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      A Note to My Readers,

      This book contains dark and, at times, violent themes. Please don’t hesitate to put your mental health first and read with caution. For a full list of content please visit my website.

      https://taraconradauthor.com/
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      September 10, 2001

      Excitement courses through me. I feel like a child creeping down the steps on Christmas morning, waiting to see the gifts Santa left under the tree. I know I’m not a child, and what’s about to happen—it’s the culmination of years of hard work, but the magic is still the same.

      Kameron and I exit the subway on West Fourth and walk the last few blocks to Macdougal Street, where we’ll sign the lease for my new restaurant. Opening an Italian restaurant has been my dream since I was a little boy. Many of my fondest childhood memories are of being in Nonna’s kitchen. She’d stand me on a chair next to her so I could reach the counter. I was happiest with my hands in a dough or figuring out what ingredients our sauce needed.

      She instilled in me a love for food. Not the pre-packed stuff, but the kind you pick from the earth and mix together to make a nourishing and delicious meal. Nonna taught me that cooking and serving food is more than a chore. It’s a delight and something I learned to take great pride and satisfaction in.

      My dream of becoming a chef began all those years ago. Studying, training, saving, and waiting for the right location to become available. Finally, everything’s lined up, and my dream’s about to come true.

      “Have I told you how proud I am of you, Sir?” Kam asks as he squeezes my hand gently.

      “You have, amore mio.” I smile lovingly at the man by my side.

      Kameron and I met while I was still in culinary school. I was working as a sous chef at Flavour, an upscale restaurant in midtown when he came in one night with a small group of people. It was a stroke of luck or perhaps fate that he and I met. Emmanuel, the Owner and Executive Chef, had a family emergency and reached out at the last minute for my help.

      “I’m at the hospital. Beth went into labor with the twins,” Chef Emmanuel says when I answer the phone. “She’s early. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

      The chef and his wife had been trying to conceive for years. After several rounds of IVF, she finally got pregnant. To say he’s been a nervous father-to-be is an understatement.

      Emmanuel took a chance on me when I graduated high school and hired me. Arguably, I’ve learned more in his kitchen than in my two years of culinary school. “What do you need me to do?”

      “The FDNY has a reservation tonight. There’s a young hotshot in the department. What’s his name?” Papers rustle in the background. “Here it is. Kameron Harlow. He’s being promoted to Captain of the Midtown Firehouse. It’s a big deal because he’s only thirty-two and the youngest Captain in the FDNY.”

      “What do I need to know?” I ask confidently.

      Chef takes a few minutes to give me the instructions for the event, which include a personal visit from me to their table to thank them all for their service to the city.

      “Fuck, Anthony. I can’t put this on you.” His voice is strained. “Running the restaurant is my responsibility. I shouldn’t be passing this on to⁠—.”

      “Emmanuel,” I say his name loudly, hoping to stop him. “Your wife is in labor. That’s exactly where your attention should be.” I lower my voice, “Don’t worry about the restaurant. I can handle it.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks.

      “I’m positive.”

      I’ll never forget the first time Kameron’s eyes met mine. I was standing beside their table holding a bottle of Bollinger La Grand Année when he looked up, and I saw the most beautiful amber eyes. I stood there with my mouth hanging open. It felt like hours, but in reality, it was probably only seconds that I stood there before I found my words.

      “On behalf of Flavour, we’d like to extend our sincerest gratitude to the Midtown Firehouse for their service to our city.” I turn to face the guest of honor. “I’d also like to personally congratulate Captain Harlow on his recent promotion.”

      While the men and women at the table applaud, I pop the cork on the bottle of champagne and pour the new Captain’s glass first.

      “Thank you, Chef,” he says, gracing me with a dazzling smile.

      “It’s my pleasure.” His eyes follow me as I make my way around the table, pouring everyone’s drinks. “If I can be of any further service, please let me know.” With a final glance at the sexy firefighter, I return to the kitchen.

      Even though it’s a busy night, I struggle to stay focused. My mind keeps returning to the man being celebrated in the dining room.

      I’m putting the finishing touches on a dessert plate when one of the servers pops her head into the pastry room. “Hey, Chef,” she calls.

      “What’s up?”

      “That hot firefighter is asking to speak to you.”

