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Emma Chen had exactly seventeen minutes to save her career.

She clutched her portfolio case against her chest like armor as she speed-walked down Harbor Street, her combat boots splashing through puddles left by Haven Harbor's notorious morning fog. The smell of salt air mixed with coffee from Luna's Lighthouse Café—normally her favorite combination—now made her stomach churn with nerves.

Deep breaths. You've got this.

Except she didn't. Not really. Three months ago, she'd had a thriving graphic design business, a fiancé, and a bright future. Now she had student loan debt, a studio apartment above a fish market, and one last shot at landing the community mural project that could resurrect her reputation.

The irony wasn't lost on her that she was about to pitch saving Haven Harbor's historic arts district to the very city council that seemed determined to tear it down.

She rounded the corner to City Hall, mentally rehearsing her presentation one final time, when—

THUD.

The collision sent her portfolio flying. Papers scattered like confetti across the wet sidewalk, her carefully organized mood boards now soaking up puddle water and seagull droppings. Emma hit the pavement hard, her palms scraping against concrete.

"Jesus, I'm so sorry—are you hurt?"

The voice was deep, concerned, and attached to a pair of expensive work boots that were now stepping dangerously close to her concept sketches. Emma looked up to see a man crouched beside her, his dark hair disheveled, wearing a navy peacoat that probably cost more than her rent.

And he was gorgeous. Annoyingly, distractingly gorgeous, with sharp cheekbones and green eyes that looked genuinely worried. Of course. Because this day needed one more complication.

"My presentation," she gasped, scrambling to gather the soggy papers. "Oh God, my presentation—"

"Hey, slow down." His hands joined hers, carefully lifting a watercolor rendering of the proposed mural. "This is beautiful work."

Emma snatched it back, noting the coffee stain now blooming across the corner. "It was beautiful work. Before you decided to bulldoze me like—like one of your precious development projects."

She hadn't meant to snap at him, but stress and panic were making her mouth run ahead of her brain. The stranger's helpful expression shifted to something more guarded.

"Development projects?" He stood slowly, offering her a hand up. "Do we know each other?"

Emma ignored the offered hand and struggled to her feet on her own, wincing as her scraped palms protested. "I know your type. Expensive coat, architect's eye for detail—" she gestured at how he'd immediately recognized the technical skill in her sketches, "—and you're heading into City Hall at exactly 9 AM on the day they're voting on the Harbor District rezoning."

"You think I'm—" He started to laugh, then caught himself when he saw her expression. "Look, I don't know what you think I'm here for, but—"

"Emma? Emma Chen?"

They both turned to see Councilwoman Martinez approaching from the City Hall steps, her expression warm but hurried.

"Councilwoman Martinez," Emma said, trying to project confidence despite her disheveled state. "I was just heading in for the presentation."

"About that..." Martinez glanced between Emma and the stranger, her eyebrows rising slightly. "I see you've already met Liam Donovan. Mr. Donovan, this is Emma Chen, the artist I was telling you about."

Emma's stomach dropped. "You two know each other?"

"Mr. Donovan is the architect reviewing all proposals for the Harbor District project," Martinez explained. "He'll be working closely with whoever wins the mural commission to ensure the artwork complements the planned renovations."

The planned renovations. Emma's gaze snapped to Liam, taking in his defensive posture, the way he was carefully not meeting her eyes. This was so much worse than she'd thought.

"You're not just supporting the development," she said quietly. "You're designing it."

Liam's jaw tightened. "It's more complicated than—"

"Is it?" Emma's voice rose despite her efforts to stay professional. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks pretty simple. You're here to dress up the demolition of everything that makes this neighborhood special, and I'm here to try to save it."

"The renovation will preserve the historic character while bringing in sustainable—"

"While bringing in chain stores and luxury condos that the artists who built this community can't afford," Emma cut him off. "Let me guess—your designs include plenty of 'artist-inspired' touches? Maybe some exposed brick? Industrial lighting? Very authentic."

Liam's helpful concern had completely evaporated, replaced by a cold professionalism that somehow made him even more attractive, which only made Emma angrier.

"Ms. Chen," he said carefully, "perhaps we should discuss this inside. The presentation—"

"Right. The presentation." Emma looked down at her soggy, coffee-stained portfolio. Three months of work, her last shot at staying in Haven Harbor, now literally in ruins at her feet.

She could walk away. Should walk away. There were other cities, other opportunities. Places where she wouldn't have to fight for every scrap of creative space, where she wouldn't have to watch everything she loved get bulldozed for progress.

But as she looked up at the historic façade of City Hall, at the morning light hitting the old brick buildings of Harbor Street, at the faded mural on the wall across the street that had inspired her to move here in the first place, Emma felt something stubborn and fierce unfurl in her chest.

Haven Harbor was worth fighting for. Even if she had to fight the most infuriatingly attractive architect in Maine to do it.

"You know what?" She straightened her shoulders, clutching her damaged portfolio with renewed determination. "I'm still giving that presentation. Coffee stains, seagull poop, and all."

Liam blinked, clearly not expecting that response. "Ms. Chen—"

"And Mr. Donovan?" She stepped closer, close enough to catch the scent of his cologne, something warm and expensive that made her pulse quicken despite everything. "I hope you're ready for a fight. Because I'm about to show this council exactly what we'll lose if your renovation goes through."

She turned on her heel and stalked toward City Hall, leaving Liam standing in the street, staring after her with an expression she couldn't quite read.

Seventeen minutes, she reminded herself. Seventeen minutes to save everything that matters.

Behind her, she heard Liam's footsteps following, steady and determined.

Let the games begin.
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