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I dedicate this book and its storyline to all those who aspire to be more than the sum of their parts and to those who seek the unveiled reality of the truth and understanding contained within its pages. We are all victims of our own circumstances. Yet sometimes we allow ourselves to become victims of someone else's mindset and clouded judgment—simply because life seems less complicated when we let someone else take the reins. If your purpose here is to advance another person's agenda rather than your own, at least make it truly beneficial to yourself, even if you choose to serve them for simple, emotional, or transient reasons. Do not allow them to make you sacrifice for their cause, especially if they were neither the first through the door nor the last out. Our cause should be the pursuit of personal success, not the propagation of ideological nonsense.






With this in mind, the author would like readers to recognize that there are times when the human mind becomes a separate entity, one that covets another's life with malevolent intent. The commonly held belief is that no one person is born with evil intentions. Still, those who have engaged in such egregious thoughts or actions are most likely byproducts of reprehensible conditioning. There are two schools of thought: (1) In the majority of situations where acts of evil have touched the world, they typically manifest from either the idle manipulation of fear within one's own mind or the loathing one has for oneself or others; (2) how an individual was treated by others in their social groups or by their own family. A person can't be inherently bad unless their surroundings teach them to forego conscientious thinking and begin to fashion hate into a serious weapon.






Such influences are especially critical when someone tells another person what they should be or how they should act, or attempts to dictate how one conducts oneself. There is no legitimate reason for anyone to be evil, bad, malevolent, sinister, or whatever pseudonym one wishes to attach to those who do things that other humans would find appalling. Such actions are either contrived by their own minds—a personal choice when left to their own devices—or manipulated by another for personal gain. Without true guidance that teaches personal responsibility, there is no real accountability for one's actions or reactions in any aspect of life. It is by this measure alone that we will overcome and conquer the vagrant mindset of those who hate out of ignorance and fear.
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I want to express my sincere appreciation to my readers and let them know that, without their support, true passion cannot be conveyed. Their encouragement and eagerness to understand the contributions others make to the world around them are essential. To all those who have helped make my dream a reality through the characters I bring to life in every novel I craft, I can only hope that my efforts resonate with someone who might need what I offer in each meaningful vision I present. Enjoy your world and mine, for together they create a unique balance of what we all need from one another.
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Crossing the threshold of the quaint café beyond the mechanized door, I felt a strange, unsettling sensation pass through my entire body, as if I were semi-solid, like a windscreen. The feeling was quite unpleasant, and a gelid chill swept across my skin. My reaction was so sudden that I nearly pulled a muscle in my neck, snapping my head around to look behind me. Whatever it was touched me somewhere deep, in a place untouched by anything else in this physical world; its touch did not feel entirely benign but rather fey in nature, as though I had broken some unseen tether or crossed an invisible boundary and was now doomed to pay for that mistake. How such a feeling could be understood on this level—without words—is an enigma at best, but it was the only way I could truly grasp its essence in the moment.

I squinted skeptically as I scanned the narrow space between the doorframe, hoping to catch sight of what I might have triggered, crossed, or unknowingly violated. But even with half-closed eyes and intense focus, I knew nothing else would reveal itself beyond what was already there—just air. Hesitantly, I stepped off the pressure pad and let the door close behind me. A slight wave of goosebumps swept across my skin, causing my body to twitch and shiver. The eerie, unfriendly sensation—and how unnervingly intense it had been—still made the fine hairs on my body stand at attention like soldiers in formation.

I tried hard to shake off the uncomfortable feeling as I moved to the back of the ordering line, but it grew worse the longer I thought about how it affected me. I stood there, clenching my jaw and glaring at the person in front of me. He was a tall, wiry man, about six feet tall, with short blond hair and curls that looked as if one could slip coins into each ring around his head. 'Why I am contemplating this at the moment is beyond me.' I shook my head irritably at the thought. I wasn’t angry with this man for any particular reason, but I was rather disgruntled with recent events.