      My hand freezes mid-movement. Regaining my composure, I say, “Tell him I’ll be out in a minute, please.”

      “Will do.” She starts to go back out into the restaurant but stops. With her hand on the doorway, she turns around. “Do you think you can manage to slip him my number?” I raise my eyebrows disapprovingly. She holds her hands up in surrender and giggles. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

      I wash my hands and hurry to the restaurant floor, but he’s no longer at the table. I hope he hasn’t left already. Looking around, I spot him near the hostess station, leaning against the wall. His arms are crossed over his well-defined chest, making his white button-down dress shirt pull tight around his shoulders.

      When he sees me coming, he pushes off the wall. “I’m sorry for taking you away from your job,” he says as I get closer.

      “It’s not a problem. What can I do for you?”

      “I just wanted to say—” He stops and bites his bottom lip.

      “Was everything to your liking?” I ask, worrying our service didn’t live up to his expectations.

      “Yes.” He laughs softly. “It’s nothing like that. I was wondering if you’d like...” He blows out a breath as he runs his fingers through his wavy black hair. “This was a bad idea. Thanks again for everything.” Kameron turns to walk away, but I reach out and touch his arm, stopping him.

      “Wait.” My voice is low. “I’d like to talk to you more, but we don’t close for another hour.”

      “I’ll come back,” he says quickly.

      His promise echoes in my mind for the rest of the evening. Thankfully, there’s only one table left—the night’s almost over. The back and front of the house get cleaned in record time. After the last employee leaves, I make my way to the front.

      I glance outside and am surprised to see Kameron standing by the light post. Part of me was uncertain whether he’d show up or not. My hands tremble as I switch off the lights and step outside. I lock the door before walking over to him. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” he says, and a smile spreads across his face. He kicks at a small pebble on the sidewalk. “Would you like to grab some drinks?”

      A bar or club with loud music and people crammed shoulder to shoulder is not my scene. I can’t let this opportunity, this man, slip through my fingers, though. So, I take a risk and do something I’ve never done before. “How about we go back to my place?”

      We went home together that night and have been together ever since.

      A few months later, I introduced Kameron to the BDSM lifestyle. Although it was something new to him, it came naturally. His job in the FDNY is high-stress and demanding. It often requires split-second, life-altering decisions. Kam’s submission allows him to relax. To let someone else take the responsibility for him and make the decisions.

      “Mr. Genovese,” Charlie, the realtor, says, shaking my hand vigorously. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” He turns to Kam. “You as well, Chief Harlow. Congratulations on your recent promotion.”

      Kam’s still with the FDNY and was recently promoted to Chief at the Midtown Firehouse. “Thank you,” he responds.

      “Let’s get down to business.” Charlie motions toward what’s left of the bar from the previous business. “Let’s get these papers signed.”

      The windows have been covered with heavy-duty butcher paper, blocking any light from outside. That, combined with the dim lighting inside, makes it challenging to read through the document in a timely fashion. Or perhaps it’s my anxiousness to get this part over with so we can move forward with the rest of my plans.

      When we leave here, we’re going to have a romantic dinner at Flavour. Then, we’re going to stop by the apartment to grab the bags I packed and head to the airport for a late night flight to Bermuda. Tomorrow is our tenth anniversary. It’s also when I plan to ask Kameron to wear my collar.

      In my pocket is a black leather collar I can’t wait to fasten around his neck. Unlike most submissive collars, it won’t be locked. Because of his job, it needs to be easily removable. The thought of my sexy firefighter submissive wearing a symbol of my possession makes my dick hard. I’m grateful for the bar in front of me that hides my erection. I have to force my thoughts back to the task at hand —signing my lease.

      I’m skimming the last page when Kam’s cell rings. “It’s the station. I have to take this.” He excuses himself while I sign each notated line.

      “Congratulations,” Charlie says and hands me the keys. “I can’t wait to see what you do with the place.”

      I walk him to the door just as Kam ends his call. “I’ll catch a train and be there in about twenty minutes.”

      My heart sinks. It’s not uncommon for Kameron to get called into work on his day off. It’s part of the job. In the beginning, it wasn't easy. I worked long hours and late nights, and Kam often got called in at the last minute. It put a lot of stress on us. But we were committed to making our relationship work. Now, it’s just par for the course. But tonight, I feel a pang of disappointment. “You have to go in?”

