site inspection.

Meet the vendors.

Finalize several contracts.

Easy.

Or at least easy by festival standards.

Unfortunately, nothing involving the Summer Harbor Festival was ever easy.



The waterfront looked beautiful despite the heat.

The harbor stretched endlessly toward the horizon, sunlight sparkling across the water.

Colorful banners already lined the promenade.

Temporary stages were under construction.

Workers moved equipment across the boardwalk.

The festival transformed the city every year.

For one week, musicians, artists, chefs, performers, and tourists filled every available space.

Hotels sold out months in advance.

Restaurants stayed packed.

Businesses earned more money during festival week than they often made in an entire season.

Success, however, came at a price.

Someone had to organize everything.

That someone was Nicole.

She parked near the main stage and immediately spotted several committee members waiting for her.

Their expressions alone warned her that the day would not improve.

"Morning," she said.

A chorus of greetings followed.

Then the complaints began.

A vendor wanted additional space.

An electrical contractor needed permits.

Someone else had concerns about crowd management.

Nicole listened patiently while taking notes.

One problem after another.

One solution after another.

By the time the meeting ended, nearly an hour had passed.

The temperature continued climbing.

Sweat already clung to her skin.

"Nicole?"

She turned.

A tall woman wearing sunglasses approached.

"There you are."

Nicole smiled.

"Lena."

Lena Brooks handled vendor relations.

She looked exhausted.

"Please tell me you have good news."

Lena laughed.

"Not today."

Naturally.

"What happened now?"

"The festival catering company wants to discuss menu changes."

Nicole frowned.

"Why?"

"They claim the heatwave affects food safety regulations."

"Wonderful."

Lena pointed toward a nearby restaurant overlooking the harbor.

"They're waiting inside."

Nicole followed her gaze.

The restaurant was one of the city's most popular locations.

Large glass windows faced the water.

The patio remained empty due to the extreme temperatures.

"Who's handling catering this year?"

Lena checked her tablet.

"Arnie Vega."

The name sounded familiar.

Nicole remembered hearing it during planning meetings.

Apparently he had become something of a local celebrity after transforming a struggling restaurant into one of the city's busiest dining destinations.

"Let's get this over with."



The blast of air conditioning felt heavenly.

Nicole nearly groaned with relief.

The restaurant interior buzzed with activity despite the early hour.

Staff carried trays.

Cooks moved through the open kitchen.

The smell of fresh bread and grilled vegetables filled the air.

A man stood near the kitchen entrance speaking with employees.

Nicole immediately recognized him.

Not because she had met him before.

Because he was impossible to miss.

Dark hair.

Easy smile.

Confident posture.

The kind of person who seemed naturally comfortable in any room.

He noticed them approaching.

"Nicole Hart?"

His smile widened.

She hated how charming it was.

"That's me."

He extended a hand.

"Arnie Vega."

His handshake was firm.

Friendly.

Warm.

"Thanks for coming."

"I hear we have menu issues."

Arnie laughed.

Straight to business.

"I like that."

Nicole folded her arms.

"People usually do."

His grin somehow widened.

"Fair enough."

He gestured toward a table.

"Let's sit."

They took seats near the windows.

Arnie immediately spread several documents across the table.

"The heatwave changes everything."

Nicole studied the papers.

"We've already accounted for high temperatures."

"Not temperatures like these."

He pointed toward a chart.

"Several outdoor food stations need modifications."

Nicole reviewed the information.

To her annoyance, he was right.

The recommendations made sense.

Food storage.

Hydration stations.

Additional refrigeration.

Extra shaded seating.

Expensive changes.

Necessary changes.

"You prepared all this yourself?"

Arnie nodded.

"Three sleepless nights."

Nicole looked impressed despite herself.

Most vendors simply complained.

Few arrived with solutions.

"You care about this festival."

Something softer appeared in his expression.

"My parents brought me every year when I was a kid."

He glanced toward the harbor.

"I've never missed one."

Nicole found herself smiling.

"I understand."

The festival meant something to many people.

Sometimes she became so focused on logistics that she forgot why it mattered.

Arnie leaned back.

"So?"

Nicole closed the folder.

"We'll make the changes."

His face brightened.

"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

"That was easier than expected."

Nicole laughed.

"Don't get used to it."

"Too late."

For reasons she couldn't explain, she enjoyed talking to him.

That realization surprised her.

Work usually consumed all her attention.

Relationships rarely lasted.

Dating had become nearly impossible.

Most people didn't understand her schedule.

Or her priorities.

Or the fact that she often answered work calls at midnight.

Arnie seemed different somehow.

Comfortable.

Easy.

Dangerous.

Because easy connections often became complicated.

And Nicole preferred avoiding complications.

Unfortunately, the day had more surprises waiting.



An hour later, Nicole left the restaurant carrying updated catering plans.

Her phone buzzed again.

Another meeting reminder.

