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      *Heidi*

      

      Organizing books has always been one of my favorite things to do in the bookstore ever since I started working with my grandparents. This is where I feel most comfortable, pretending life doesn’t exist outside of these walls.

      This store has been in my family for decades–generations. My grandfather passed his passion for books, and his love for this store, onto me. And as soon as I was old enough to work, I started helping him. Just a few stories above the bookstore, my grandparents have a shabby little railroad style apartment that they’ve lived in for over forty years. My mom was raised there, and when she passed away, I moved in with my grandparents, learning the tricks of my grandfather’s trade.

      I’m a very lonely person, but I don’t say that in a negative way. I have my grandparents, but other than that, books have always been my only friends. I’ve never made real friends in school or college, so I spend most of my time with fictional characters instead.

      The best time of my day is when the shop closes and the customers leave, so I have the place all to myself. I always put on some classical music so I can hum to it while I gather the books spread across the store and put them back on their respective shelves.

      Tonight is an exceedingly cold Christmas Eve in New York City, and I’m glad I decided to put on a fluffy sweater before I left home this morning. My grandparents are upstate at a Christmas party tonight, and it’s already dark, and even though this is my favorite place in the entire world to be, there always seems to be something trying to steal my peace.

      This happens practically every night because of the stupid bar across the street. It’s always noisy, their customers and workers often deciding to go out on the sidewalk to drink, smoke, and chat loudly as if the whole city doesn’t mind hearing them.

      That would be the only thing I would change in my daily life if I could change anything at all. I know New York City is not exactly what anyone would call a calm and peaceful place, especially not during Christmastime, but still, inside my store I manage to get the peace I need… if it wasn’t for those sulky, sullen drunks across the street.

      I don’t even understand why anyone would choose to go to that particular bar in the first place. It’s not like there’s anything special about it. In fact, every single person I’ve ever seen over there is scary.  And suspicious. I would never exchange a night surrounded by my books and a good cup of hot chocolate to hang out in that kind of establishment.

      Tonight, in particular, they are unbelievably loud.

      What the hell is going on over there?

      I peek through the front window, a pile of books in my hands, and narrow my eyes at the dimly lit sidewalk. There seems to be a commotion happening on the other side of the street, or maybe the group of men standing around  are just having an exciting night. I can’t really tell from here.

      That’s when I notice that one of them seems to be staring at the store, or better yet, at me.

      I don’t recall seeing him before, or maybe I have. They all look the same to me from a distance, always wearing dark clothes and sunglasses during the day, as if they’re celebrities. At night, there’s not enough light to tell them apart from here, even without their sunglasses.

      I’ve never really paid much attention to them, if I’m being honest. I do my best to ignore their presence and focus only on my store, hoping they won’t disturb my clients, or me. If we stay out of each other’s ways, I can pretend they are nothing more than a rock in my shoe.

      There seems to be something different about this guy, though. His gaze is so intense, even from across the street, his build so masculine, suddenly my thoughts go somewhere they shouldn’t.

      I’m probably just reading too many steamy romances lately.

      I shake my head, shoving away those thoughts, adjusting my glasses, and preparing to go back to my task. But something catches my attention before I get back to work.

      A car comes flying down the street, its tires screeching on the asphalt as it comes to a halt in front of the bar. Everything happens so fast that I can’t even make sense of what’s going on until it’s all over.

      I hear noises–gunshots–then another car shows up. A man’s hand shoots out of the tinted window and drops something, then a loud blast shakes the entire block.

      Broken glass explodes around me. I hit the  ground, throwing the books I’m holding onto the floor and using my arms to protect my head. My ears ring, and I smell something burning, but it takes me several seconds to react.

      When I look up, my eyes widen with terror as I see the shelves close to what used to be the front window entirely on fire.

      “No, no, no!” I gasp, my voice barely audible over the screams from the people outside.

      I’m shocked, paralyzed, unable to make myself move. I have no idea who caused this, or whether my store was the target or the bar,, but I can’t think of what to do next. My brain yells at me to run away, to get out of this place before it crashes down on me, but my heart is aching for the books, the memories, the history about to be lost….

      This is my family’s life’s work. It will shatter my grandfather to know it was destroyed in the blink of an eye.

      How can I do nothing and leave it all behind to burn to the ground?

      But then, what can I possibly do to stop it?

      I look around, watching as the fire licks the pages of hundreds of stories. My favorite novels begin to be swallowed up by flames. I see the children’s book section catching next and imagine all those colorful illustrations melting on the pages.

      A loud crash close to the front door pulls me out of my spiraling moment, and I snap my head in that direction, wondering if something hit us again. But then I notice that part of the ceiling has fallen in, blocking my closest exit.

      “This can’t be happening,” I cry to myself, my heart beating so fast that I feel it against my rib cage.