      “There’s a multi-station emergency,” Kam explains as he slides his cell into his pocket.

      “Is it something Bailey can handle?” I ask.

      “He’s out of town.” I knew I was taking a chance buying plane tickets for just after midnight when Kam would be on call this evening. “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “I planned a romantic evening for us.” I don’t tell him about the trip. If he’s going to a call, he doesn’t need to be worried about it. I bought insurance on the trip just in case. “I can reschedule.”

      “I’ll be home as soon as I can. Then we have the rest of the week together.”

      “That sounds great,” I say, trying to mask my disappointment. “Text me when you get there.”

      “I will.” Kam turns to walk away, but I catch his arm and pull him back to me, intending to give him a quick kiss goodbye.

      As if my hand has a mind of its own, it grabs him by the back of his neck pulling him to me. Our kiss quickly becomes heated. Kam’s erection presses against my stomach. I pull away, leaving both of us breathless. “When your shift is over, you’re turning that damn cellphone off so we can have a proper celebration.”

      “That can be arranged,” he says with a grin. “I love you.”

      “I love you more.” I step outside and watch as he walks down the street. Once he’s out of sight, I go back inside.

      I’m not in a hurry to go home alone. Instead, I peel the paper off the windows, letting the bright lights from the outside stream into the space. Already, it feels more alive. Tomorrow morning, the contractors will arrive to start the renovations. In just a few weeks, this space will go through a complete transformation and become Italiano Desiderio.

      A crack of thunder reminds me we’re expecting some heavy storms. I give Chef Emmanuel a quick call to let him know I have to cancel our reservations and then hurry home before the worst of the storms hit.
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      September 11, 2001

      Tony tried to hide his disappointment from me, but I could still see it. It’s been that way since the night we met. Tony wears his heart on his sleeve, and his face is the canvas that reveals every emotion.

      Leaving him standing there alone gutted me, but it’s part of the job. I’d hoped to be home already, but we had call after call last night. When it finally quieted down, it was closing in on four a.m., and I was exhausted. Instead of trying to stumble home half asleep, I decided to crash at the station and go home today.

      The sun is just peeking above the horizon. So far, it’s been quiet. I promised the guys a nice breakfast, but right now, they’re still asleep. I take advantage of the quiet and go for a run. The early hour means I avoid the congestion on the streets that’s certain to come later.

      I gaze up at the crystal-clear azure blue sky, marveling at its striking beauty. The storms from yesterday have moved out, blanketing the city in a serene tranquility.

      I almost hate to go back inside. Buying myself a few extra minutes, I text Emmanuel.

      Me: Is it possible to get a reservation for two for tonight?

      Chef E: For you, anything. What time?

      Me: Can we make it about 8?

      Chef E: Done. See you both tonight.

      Now, to let Tony know.

      Me: I made reservations for us tonight at Flavour so we can have a proper celebration.

      It might be a bit of topping from the bottom, but I don’t think he’ll mind.

      My World: I have a little something planned for tonight, too. Dinner will be the perfect appetizer.

      Me: That sounds intriguing.

      My World: When should I expect you home?

      Me: I promised the guys a hot breakfast. I’ll be home shortly after.

      My World: Sounds good. Text me when you’re on your way. I love you.

      Me: Will do. I love you, too.

      When I get inside, the guys are up and around. I was hoping for a quick shower, but that’ll have to wait until I get home.

      “We thought you ditched us here,” Marcus says, elbowing me jokingly.

      “And have all of you starve? Not a chance. I don’t want my vacation interrupted.” Everyone laughs.

      I’m thankful they put the coffee on while I was out because I need a caffeine fix. Maybe I’m getting too old for this? Who am I kidding? Firefighting is my life. I couldn’t see myself being happy doing anything else.

      I pull the eggs and bacon out of the fridge and start cooking. Never knowing when we’ll get called out ensures we don’t waste time getting things done here. Twenty minutes later, the food is done, and we’re sitting down to eat when the alarm sounds.

      It’s just after 8:46 when a call comes in that a plane has crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center. I grab a slice of bacon and hurry to my truck, where the chauffeur is already waiting behind the wheel.

      While we’re en route, my phone rings. I don’t check the caller ID before answering.