As I stood there, feeling foolish as I pondered this nonsense, I took a deep breath, filling my senses with the many smells in the air. The scent of cooking grease, fresh coffee, bacon, cigarette smoke, and muffins filled the room. These familiar aromas took me back to my childhood, standing in my mother’s kitchen as she made breakfast for the family, my eyes shining with eager anticipation. In my mind, I could smell her perfume blending with the warm scent of toasted English muffins, sausage links, and bubbling country gravy in the pan. I shook my head in humble remembrance and thought, 'man, I miss those days, Mamma.'

I took a moment to glance around the small shop’s interior, taking in the modest holiday decorations hanging on the walls. It was a quaint and humble place, to say the least, but something about it felt like home. Even the people sitting at the serving counter, eating their meals, seemed happy to share the space with strangers rather than standing in the takeout line like pedestrians waiting at a crosswalk. Most had their heads down, faces buried in the morning newspaper, seemingly indifferent to what was happening around them. 'Poor bastards,' I thought dejectedly. 'What if a bomb went off? Would they even notice?' Then I scolded myself: 'Jackass! What a stupid thought that was. Shut the hell up and just wait for your damn food, jeez!'

As I stood there like a mannequin in a window, I noticed a table to my right. Two carefully dressed men occupied it, both wearing dark blue suits. They seemed engaged in lively banter, using their hands to emphasize points of contention and to seek resolution. Another table, slightly further back and to the right, was occupied by a young woman—a blonde pixie, if I had ever seen one. She had a small child with her, a boy who was most likely her son, since he also had blond hair. The woman was constantly wiping his face with a napkin.

As I glanced to my left, I noticed a large wooden lattice stretching from floor to ceiling, separating the main entrance from the dining area. A modest booth was situated on the opposite side, occupied by a small group of people around my age, I presumed from their appearance. I couldn’t see their faces because their backs were turned to me, but I could tell one was male, somewhat stocky, judging by the way his shoulders filled out his sports jersey. A brunette woman sat very close to him—most likely his girlfriend, I assumed—and there were two other women at the table as well, or at least I thought they were women based on their shiny hair: one blonde, the other brunette.

I absentmindedly scrubbed my chin as I turned away and kept waiting in the idle line, growing more impatient. I closed my eyes and wished the man in front of me would step out of line and have breakfast somewhere else—him and his gaudy, terrible Hawaiian shirt with its absurd pattern. When I opened my eyes, hoping he was gone, I was disappointed to see he was still there: stupid little curls, shirt and all. 'Grr... why me?' I muttered to myself.

My ear twitched slightly, prompting me to flick it absently with my right hand. I counted the money in my left hand again, wondering whether I should spend a little more now on a big meal or save some for later, once I returned to the barracks. I had only allotted myself fifteen dollars for breakfast. I needed to stick to my budget this month. I couldn’t afford to get too reckless with it, or I’d have to skip a meal to catch up until I got paid. 'More stupid shit to frustrate my morning, fuck!' I cursed under my breath.

My ear twitched again, but this time I didn’t flick it. I turned my head slightly to the left and tilted it upward to get a better angle for focusing on what had unwittingly caught my attention. I hadn’t consciously noticed its essence the first time it happened. Still, my mind insisted that it was important, especially when I heard that faintly familiar, distinct tone again, prompting me to turn my head further upward and more to the left. The delicate resonance caressing my ear was unmistakable. Its touch was like a gentle, light-as-air laugh. It spun through my mind like molten chaos, racing through the corridors of my thoughts like vermin in a maze, searching for the quickest route to the prize.

At that very moment, I couldn't identify the source of this familiar, charming, lilting sound. I kept telling myself, 'I know it. I know that laugh! But where?' It definitely touched me deeply, resonating within me—beneath my skin, like the rhythm of my own heartbeat. I recognized its familiar essence, its echo, just as I recognize this! Yet, I couldn't place it for the life of me. So, I focused more intently on the booth behind the latticework, stepping slightly closer as I moved out of the stagnant line and sharpened my hearing. I heard it again! My mind finally seized the sound, capturing it as if it were prey caught in a steel trap.