      What do I do now?

      I head for the backdoor, forcing my legs to obey my commands, and when I get there, I realize that it is also blocked by a toppled shelf that must’ve fallen over when the ground shook from the explosion.

      “Shit,” I mumble, frantically looking around for a way to escape this nightmare. Frantically, I run back to the main part of the store.

      My eyes land on the broken window. It might be the only way for me to save myself, but there’s so much smoke and fire that I can’t be sure if it is safe.

      What if I try to escape that way and catch myself on fire?

      Panicking, I stop in the middle of the store, tears pricking my eyes. It’s getting harder and harder to breathe by the second, and my throat feels like I just swallowed a handful of glass. I cough, pulling my elbow up to block my nose from inhaling the thick smoke.

      But it’s already too late. I can feel it.

      My vision is starting to blur, and my hearing is fading away as if I’m drowning in a deep, gray ocean.

      All by myself.

      There’s no one to save me.

      I’m all alone.

      This is how I’m going to die? Not even knowing who killed me? At twenty-five years old?

      I have so many things I still wanted to do! I have no friends, no boyfriend, nothing to call my own.

      What kind of life is that?

      What about my grandparents? Who will take care of them if I’m not around anymore? I’m the only family they have left. Will they be able to move on without me?

      My knees buckle under me, and I fall to the floor, falling into the abyss…

      Then, I catch a quick movement out of the corner of my eye. A large form appears through the smoke. At first, I think it must be an angel, even though he looks nothing like the ones I’ve read about in books.

      Am I dead already?

      Or maybe this is nothing more than a nightmare. It’s nice to think I might actually be safe at home in my bed.

      But everything feels so real right now….

      The silhouette of the man rushes in my direction, and even though I can’t see his face, I know now that he is not an angel. Not in the literal sense of the word.

      Could it be a firefighter? Maybe someone on the street saw the store burning down and called for help?

      Strong arms pull me up like I weigh nothing. I barely understand what’s happening, my eyes and body are too heavy for me to think clearly, but I do manage to murmur something that I hope sounds like  “Thank you.”

      I know I’m being carried out, or maybe this really is an angel taking me to whatever afterlife awaits me, but at this point, the smoke won’t allow my eyes to focus, and I’m falling in and out of consciousness.

      The only thing I’m aware of before blacking out completely is a deep, hoarse voice saying, “Don’t thank me yet, sweetheart.”

      And then everything goes pitch black.
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            HOLIDAY ATTACK

          

          FIVE MINUTES EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      *Cal*

      

      “Come on, Boss. Let’s go outside. I need to have a smoke,” Sam grumbles as he brushes past me. “People are fucking crazy tonight. I can’t deal with this sober.”

      I actually agree with him. The bar is fucking crowded tonight, and truthfully, I could use a smoke too. I need to breathe some fresh air besides the smell of alcohol and sweat for a change.

      It doesn’t usually bother me, but some days it’s hard to run this sort of business. Christmas Eve is one of them.

      I follow Sam outside, pulling my pack of cigarettes out of my pocket and lightning one up, offering it to light Sam’s next. I shouldn’t be smoking. I quit a long time ago, but with all the cartel bullshit we’ve been dealing with this year… I’m back to old habits.

      “I don’t know why they have to be so loud all the fucking time,” he continues to complain.

      “They’re just lonely, sad people who have too much shit to deal with during the holidays,” I explain darkly. “It’s just easier to drown themselves in alcohol and drugs, isn’t it?”

      Sam shrugs, taking a puff from his cigarette. “I don’t know, Boss. I can think of thousands of things I’d rather be doing. Camping, road trips, going ‘cross the pond to visit my ma…  even just staying in my own bed the whole day….” He trails off.

      “For someone who likes it quiet and peaceful, you chose the worst line of work to pursue, don’t you think?” I tease with a grin on my face.

      We both lean against the side of the building near our motorcycles parked by the sidewalk, watching as the cars pass by on the street. The night is fucking cold, and the streets are bustling with people walking in and out of stores to buy their last minute Christmas gifts.

      I’ve always loved this side of New York City. There’s always something going on. The city never sleeps.

      My eyes dart toward the bookstore across the street, noticing the lights are still on despite the ‘Closed’ sign on the door. I take a puff of my cigarette, my gaze never leaving the woman inside while she moves piles of books from one shelf to another, making sure everything is in the right place.

      I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve watched her do this. I’ve become mesmerized by the way she looks, the way she moves, the way she scrunches her nose whenever something happens that she doesn’t like, and how she seems to be in her own little world whenever she’s left alone inside the shop.

      She is so painfully beautiful. Her long, light brown hair falls down to her hips making me wonder what it’d feel like to tangle my fingers in it. She has these ocean blue eyes that make me want to be the subject of their attention for a change.