      “FDNY. Harlow speaking.”

      “Kam, it’s me,” Tony stammers, his voice trembling. “Are you on your way to the tower?”

      “Yeah. We got a call about a plane hitting it. Must’ve been an inexperienced pilot or engine trouble.”

      “I have the news on. People are saying it was a commercial jet.”

      “A jet?” I ask in disbelief. My driver glances at me curiously before returning his focus to the road ahead. “Are you sure?”

      “It was impossible not to hear. It echoed through the house.” His voice quivers. “It’s bad, Kam. There’s no way anyone survived.”

      “We’re pulling up now. I have to go.” I don’t wait for the car to come to a complete stop before I jump out.

      “Please be careful, Kam.”

      “Will do.” I disconnect the call and look up, horrified by what I see. There’s a massive hole in the tower with flames and black smoke billowing out. I hurry to the makeshift command post across the street to get my orders.

      The FDNY chief is already on the scene. “Harlow, I want you in the North Tower helping with the evacuations.”

      “Yes, sir,” I respond and then sprint across the eight-lane highway.

      9:03 AM

      The roar of the jet engine flying low—too low, is deafening. The ground below my feet shakes from the force. A fireball erupts from the building. I shield my face from the almost unbearable heat and debris. Blinking, I force myself to look up. The plane is gone. It disappeared into the side of the South Tower.

      My ears ring, but it doesn’t drown out the sound of terrified screams around me. Steel pieces from the building or the decimated jet rain down. Seconds later, a person, I can’t tell a man or woman, runs outside. Her body’s on fire. She drops to the ground, rolling around to extinguish the flames.

      If there was any doubt that the first plane was an accident, it’s gone now. This was a deliberate attack.
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      I have an almost direct view of the burning tower from our Tribeca home. I watch the plumes of smoke rising from the tower in disbelief. In the background, the news anchors speculate about what may or may not have happened. I’m glued to the scene, plagued with a sense of uneasiness.

      I’m holding my cellphone when it rings. “Hello?”

      “Did you see the news?” Star asks frantically.

      “I’m watching it out my window.”

      “Is Kameron with you?”

      “No. He’s down there.”

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Other than the speculation from reporters and what I’m seeing outside, I have no idea.”

      “When Kam lets you⁠—”

      My hand slips from my ear when a second plane flying at my eye level comes into view. “Oh my God.” The words come out in a whisper as the jet slams into the South Tower and explodes. The force of the impact shakes my building.

      “What was that?” Star screams. “Tony.” I don’t answer. I can’t speak. “Anthony. Are you there? What’s going on?”

      My hand shakes as I bring the phone back to my ear. "It was another plane," I manage to say, struggling to articulate the gravity of the situation. "Something terrible is going on."
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      9:05AM

      Glass shatters. Footsteps pound on the pavement. Sirens fill the air.

      The scene looks like something from a horror movie. As far as the eye can see, everything is blanketed in a thick covering of ash and debris. Fire blazes from the top floors of the two towers. Thick smoke fills the air, making it difficult to breathe. I grab the emergency uniform and SCBA gear from the back of my truck and suit up.

      Shattered windows line the structures. People lean out frantically, waving anything at their disposal in an attempt to signal rescuers to their location.

      Marcus sidles up next to me. “What’s the plan, Chief?”

      “Get your—” My answer is cut short when two figures, hands clasped together, jump from an upper floor of the tower. “My God,” I whisper.

      “We can’t reach them.” Marcus’s voice sounds faraway. “How do we get them out?”

      “We have to go in. There’s no other way.”

      After I give Marcus the orders for his team, I go against the flow through the crowds of people running out of the buildings. Some are hysterical. Their expressions reflect pure terror as they push their way to safety. Others wander, their eyes wide and faces covered in soot. They’re in shock. As much as I want to stop and help them, I can’t. These people are out—they’re safe. Inside those towers are countless others—they’re my target.

      Darkness envelopes the space, illuminated only by the beams of flashlights from myself and the other emergency responders. Navigating through the shadows, I head towards the stairwell and climb the steps two at a time. Along the way, I encounter people hurrying down, trying to get to the exit.

      “I can’t see where to go.” A woman cries. “Someone help me, please.”