With remarkable speed, my mind formed an image to match the familiar girl-made laugh that had caught my attention. But as soon as I recognized the image, I told myself it simply couldn't be true! It was a memory of someone I once knew long ago—someone who sparked an intense fever within me, fueling the fires of puppy love that only a child could feel so completely absorbed in and deferential toward. If this were a dream, I didn't want to wake up. Let me stay wrapped in the sleep of love for the rest of the night. I kept moving toward the booth, stepping around the partition to where four people sat, my mind racing—not as fast as my heart. I felt my hands dampen with the sweat of stress, and my body tingle all over, almost as if I had taken too much meth, to the point of collapse.

As I stepped over and approached their table, my mind almost said her name, my eyes fixed on that beautiful baby face I hadn't seen in so long. I knew immediately it was my little lost dove. She was a bit older now, but still unmistakable, like the warm rays of the morning sun. Conversation at the table stopped suddenly as I stood before them, eyeing the gorgeous brunette to my left. The small scar beneath her right eye was barely visible after all this time, but it remained, like a birthmark. I remember when she got it. I remember how!

They all looked up at me silently, including her—recognition missing from that pretty songbird face. Her eyebrows furrowed, and her lips were slightly pursed, as if silently questioning my intentions. She even tilted her head to the right, just like she used to when we were kids, as if demanding an answer to something I was hiding from her, as I had done many times.

"Damn, Lorraine, he's got a bead on you like you're a trophy," the blonde girl to her right said in a sleek, infectious tone. "Can she help you with something, soldier?" she added, waving a hand between them to point him out by his military fatigues.

'Lorraine! That was her name.' I whispered it to myself, listening as it echoed through the vast chamber of my thoughts, grateful that the other girl had identified her by name. I cursed myself for losing focus in that moment. I didn't answer the young girl's question but kept staring into Lorraine's eyes as if I were lost in their depths.

A thin brow raised above her left eye, as if signaling she wanted an answer to her friend's question without speaking it aloud.

"L-Lori?" I hesitantly asked, not because I doubted her identity.

"Yyyyeeesss," she replied slowly, a bit taken aback. "How do you—know my name?" Her eyes searched my face for recognition, shifting back and forth like ping-pong balls. After a few seconds of intense focus, her expression grew oddly flat, as if the effort to recall who I might be was causing her some discomfort.

I knelt beside her booth seat, never taking my eyes off hers, and said, "I..." My voice caught as emotions swelled inside me, tightening my throat. The atmosphere around the table felt surreal. Although the rest of her group stayed silent, I could sense their eyes on me, like a slasher in a horror film, staring me down and trying to figure out if I was some kind of nutjob. Still, I had no intention of appeasing them; my entire focus was on her.

I then gathered the strength to ask, in a voice that cracked like brittle paper, "I take it... You don't remember me... do you?" It felt deeply unsettling to have my emotions clawing at my heart like an unbound demon, forcing me to swallow hard against the pain of memories rushing through my chest like a wild river.

I'm sorry, Mr.," she said confidently, "I don't believe we've met before, and you may have mistaken me for someone else." She kept examining me, though not as patiently as I had hoped, then asked, "Is this some kind of joke or prank by one of my friends?" Her eyes darted back and forth as she added, "If so, ha ha, hilarious..." Her words were cut off when she saw a tear slip down my cheek. She began to withdraw gently into the booth, looking shaken and uncomfortable.

"Hey, bro," the square-shouldered man said to me quickly. "I think you have the wrong person, and you're starting to..."

I cut him off sharply as I shifted my gaze to take in all the others at the table then replied confidently, "Please pardon my intrusion, but I assure you I do not have the wrong individual. She may not remember me at this very moment; however, once I refresh her memory" my head turned back to her, and I noticed her eyes sparkling like cut diamonds—"her mind will awaken to a love that belongs to a heart once lost." I almost moved to embrace her.