      I don’t even have a thing for bookworms, but I constantly find myself attracted to her tortoise shell plastic framed glasses that insists on sliding down her nose whenever she looks down.

      I’ve only seen her up close once, when I finally grew the balls I needed to step into her cozy little bookstore two weeks ago and pretend like I was doing some Christmas shopping. She barely looked me in the eye when I slapped a stack of random cookbooks on the counter. I noticed that she has a small scar on her right cheek that makes me desperate to know more about her life. I want to know what happened to give her that unique blemish on her beautiful porcelain skin.

      “Careful not to drool, Boss,” Sam teases beside me, and I snap my head to look at him, narrowing my eyes in a threatening way.

      He raises his hands in surrender, but the grin on his lips still makes me want to punch it off his stupid face.

      “Sorry, Boss. You’re just making it too obvious,” he adds.

      “About what?” I growl, puffing smoke into the cold night air

      “You wanting to fuck the book girl,” he explains, gesturing at the store.

      “What I really want is to beat you into a pulp and teach you how to mind your own fucking business,” I retort, biting back a smile when I see him flinch.

      It’s clear to me he doesn’t really think I’d do that, but he should know that he overstepped. However, it’s not the first time I have one of my closest men teasing me about something, and I’m sure as hell it won’t be the last.

      I’m annoyed because he’s right.

      I don’t know what it is about that girl that makes me so obsessed with her without even knowing her name, but ever since I laid eyes on her, I can’t force myself to look away whenever she’s around.

      Women were never a problem for me. If anything, I don’t think I ever had one of them refuse to give me the attention I wanted or needed, but with this girl, it’s different. I don’t think she even knows I exist.

      She comes and goes, making sure she pretends my bar isn’t even here.

      Shaking my head, I shift my attention somewhere else. My eyes roam along the street, watching couples walking together, tourists taking pictures of the Christmas decorations, families having fun with the thin snowflakes falling from the sky.

      Then something makes my stomach turn.

      I spot a black car with tinted windows speeding down the street. It wouldn’t be uncommon in New York to see crazy drivers, especially during the holidays, but I know this isn’t one of those buzzed lunatics leaving an office Christmas party.

      The tires screeching make my skin crawl as I watch the vehicle coming to a halt in front of the bar, the back window rolling down.

      Before I have time to process what’s going on, gunshots fire. It takes me a split second to realize the men inside the car are firing at the bar, at us. Letting my cigarette fall to the ground, I grab my gun from the holster in my belt and aim at whoever’s inside that damn vehicle while hiding behind a car parked right on the curb.

      Screams from passersby ring through my ears, and I clench my jaw, pissed that whoever came for us is being so reckless as to start shooting in an open space, with innocent people so close and unable to protect themselves.

      “Keep your heads down!” I yell at my men who come running out of the bar like cockroaches fleeing from a sewer as soon as they hear the gunshots.

      From my peripheral vision, I see some of them shouting at the scared onlookers, guiding them inside nearby stores. I’m glad they didn’t think of taking them inside our bar. At first, it might seem like a good idea, but I have no clue who is aiming at us and what they intend to do next.

      I fire back when a bullet misses my ear by an inch, unsure of where it came from. Another car stops behind the one already parked in front of my establishment, and more men start firing at us.

      “These motherfuckers are cowards,” Hunter growls as he drops to the ground next to me. He’s one of my best shooters.

      “Is everything okay inside?” I ask, not taking my eyes off our enemies. The bastards really are fucking cowards, since they are attacking us from inside a bulletproof car.

      “Yeah, we took everyone to the basement,” he tells me.

      Good, at least none of my customers were hit or injured. Yet.

      My mind spirals as I try to think of the best way to end the chaos and prevent innocents from getting involved in a mafia war that I have no idea who just started. I can’t say I have a lot of enemies, but I also can’t say I have just one.

      I don’t know who’s attacking us. They have their faces covered, so I don’t recognize a single one of them, nor their cars.

      I look over the parked car, and that’s when I notice one of the assholes sticking his arm out of the car window, holding a fucking Molotov cocktail.

      “Watch out!” I warn, but it’s in vain.

      Hunter has already seen the guy and shoots him in the arm as he winds back to throw, making the cocktail fall on the opposite side of the vehicle away from us. It’s rolling toward the other side of the street.

      In the direction of the bookstore.

      “Fuck!” is all I have time to hiss before a loud explosion momentarily blinds and deafens me.

      The entire front window of the bookstore shatters, and the books on display instantly catch on fire. In just one second, the glass transforms into a  curtain of flames preventing me from seeing what’s happening inside.

      I can’t see the girl anymore.

      Was she hit? Is she okay? Is she….

      I can’t finish the sentence in my head. The idea of it makes me sick to my stomach.