      “I’m right here.” Grabbing her arm, I put her hand against the wall to help her get oriented. “Keep your hand on the wall,” I yell so she can hear me over the commotion. “Don’t stop until you’re outside.”

      I wait a second to ensure she follows my command before I continue my trek up.

      9:40AM

      “Harlow.” Miller’s staticky voice comes through my walkie. “Do you read me?”

      “I can barely hear you,” I respond to my boss.

      “The Pentagon was hit a few minutes ago. Reports are there’s one more hijacked plane unaccounted for.”

      I stop momentarily to catch my breath. “We’re under attack?”

      “Unofficially, yes.”

      9:59AM

      Not knowing for sure what’s going on outside, I try to concentrate on clearing each floor, pointing the inhabitants toward the stairwell and eventual safety. “Go toward the lights,” I yell, knowing those are my brothers and sisters below. “Don’t stop moving.”

      While I climb to the next floor, I listen to the radio calls. Another battalion chief in the South Tower was able to fix a broken service elevator. He and his crew are at the top, evacuating the occupants.

      “We have people jumping out here.” A call comes across the radio. “How the hell bad is it up there?”

      Metal twists and groans. The sound reverberates through the massive structure as if it’s crying out in agony. The building shudders with such intensity that I need to cling to the handrail for dear life.  Terrified screams join the chaos. Time stretches, creating an illusion that the unsettling tremors persist for an eternity, though in truth, only mere seconds have elapsed.

      “What the hell is going on out there?” I yell into my walkie.

      The staticky reply comes through. “The South Tower fucking collapsed.”

      There’s no way I heard him correctly. “Can you repeat that?”

      “The South Tower is gone.”

      Collapsed?

      Gone?

      I can’t comprehend what I’m being told. My heart echoes loudly in my chest, a relentless percussion matching the uncertain fate that hangs in the air.

      “Get the fuck out of there, Harlow.”

      I can’t leave when there are more people in here. Ignoring the order, I continue on.

      “Is anyone there?” A woman’s voice calls from the darkness.

      I point my flashlight in the direction of the sound and find a visibly pregnant woman huddled in the corner. “I’m right here,” I say as I defy every rule ingrained in me and pull off my SCBA apparatus. The air hangs heavy with smoke and debris, triggering immediate coughing on my part. “Put this on. Just breathe normal,” I instruct and strap the tank to her back. “It might be heavy.” I choke. “But it’ll give you clean air until we get you out. Ready to go?” With a nod, she signals her readiness, and I assist her to her feet amidst the challenging conditions.

      Guided by the faint glow of my flashlight, we start down the steps. We make it down ten floors before meeting up with a small group accompanied by several other first responders. Their familiar silhouettes materialize in the dim illumination.

      “Did you clear the floor?” I yell.

      “Yes,” an NYPD officer replies.

      “Take her.” I hand the woman over. “Make sure she gets out. I’m going back up.”

      10:15AM

      Despite the groans emanating from the structure, I persist in my search. My body screams, but I ignore it. I have one purpose, evacuating as many individuals as I can to ensure their safety. The atmosphere is dense, the air carrying a palpable weight that makes breathing increasingly challenging. Unsuccessful in finding anyone on the current floor, I try to go up, but my path is completely blocked by a large steel beam. I’m forced to turn around. On each floor, I test the doors and call out into the darkness, conducting a quick sweep for anyone we might have missed.

      10:26AM

      I make my way down to the next level. The structural groans reverberate with heightened intensity, creating an ominous soundtrack. I come to a door, but it’s jammed. Frustration mounts with each kick and shove, the unyielding door adding an extra layer of difficulty and exacerbating the challenge of breathing.

      Gasping for clean air, my lungs cry out in desperation as I slump against the wall. A grim awareness settles over me. I fumble around in my pocket, looking for my cell, desperately hoping for a stroke of mercy that would allow me to make a call.

      I try Tony’s number over and over and am met with a busy signal each time. I’m ready to give up when it finally rings through.

      “Kam, is that you?”

      “Yes, Sir.” I cough into my arm. “It’s me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m in the North Tower.” I manage through the smokey air.

      “How far up are you?”

      “Stairwell B Thirtieth Floor.”

      “The South Tower collapsed,” Tony says through his tears. “You have to get out. Now.”