"Now, that's a bold statement!" the other brunette said, her voice as soft as a butterfly's. "I hope you're not wrong, for your sake, as that would be incredibly embarrassing."

I noticed Lorraine starting to pull out her phone, a worried look crossing her face like clouds drifting across the sky.

"Either clue me in on what's going on, or I'm calling the police!" she said timidly, fear filling her eyes like sudden daylight flooding through a window.

I noticed her hand beginning to tremble slightly and genuine confusion in her eyes. I decided to reassure her, as I had no intention of frightening her. Leaning in gently, like a soft breeze across a meadow, I whispered, "It's me, Rainne." I knew that if I said this name aloud, she would recognize it—a nickname known to only one person in the world. I had given her this pet name when we were children, a playful twist on her first name. "It's been twenty years, love; the mind never truly forgets."

Immediate confusion and shock flooded her face, as if she had been slapped for cursing at a nun. I could tell she absorbed the name both physically and mentally. She started to tremble inside the booth, placing her hand on the blond next to her, as if seeking help, protection, or something to steady herself. It wasn't pure fear I saw in her eyes now, but a kind of uncertain certainty. How that was possible, I didn't know. It simply appeared that way—bold and unmistakable.

Then I heard her breath suddenly catch in her throat, just as tears began to replace the wild confusion that had once dwelled there. Recognition became clear, like fresh spring water. A high-pitched squeal erupted from her lips. For a moment, I wasn't sure whether it was caused by emotional pain or joy, but it definitely sounded like both, liken to diffuse sunlight filtered through a prism.

Her voice flickered like the changing colors of a mood ring—only faster—as she lunged at me from the booth and wrapped her arms around me, nearly knocking me over when she dropped her phone on the floor. It clattered beside me like a child's discarded toy. I struggled to stay upright as she collapsed onto me, as if I were her safety net. Uncontrollable sobs filled my ears. Her grip felt like that of a frightened child clinging to a parent or someone coming to their rescue.

I started to hear a faint mewling from deep inside her—a place where only her darkest pains were hidden. A realm where her own demons had been locked away for years, waiting for something to come along and set them free from their prison, to attack her like feral beasts from some strange nightmare. It hurt me deeply to hear such intense pain. Knowing I was the cause of it, by some crazy female instinct, was entirely discouraging. Tears stung my eyes as she rocked with me. I wanted to cry like a child, but I had to stay strong—for her, for some wild, manly reason I didn’t fully understand. I didn’t need to be told; it was just an instinct I felt, something natural. A protective instinct. A protector’s instinct!

I then noticed faint sniffling and soft whimpering coming from the other two women at the table—her friends—whom we had ignored as if they weren’t even there. I could feel her body trembling uncontrollably, like someone suffering from hypothermia. I held her firmly with one arm and stroked her long hair with my free hand, from her head down to her waist. Her grip tightened each time slightly. I caressed her gently, lovingly shushing her. That’s when I started to hear breaks in her sobbing, like those of a child who has been crying for too long and is now struggling to breathe through it.

"Come, my love," I said softly to her, letting my lips gently brush her tear-stained cheek. I felt her nails lightly trace the back of my head and neck, as only a woman can. I don't know how women know exactly where and how to touch a man just right to trigger that unique feeling in us—an essence that makes us want to die in their arms but also to kill for them. How can they know this with such certainty? Aaaah! I wanted to scream!

Her face moved away from mine as we parted. I felt the wetness of her tears on my cheek. My heart ached from the pain I had caused her. I knew it wasn’t physical pain, but the emotional agony of a lost love returning—one she had believed was gone to someone else forever. It hurt me, too, if only for a moment, but I needed it—for her. It was a bond that only those truly in love could share.