      “Boss, are you all right?” Sam calls from behind a bullet ridden trash can, squatting down to protect himself. He has blood running down his forehead, but I’m glad to see it’s not from a bullet. It’s probably a scrape from shattered glass.

      I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat, too worried to think about anything else. I snap my head to the bookstore again, just in time to see the cars vanishing from my sight, speeding down the street as if they were never here in the first place. The sound of sirens splits the air.

      “I’m going to check on the girl in the bookstore,” I inform Hunter and Sam, who are the closest to me at the moment. “Get the hell out of here. Now” I order before darting across the street, not thinking twice about approaching the huge flames threatening to engulf me.
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            DAMAGE CONTROL

          

        

      

    

    
      *Cal*

      

      Normally, I’d hesitate before jumping through a curtain of flames. Even to save someone’s life. If it was one of my men in there, what would I do? I wouldn’t think twice before trying to save them.

      Why am I seriously considering letting that pretty girl die by herself, a victim of something she shouldn’t even be involved with in the first place?

      That thought seems to renew my determination, and finding a breach in the fire, I climb through the broken window and step inside the store, immediately covering my nose with my arm.

      The place is a fucking mess already, thick black smoke covering the tall shelves of books.

      I look around, frantically searching for the woman who was in this exact spot a few minutes ago.

      Did she manage to escape before the explosion? Did she even see it coming?

      The front door and the back door seem to be blocked, so I don’t see how she could’ve escaped in time to avoid the fire.

      I wish I knew her name so I could call for her, but when I was in here a few days ago, I didn’t ask, and she wasn’t wearing a name tag.

      Through the noises of paper and wood burning, I hear a faint cough, and my head snaps in that direction, desperate to find its source.

      It’s getting harder to breathe in here, and the last thing I need is to also become a victim who needs to be rescued—or worse.

      I toss aside some barriers in my way–chairs, tables, and even a couple of burning bookshelves–and that’s when I spot her, a few feet away from me, surrounded by fire. I can’t see her clearly, but by the way she’s sucking in air, I can only imagine she is about to pass out. Or maybe she’s hurt. Either way, there’s no way in hell either of us are making it out unless I act now.

      She doesn’t seem to notice me when I approach. Or, maybe she does, but her eyes aren’t able to focus on me. I have no time to ask how she’s feeling or if she’s injured because the next thing I know, she’s falling to the floor, barely conscious.

      I launch forward, reaching for her, my arms scooping up her tiny frame off  the floor. I lift her, noticing she weighs next to  nothing, and turn back. I need to get her out of here before this place fucking collapses on both of us. She mutters something that sounds like, “Thank you.”

      All I can think to say in response is, “Don’t thank me yet, sweetheart.”

      The only way out is back where I came in–the front window. Both doors are blocked, and I don’t have time to try and find another escape route. Sirens wail; flashing lights begin to cut through the smoke. Any second now, the fire department is going to swarm this place, blasting us with water to try to save the levels upon levels of businesses and apartments above the bookstore. I have to get her out. I have to get myself out and far away from any cops.

      Climbing out of the window with her in my arms while diverting the flames proves to be a bit harder than I anticipated, but luckily, I manage to do just that. As soon as my feet touch the sidewalk, I sprint around the corner of the building, away from the approaching sirens.  That’s when I hear another crash behind me, and looking through the windows on the side of the shop, I notice that part of the ceiling fell just where we were a couple of seconds ago.

      I inhale sharply, taking in all the fresh air I can get. I look down, searching for any sign of her breathing. Her chest goes up and down, although so slowly that I fear her situation can get worse soon.

      “Get the fuck out of here!,” I yell at Hunter and Sam who are both watching from the alley across the street.

      I change my mind about trying to get out the back since half my men are still milling around. Instead, I rush to the bar, cutting back through the alley and across the street under the shadows cast by the fire trucks swarming the street. With the young woman in my arms, I storm inside so I can lay her down and assess the damage.

      She groans in my arms, and that is enough to spike my hope that she’s okay. “Hey, I need you to stay here with me,” I urge, seeing her struggle to open her eyes. “You’ll be fine. We’ll get you to the hospital in no time,” I tell her, although I doubt she can hear me or make sense of what I’m saying.

      The commotion inside the bar is overwhelming, and now that my men have allowed the customers to finally leave, after guaranteeing that it’s no longer dangerous outside, people dart out of the bar, screaming and bumping into each other on their way out.

      Hunter comes inside with his phone in hand. “Your car’s running. We gotta get out of here, now,” he informs me.

      The girl groans in my arms again, and my heart shrinks, imagining she might be in pain. I try to look for injuries again, now with the dim light of the bar making it a bit easier to study her. But she’s wearing a thick sweater and jeans, so I can’t tell if she’s wounded or if we only need to worry about smoke inhalation.