      “I don’t have my oxygen.” My voice is raspy. “I’m not going to make it out.”

      “Don’t say that. I’ll call 911 and tell them⁠—”

      “Stop.” I choke. “I need you to listen to me.” I hear the soft sound of his tears. “Do you remember the night we first met?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “I was so scared when I asked that waitress to get you. I had no clue about your preferences, but I couldn’t leave without finding out. It would’ve haunted me for the rest of my life.”

      “Kam, please keep trying.”

      I ignore his pleas and continue, “The way you held me in your protective embrace. I’ve never felt so cherished. I fell in love that night, and each day for the past ten years, I’ve only grown to love you more.”

      “I planned a trip for us. To celebrate.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Bermuda,” Tony says through his tears. “I had a collar made for you. Will you accept it, amore mio?”

      “I’d love nothing more.” Tears slide down my face as I struggle to take each breath. “I’m yours, Sir. I’ve always have been.”

      “Then, come home to me. Let me show you how much I love you.”

      An unsettling groan emanates from the tower, a sound that echoes with the weight of its own existence, sending shivers through the air.

      “I’m not going to make it out, Anthony.” I cover my head from the falling debris.

      An immediate influx of air surrounds me, then another, each conveying an unsettling narrative. The sound bears an eerie resemblance to that ominous moment when the first tower collapsed.

      “Never forget how much I love you.”

      The foreboding sensation intensifies as I am consumed by a visceral awareness of the imminent disaster, a palpable recognition that the tower is collapsing. The phone slips from my grasp.

      “Kameron,” Anthony screams desperately.

      At that moment, an unexpected calmness blankets me. A still, serene acceptance permeates my soul. There's no fear, even as the thunderous crash of eighty floors collapses around me. Enveloped in tranquility, I close my eyes. In that darkness, I see Tony’s loving gaze, a comforting sight as I accept the end has come.
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      Hours may have passed, or maybe just moments. Time has become meaningless as I stare vacantly at the space where the Twin Towers stood.

      "Tony," Star's voice carries a gentle, soft tone. "Owen and I are here," she reassures, her hand reaching out to touch my arm. "Why don't you come sit down? I'll make some tea." Despite her gentle tug on my arm, I find myself resisting her suggestion.

      “Go put some water on,” Owen says. “I’ll stay with him.” He moves closer to me. “They’re finding people. We’ll hear from him.”

      “No, we won’t,” I say absently.

      “You have to stay positive.” Owen encourages.

      “He was on the thirtieth floor. I was on the phone with him when it collapsed.” Silent tears make their way down my cheeks. “Kam told me he loves me. I saw it start before I heard it.” The sound. I’ll never forget the horrible sound. The desperate anguish of the metal, followed by the thunderous roar of the concrete, consuming not just the structure but everything in its way—including Kameron. “Then it was silent, and the line went dead.” I shift my focus to Owen. “I can feel it in here. He’s gone.”

      Something shatters inside me, and I fall to my knees, curling in on myself. Owen’s arms wrap around me, offering refuge as I lose myself in the dark abyss of grief.

      My mind and body are numb as I allow Owen to lead me to the sofa. Outside, the blue sky that was pristine sapphire is now shadowed by an ominous ashen canopy. I struggle to wrap my head around the reality of what I’ve just witnessed. The two iconic towers that are an integral part of this city have crumbled into nothing more than a pile of smoldering rubble.

      Every channel on television has ceased its regular broadcast. Newscasters openly shed tears as they try to cover this monstrous yet historical event. Our country and the world are trying to comprehend what we’ve witnessed today. Not only did New York City come under attack, but a third plane flew into the Pentagon, killing countless more people.

      An ordinary group of people, now hailed as heroes, were on a fourth hijacked plane. As they got phone calls out to family members, they learned their destination was most likely the White House. These passengers made the brave choice to storm the cockpit and take the plane down in a field in Pennsylvania. Their lives weren’t spared, but countless others were.

      I refuse to accept this is the end. Denial kicks in, and I jump up. “I need to go down there.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” Star says gently.

      “Kam’s alone,” I insist. “I need to be there for him.”

      “Tony,” she says as tears cascade down her cheeks. “It’s not safe.”

      “I don’t care. I’m going.” I brush past her, but Owen intervenes
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