As we straighten up, she takes my hand and slides into the booth, pulling me close. We sit very close, our legs touching, hesitant to break contact—at least for now. She fumbles for a tissue from the napkin holder at the center of the table, dabbing at her eyes and cheeks while stealing glances at me every few seconds, probably to make sure I won’t disappear like a fleeting dream.

Myriad thoughts flooded my mind at that moment—some pleasant, some lewd, and others longing to be alone with her. During the brief silence after we sat down, I did my best to quiet the unruly part of my mind. I really didn’t want to be here with her friends. Not that I had anything against them, but right now, I just wanted to grab her arm, rush out the front door, and find a quiet spot—somewhere we could have complete privacy, where I could be with her without judgment.

My mind raced back to a moment when we were much younger—the first time I touched her intimately. I remember how intense it felt to touch her that way: how wonderful it was that she allowed my fingers to trace every curve of her bare skin, to caress her softly, and to cherish her with such tenderness. I really didn’t know what I was doing back then, but she made me feel as if I did. I wonder if she’s still that wild little girl she used to be, just as eager as I was to be touched in a way that makes one feel more than alive—something beyond. I wanted to touch her like that right now, to let her know my mind—simple as it was around her—and how it yearned for her body. Not that this is all she will ever be to me, but I wanted her to know, needed her to understand, what I crave in this moment.

I didn’t fully understand why I was craving that kind of contact at that moment, but it felt natural—almost like an instinctive reaction to her scent and closeness. Pheromones. Hormones. Whatever the cause, the feeling wasn’t just desire, like in most sexual encounters, but something stronger, more consuming, nearly ravenous. Still, I had to hold back to avoid overwhelming or frightening her with such a primal response. I didn’t know what it was back then, but I definitely do now. I understand it all too well. No matter how much I think I grasp its essence, I still can’t help but feel like that same little boy around her: helpless, shy, nervous, trembling, uncertain, yet dangerously and obsessively needy.

'Damn! What the hell is wrong with me?' I struggled to stay calm inside. 'I'm a damn man, a soldier. I feel like slapping myself for having such childish cravings for a woman I haven't seen in nearly twenty years. I need to pull it together, shit!' As I gently slid my arm around her shoulder, she instantly melted into me, releasing what seemed like a hopeful breath she'd been holding most of her life. How I immediately understood that felt surreal, but it was precisely what was supposed to happen in that moment—almost as natural as breathing. 'Damn,' her body felt so good to hold—so soft, so comfortable, so right and inviting. I prayed this moment wouldn't end for a long time, as my entire being needed it more than anything.

"So..." the blonde next to Lori asks, a half-smile curling her lips, "Who exactly are you?"

I watched the young girl's eyes flash like distant signal fires in the night as they scanned my face, searching for the benevolent traits that might lie beneath the surface.

I offered a half-genuine smile and replied, "My name is Hollen." I looked at Lori, paused, then continued, "a love from the pages of her past." I noticed the joy in her eyes as she looked up at me with a smile so wide that my heart seemed to match its breadth.

"We were first loves," Lori admits softly. "We met when we were young, yet parted far too quickly for my liking."

"Aww, that's sad," the brunette said softly. "My name is Sasha, and this is my beau, Johnathan," she said, giving the man next to her a nudge with her elbow.

"I'm Jeannie, by the way," the blonde says quickly, as if she might be overlooked, her eyes fluttering like a hummingbird's.

"It's nice to meet you all," I said calmly, trying to be as friendly as possible, even though my full attention was on Lori. I didn’t mean to be dismissive, but these people weren’t important to me at that moment. I couldn't quite explain it, but if destiny decided it was right to put her in my path again—or me in hers—I wasn’t going to waste the chance by letting anyone else take that spot.

"So, tell us," Jeannie said jubilantly, "how did you two lovebirds meet?"

I glanced at Lori to see if she wanted to tell the story. The smile she gave me in return was so warm that I could only bow my head in agreement, letting her take the lead. The look she gave me was so convincing that I couldn't refuse any request she might have. 'God, I'm such a lush.'