      “Are you okay? Were you hit? Or burned?” I ask, but to no avail. She doesn’t answer me, her eyes rolling to the back of her head.

      “Who did this?” I turn to Hunter, trying to keep desperation out of my tone now that she’s fainted.

      He shrugs. “Some of the lads went after them. But we haven’t heard from them yet,” he explains.

      Before I have the chance to ask Hunter for more details, a trio of ambulances skid to a stop right outside the bar, paramedics darting into the darkened, smoke-filled street.

      My brain rewires itself, pushing past my normal aversion to cops–feds in general–and I rush to the sidewalk with the girl still in my arms.

      I scream at one of the paramedics to get his attention. He whirls, looking at me, then the soot-covered woman limp in my arms. He motions me over, but whatever he’s shouting at me is blurred by the sirens and the violent spray of water as the fire department drenches her book shop.

      I lay her down on a stretcher next to him, making sure I’m as gentle as possible so as not to hurt her even more. She’s still unconscious, but I can see her chest moving, so I’m holding onto that.

      The paramedics rush to her side to assist her with first aid, and I turn away from the ambulance, finding a police officer and a paramedic waiting for me. Another set of police officers are interviewing Sam and Hunter a few feet away from us, and I prepare myself for the questions I might not have answers to. I shoot them a glare that screams, “Watch your fucking mouths!”

      We have some cops in our pockets, but nothing like the Saints. My guys know to be weary, however. Right now, we’re the victims, and we have to let these guys do their jobs… while we plot how to do ours and clean up this mess our way.

      “Were you the one who rescued the woman?” the paramedic asks. “Can you provide us with some details of what happened? Was she hit by something?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I went–I went inside. She was in the bookshop. By the time I got in, she was surrounded by fire. I imagine she inhaled a lot of smoke, but I don’t know if she was hit by anything. She–she was near the front window when the explosion happened.”

      The paramedic nods, having already gotten what he needs from me and rushing to the ambulance so they can leave for the hospital. The officer keeps staring at me, though, as if he’s waiting for more information.

      “We were attacked by a gang or maybe an angry customer, I can’t really tell,” I add before he asks, being as careful as possible so as not to lie but to also not give away too much information about my line of business. I don’t need the police snooping around my establishment any more than they have to.

      “Did they attack the bookstore as well?” the officer presses, narrowing his eyes at me suspiciously.

      “No. Not intentionally, I mean. They were trying to hit my bar with the explosive, but somehow it fell on the other side of the vehicle, hitting the bookstore instead.” I leave out the information that one of my men was responsible for hitting the enemy’s arm with a bullet, making him toss the Molotov cocktail in the wrong direction.

      The officer doesn’t seem to believe me, but I simply shrug, resolute.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us to help us investigate this matter further?”

      I don’t like to be cornered like this, and I guess it’s partially my fault for not finding out this attack was going to happen before it went down so we didn’t catch this much attention, but right now, the only thing I can do is damage control.

      I will deal with investigating who the enemies are later.

      “Unfortunately, no. Everything happened too fast. I’m sure my employees already told you what they saw, which is pretty much the same as I did,” I reply.

      “I’d still like to hear your version of it, though,” the officer presses.

      I clench my jaw, a bit annoyed with this interrogation. But it’s not like I can refuse to answer. That would only make him more eager to find out more about me and who attacked my bar.

      So, taking a deep breath, I recount what happened.

      He doesn’t seem to be willing to believe everything I say, pressing for specific answers here and there, and I ponder demanding him to call his boss, who I know is on my payroll, but I don’t want to make his life harder. I know he is only doing his job, and there is no way he can find out who attacked us with just the little information we’ve provided him with.

      “Do you have a reason to believe a gang would attack you?” he asks, folding his arms across his chest.

      He’s testing me. Seeing if I’ll slip. This fucker already knows who I am and who owns this bar. But I’ve been in this business for far too long to fall for his cheap tricks.

      “I don’t know,” I answer with a shrug. “Lots of people come to my bar daily. Someone might have believed they weren’t treated as nicely as they’d like and decided to pay us back. Who knows? People are so sensitive these days.”

      “Right….” The officer trails off, pulling out his notebook and writing something down.

      I can’t read what it is, but this seems to be enough of an interrogation for him, finally, because he looks up at me and nods, turning to meet his colleagues to move aside and discuss their findings as a group.

      It seems we are all free to go, so we step back inside of the bar. “Do we have any clue who fucking did this yet?” I snarl under my breath, making sure no one else can hear us. I glance at the bookshop, at the furious flames still licking through the store.

      The place looks like a fucking mess, and I can’t help but imagine how distraught the book girl will be when she sees this.