This time involving the waterfront redevelopment project.

The city had hired an outside architect to oversee temporary festival structures while coordinating long-term improvements.

She hadn't met him yet.

Today's inspection would be their first encounter.

Nicole walked toward the northern harbor district.

Construction barriers lined several streets.

Workers moved equipment beneath the blazing sun.

The heat felt even worse now.

A cluster of people gathered near a large blueprint display.

One man stood apart from the others studying architectural drawings.

Tall.

Lean.

Light brown hair.

Focused expression.

Unlike Arnie's effortless charisma, this man appeared completely absorbed by his work.

Nicole approached.

"You must be the architect."

The man looked up.

Gray eyes met hers.

For a moment neither spoke.

Then he nodded.

"Fredy Collins."

His voice was calm.

Quiet.

Professional.

Nicole extended her hand.

"Nicole Hart."

He shook it briefly.

"Good to meet you."

The greeting felt formal.

Reserved.

Very different from Arnie.

"We're reviewing the temporary installations today?"

Fredy nodded.

"Among other things."

He handed her a set of plans.

Nicole studied them.

Immediately impressed.

The designs were elegant.

Functional.

Thoughtful.

Every detail considered carefully.

"These are excellent."

Fredy looked slightly surprised.

"Thank you."

"How long have you been working on this project?"

"Six months."

Nicole whistled softly.

"No wonder it looks this good."

A faint smile appeared.

Only briefly.

Yet somehow it transformed his entire face.

Interesting.

Fredy seemed like someone who rarely smiled.

The inspection lasted nearly two hours.

Throughout the meeting, Nicole observed him.

Not intentionally.

At least that's what she told herself.

He listened more than he spoke.

When he did speak, everyone paid attention.

His ideas were practical and intelligent.

There was confidence beneath his quiet demeanor.

The kind earned through competence rather than charm.

By the time the meeting ended, Nicole found herself unexpectedly curious about him.

Which annoyed her.

Because one attractive man creating complications was already enough.

Two felt excessive.

As workers packed equipment and committee members departed, Fredy rolled up his blueprints.

"You coordinate all of this yourself?"

Nicole laughed.

"Unfortunately."

"It seems exhausting."

"It is."

For the first time, genuine amusement appeared in his eyes.

"You're still smiling."

"Barely."

A comfortable silence followed.

Then a familiar voice interrupted.

"There you are."

Nicole turned.

Arnie approached carrying a cold drink in each hand.

"Thought you might need this."

He offered one to Nicole.

She accepted gratefully.

"You may have saved my life."

"That's what I like to hear."

Only then did Arnie notice Fredy.

The two men exchanged polite nods.

Something about the interaction felt unusual.

Not hostile.

Not friendly.

Simply cautious.

As though each was quietly evaluating the other.

"Arnie Vega," Arnie said.

"Fredy Collins."

Another brief handshake.

Another moment of silence.

Nicole couldn't explain why she suddenly felt caught between them.

The sensation vanished almost immediately.

Yet something lingered.

Something she couldn't quite identify.

The summer heat pressed down around them.

The harbor shimmered beneath the afternoon sun.

And standing there between a charismatic chef and a reserved architect, Nicole experienced a strange feeling.

As though the summer ahead would become far more complicated than she had expected.

Far more complicated.

And perhaps far more important.

She just didn't know it yet.
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Chapter 2 – Too Many Problems
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Nicole Hart had barely enjoyed six hours of sleep when her phone began ringing.

The call came at 5:47 a.m.

No good news ever arrived before sunrise.

She groaned, reached for the phone, and answered without opening her eyes.

"Please tell me nobody died."

There was a brief silence.

Then Lena's voice.

"No one died."

Nicole sighed with relief.

"Wonderful."

A pause followed.

"But we do have a major problem."

Of course they did.

Nicole sat upright immediately.

"What happened?"

"The main stage lost power during testing."

Nicole stared at the ceiling.

"The entire stage?"

"Yes."

She closed her eyes.

The main stage was the heart of the Summer Harbor Festival.

Every major performance was scheduled there.

Without power, there was no sound system.

No lighting.

No screens.

No festival.

"When did this happen?"

"An hour ago."

Nicole climbed out of bed.

"I'm on my way."



By seven-thirty, the waterfront had already become unbearable.

The heatwave showed no signs of weakening.

Workers wiped sweat from their faces while technicians examined electrical equipment.

Nicole arrived carrying coffee and determination.

Both were necessary.

The stage looked worse than she expected.

Several technicians stood around open electrical panels.

Extension cables stretched across the ground.

Nothing appeared functional.

Lena approached immediately.

"The backup generators aren't responding."

Nicole nearly choked on her coffee.

"The backups too?"

Lena nodded.

Nicole wanted to scream.

Instead, she smiled.

Years in event management had taught her an important lesson.

Panic was contagious.

Unfortunately, so was calm.

She preferred spreading
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