      If she survives, that is.
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      *Heidi*

      

      I open my eyes, struggling to adjust to the bright, white walls and ceiling surrounding me. I have a major headache, my eyes sting, and I feel a tightness in my chest that makes it hard to breathe.

      I inhale sharply, and that makes me cough. A lot.

      My throat burns, and when I think I can’t handle it anymore, someone walks into my room, offering me a glass of water.

      There’s some sort of oxygen mask in the way, so I move it aside a bit and take the glass, gulping down the liquid, instantly feeling relief.

      “How are you feeling?” the kind nurse asks in a sweet voice.

      I cough a few more times and return the glass to her. She sets it on the table next to my bed.

      “My chest feels heavy, and I have this awful headache. My throat is also bothering me, but other than that, I feel okay,” I tell her.

      “That’s expected since you inhaled a lot of smoke. The doctor said you should recover soon, but you will need to spend the night in observation,” the nurse explains.

      That’s when my memory starts to return, and I can picture everything that happened—the store catching on fire, everything my family built gone in the blink of an eye…. Then I remember the angel who saved me from dying a terrible death.

      Did he bring me to the hospital? Did anyone else get hurt?

      I try to get up from the bed, but the nurse kindly pushes me back against the pillow.

      “Take it easy. You might still be short of breath, so try not to exert yourself. You must get your rest,” she advises. “I’ll call the doctor in to see you. Your grandparents are also outside waiting to speak to you. I’ll tell them that you’re awake.”

      That makes me slightly calmer. Although, if they’re here, I suppose they already know what happened. I don’t know if I have the strength to face them. I can’t see the look of sadness in my grandfather’s eyes. I don’t think I can handle it.

      “Thank you,” is all I manage to say before the nurse disappears out the door.

      While I wait for the doctor to show up, I force my brain to remember details of what happened. My mind is a bit foggy, and my head hurts as if someone is pounding my skull from inside, but I remember the commotion at the bar in front of the store, then cars coming to attack the men leaning against the front entrance, and after that, the explosion.

      I don’t understand exactly what caused the explosion, but considering the bar frequently has suspicious customers, I guess there might have been a gang fight or something like that. Maybe someone had a disagreement with a person who works at the bar and went back to get revenge?

      Who knows?

      The only thing I know for sure, even though I can’t prove it, is that the bar owners have something to do with this. I feel it in my gut. And even if they’re the victims in this case, I will make sure they pay for the loss they made me and my family suffer.

      The doctor arrives to check on me, interrupting my thoughts, but I can barely focus on what he’s saying because there’s too much going on in my own head. I picture different ways to approach those sulky men I assume own the joint once I’m released from the hospital.

      Only my grandmother is able to pull me out of my own head when she shoots into the room as soon as the doctor leaves, her eyes filled with unshed tears.

      “Oh, Heidi, honey,” she cries as she comes to my side, grabbing my hand and squeezing it tight. “I’m so glad you’re safe. You scared us to death!”

      “I’m sorry, Granny,” I reply with a hoarse voice. My throat still hurts, but I don’t want to freak her out even more. I do feel better anyway, so I guess the worst has passed. “I’m so glad you and Grandpa weren’t at home. I can’t even imagine….”

      I shiver just thinking about it. I barely made it out. I wouldn’t have been able to get them out by myself if they had been there at the time of the explosion. The whole building was evacuated, from what I heard, and several of the upper apartments sustained damage. Thank God they were upstate.

      Which reminds me…

      “Is it Christmas already?” I ask, looking at the window. Thick curtains cover it, preventing me from seeing the city outside, so I don’t know if it’s night or day. “How long have I been out?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is that you’re alive,” Grandma assures me, patting my hand.

      “Where’s Grandpa? The nurse said you were both waiting for me.”

      “He’s speaking with the insurance company on the phone. He’ll be here in a minute,” she answers, pulling up a chair to sit beside me.

      “Did they manage to save anything?” I don’t want to hear the answer to that, but I can’t lay here not knowing what happened.

      She looks down at our clasped hands and shakes her head. “We lost everything. Even the apartment upstairs. It could be months before we can go back after all the smoke damage.”

      I swallow hard, fighting back the tears that sting my eyes. I won’t cry in front of her. I don’t want her to see how distraught I am. Or how guilty I feel, even though none of this was my fault.

      I just can’t bear the thought of them losing what they spent their entire lives building. I know they would hate to see me like that. I need to be strong for them, but the thought of losing our store, everything we ever owned, is overwhelming.

      “I’m sorry you have to spend your Christmas in a hospital room with me,” I say instead, an emotionless tone to my voice. I try to shoot her a soft smile to reassure her though.

      “Oh, don’t be silly, sweetheart. I’m just glad you’re okay. And it’s not like you’ll spend the entire day here. The doctor said you’ll be released in the morning, so we will still have time to have lunch together as a family,” she retorts, leaning back in the chair and pulling her phone out of her purse. “I’ll call your grandfather and tell him to come before visitor’s hours are over.”

      He shows up ten minutes later, saying the insurance company is going to investigate the fire and let him know what will be covered and what won’t be. I bite back a retort, not wanting to stress them even more. Grandpa seems irritated enough already.

      “Your Aunt Janet has an extra bedroom at her apartment on the East Side,” Granny says softly, her eyes full of pity. “I think you should stay there for the time being–at least while the old apartment is being cleaned out and the store is–the store is being salvaged.” I can tell by the look on her face that there’s nothing salvageable, but she continues, swallowing hard, “Remember how Grandpa and I were discussing moving upstate to that nice, little retirement community where our friends live? A spot opened up. We were going to decline, but… this feels like fate, now. I think it’s time we move out of the city.”

      “But, what about the book shop?”

      “Honey,” she says gently, shaking her head. “It’s a total loss. Even if the insurance company covers what we lost, I’m not sure we can rebuild in the same location… Not with all the bureaucracy with the city, and the owners of the building.”

      “So, that’s it?”

      “Maybe,” she replies sadly. “Grandpa’s doing what he can, trying to get a timeline in the event he can reopen the shop but he’s old, Honey. He–he hoped to pass the shop down to you, and he’s still fighting for that.”

      “Then I’ll stay. I’ll stay and clean up this mess myself.”

      “Or, you could come with us, rest and recover in the clean air of upstate New York?”

      “That won’t be necessary, Granny. I appreciate the offer, but I’ll do everything in my power to get our apartment and our store restored as soon as possible,” I interrupt her kindly.

      “You still need a place to stay until we figure out what to do,” Grandpa intervenes, entering the room. “And it’s not like you have money to restore the entire place by yourself. We will have to wait and see what the insurance company says about it. Darling, did you mention her Aunt Janet’s open room?”

      I hate feeling like my hands are tied. He’s right. There’s nothing I can do by myself. I don’t have the money, I don’t have the connections… I have nothing. I only have them. I only had the store.

      “I hate to say it, but this feels like a fresh start, for all of us. Heidi, you’ve been taking care of us for far too long. Now you need to take care of yourself, live a little. Young women your age would have been out at parties on Christmas Eve instead of working their tails off–”

      Grandpa’s phone rings. He checks, mumbling something about how he needs to take it, and leaves the room.

      I swallow past the obvious burns in my throat and turn my gaze to Granny. “I’m not giving up on the shop.”

      “I know,” she whispers, patting my leg. “Once your grandpa figures out the insurance, it’ll go… to you. We don’t need it, and we have some money set aside to help you into your own place. It’s not a lot, but while we love your old Aunt Janet, living with her… There’s better out there.”

      “I can fix all of this, Granny. You and Grandpa won’t have to go to the retirement home–not yet. We’ll just–find a place to stay, together, and rebuild the shop–”

      “We know that. And we really appreciate it. But you should live your life and not have to worry about us,” she argues.

      “Yes, I will always worry about you,” I disagree. “If not me, then who? You’d do the same for me.”

      Granny grabs my hand, her eyes filled with love but also something else I can’t quite name. “We’ll feel much better knowing you’re well on your own. We won’t be here for much longer, and knowing you’ll be fine by yourself is the best thing you can do for us right now,” she explains.

      I bite my lower lip, not wanting to cry and not wanting to imagine a world without them in it.

      “Also, the retirement community we chose is outstanding. It has everything we could ever wish for. I guess it was a good idea to start saving money when we did so now we can afford something like this,” Granny muses, smiling widely at me. “All of our friends are there, and it was time, Honey. Now it’s time for you to move on, too.”

      I gulp, looking away from her. I can’t look at her right now.

      I hate that I can’t give them a better life. I hate that I can’t do anything to help. And I hate even more that I can’t provide for them the way they have provided for me my entire life.

      With renewed determination, I promise myself that, as soon as I’m out of this hospital, I’ll do whatever I can to find whoever is responsible for the situation we’re in and make them pay for this.
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      It’s been almost a week since the fire, and every day I’ve been coming and going to the bar, sitting in the same chair in the corner, just across from the window where I can watch the bookstore that is now just a pile of ashes and burned wood on the other side of the street.

      The police surrounded the place with yellow tape, which in my opinion serves no purpose; it only attracts more attention than the burnt out building already did by itself.

      New Year’s is around the corner, and ever since I saved that woman on Christmas Eve, I can’t make myself relax or move past the explosion. To say I’m pissed would be an understatement.

      My men still haven’t figured out who attacked us, and even though I have my own suspicions, I can’t act on instinct. I need proof to make a move. I can’t afford to make more enemies by blindly attacking in the name of revenge.

      Ever since that day, I haven’t heard from “Book girl”. Hell, I don’t even know if she survived. She hasn’t come to check on the shop yet.

      The day after Christmas, two women who looked like assessors from an insurance company stopped by the bookstore, but I didn’t feel like they would know or want to tell me anything about their client’s health if I asked.

      I’m going crazy not knowing about her. I need some information–anything at all–about her well-being. I’m also worried that someone will come and mess with her shop, especially during this time of the year, so that’s why I’m using my free time to keep an eye on things.

      Or, at least, that’s the excuse I’ve been telling myself so I don’t feel more pathetic than I already do.

      On that same day, two older people also showed up, but they barely spent two minutes on the sidewalk before leaving. I recognized them, but I never got to learn what connection they all have. If I could make a guess, I’d say they are the girl’s grandparents and the owners of the bookshop.

      That thought alone makes me feel even more guilt. Even though I’ve been trying to convince myself that none of this is my fault, I know better. I might not be directly responsible; I might not have been the one who caused their store to explode, but the fact that anything happened at all is because of my businesses.

      Or the people who come after me because of it.

      I have enemies, of course, like every businessman. However, my line of work makes the list longer and more dangerous than a regular bar owner would have.

      And that’s what makes me hate this situation even more.

      “No signs of her yet, Boss?” my barkeep, Ian, asks from behind the counter where he wipes a glass with a white towel.

      He, like all my other men, already knows I’m eager to see the woman I rescued. It’s not really a secret that she interests me, but they also know I’m riddled with guilt about what happened.

      She was the only victim of the attack on our side of the deal. Thankfully, no one else was injured, and that is a big relief. But the fact that someone innocent got hurt makes my skin crawl with anger.

      I shake my head and clench my fist, not bothering to voice my answer.

      “You think she survived? Maybe the lads could go to the closest hospitals and ask around?” Ian suggests.

      We’ve all been keeping an eye on the store ever since the incident, taking shifts to make sure she doesn’t come by the shop, and we miss her. I need to see her and talk to her. That will be the only way I’ll be able to sleep better at night.

      I’ve thought about searching for her at the hospitals, but I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself or the situation. My men went to a lot of trouble to cover up the scandal online and on the news. I don’t need people knowing my men went to the hospital looking for a victim.

      Before I answer Ian, a yellow cab stops on the other side of the street, and a woman steps out. Her long, light brown hair whooshes behind her as she pauses by what used to be the front window, taking in the inside of the establishment.

      She has her back turned to me, but I’d recognize her anywhere.

      My heart skips a beat when I realize she’s in one piece. She has a long black coat on, black boots, and a green scarf. When she turns to face the bar, I realize her soft cheeks are pink from the cold weather outside.

      She also looks slightly different without her glasses on, and I have to admit, hotter than ever.

      “Oh, there she is. And, well… if I had to guess, I’d say she’s ready to kill someone,” Ian points out from his spot behind the corner, and only then do I realize what he is talking about.

      Bookgirl darts toward the bar with a deadly look on her face. Before I say anything, or even move out of my chair, she throws the front door open, letting it slam against the wall, and heads for the counter, her eyes focused on Ian.

      “I want to talk to your boss right now,” she snarls, pointing a finger at his chest.

      He looks slightly amused at her approach, and I can’t blame him. I’ve never seen so much emotion in her.

      I can’t deny that I like her feistiness.

      I find myself stunned and positively surprised as I watch their interaction, and I wait to see if she notices my presence.

      However, she seems too angry at the situation to even realize there’s anyone else in the room, other than herself and the bartender.

      “I’m sorry, lass. May I ask who’s looking for him?” Ian replies, the corner of his lip ticking up as he watches her getting even more wound up by his answer.

      “Just tell him he owes me a fucking new store. I don’t care what he says, I’m not leaving this place until I see him,” she retorts, folding her arms across her chest in a defying pose.

      Ian’s shoulders move slightly as he chuckles, and then his eyes dart to me.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, chugging down the rest of the whiskey that’s been in my glass untouched for more than an hour. Then, I finally stand, sauntering over to the counter to face the feisty woman for the first time in my life.

      I’ve imagined this moment in my head before, more times than I’d like to admit, but nothing has prepared me for the way her intense eyes take me in as I approach her.

      I’ve always known she had ocean blue eyes, even though I’ve always seen them through her glasses before now. But seeing them widen slightly as she notices I’ve been here the entire time does something to me that I can’t explain.

      My entire being stiffens as I get close to her. I’m so close that I notice the little freckles across her cheeks and nose for the first time.

      Dark circles under her eyes make it evident that she’s tired, but I can’t blame her. She hasn’t had it easy for the past few days.

      It took me a couple of days to get my breathing back to normal, and I only stayed inside the shop for a couple of minutes while I rescued her.
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