"Well, we met at a skating rink. It was a place called Roller World, somewhere in Tempe, Arizona. We were tweens then, and I saw him goofing around with another kid, as boys do, near the benches where people sat to put on their skates," she smiled faintly as she kept talking. "I noticed him when I first came to the bench area. I thought he was so cute. I really liked his long hair. It was almost as long as mine and super blonde, too. And he had the prettiest sky-blue eyes I'd ever seen on a boy, and the brightest smile of anyone I'd ever met. He just looked so... happy. And, for some reason I can only explain to myself," she paused, looking up at me, her eyes glistening with tears, "it was something I needed instead of..." Her voice cracked, "...betrayal." She let her head rest on my shoulder as soft sobs broke her words like the severed stem of a freshly cut flower.

I held her close, not wanting her to get hurt again, fully aware of the trauma she endured as a child and what her uncle had done to her. It seemed a bit strange that she chose to share that part of her life now, but women can be unpredictable about such things. Maybe this was something she needed at this moment—to reaffirm the strength of our bond. 'Dammit!' I cursed silently. The intensity of the emotions from that day surged back, burning my mind, scorching my heart, and searing my stomach like hellfire. I wanted to kill her uncle all over again. The feelings were just as raw now as when I first experienced them.

I continued where she left off, "I noticed her looking at me, but I tried not to let her know. I was a bit shy back then, especially around girls, but damn, she was as pretty as a fairy from one of those fantasy movies." She softly rested her hand on my chest in a knowing way. 'Damn, that felt so good!' I sighed inwardly, comforted by the gesture. "I then skated past her a couple of times, hoping she would make the first move, but then I remembered what my brother had told me a few months earlier: "You gotta take a chance if you want in those pants."

With this in mind, on my next turn, I paid the DJ to play a slow chick-skate song. When it finally started, I quietly moved beside her, gently nudged her shoulder, and asked if she would like to skate with me. She, of course, said yes—pretty quickly, if I’m not mistaken. Once we were on the main floor, she tried to turn me around, but I politely told her that I had not yet learned to skate in that direction. She agreed by spinning around and taking the lead. Although I felt a little embarrassed, she showed no sign of disappointment and guided me around the floor like the young boy I was to her. I was grateful for that.

She looked up at me and said, "In my pants, huh? That was the reason?" The playful glint in her eyes showed she was teasing me.

"How long ago was this?" Sasha asked, folding her hands on the tabletop in front of her, her eyes focused as if she were watching a suspense film.

"About twenty or so years ago," Lori said with some uncertainty.

"And four months, to be exact," I corrected confidently.

"Come on, man," Johnathan finally said. "You're making me look bad, jeez!" His girl, Sasha, punched him in the shoulder with her small fist and then added a subtle frown to make her point clear.

"So, what caused you two to part ways?" Sasha asked. "If you don't mind my nosiness."

"My family moved away a few months later, but we both knew it was coming before it happened." I didn't try to go into detail, knowing neither of us wanted to revisit that subject. I looked down at her again and smiled, continuing, "But we made the best of what we had while we had the time. Learning how to love and let go at such a young age was... difficult."

"That's an understatement," she snapped sharply with a tsk.

"Did you two hook up?" Jeannie asked, her voice full of feigned disinterest.

"JEANNIE!" Sasha scolded the other girl for asking such a question.

"What?" Jeannie protested innocently. "We all want to know."

"Not me!" Johnathan muttered as he swirled his drink absentmindedly.

"No!" Lori cut in, squeezing my hand under the table. "But we sure kissed a lot. He's such a smooch hound, too," she added with a quick peck on the lips. The squeeze of her hand told me she didn't want to share our private moments with them, so I respected her wishes. However, my thoughts drifted back to the last time we were together—behind the skating rink, on top of the small transformer. Its height was just right for both of us, and it was warm for her. The fact that we could feel its vibrations through the metal casing was a bonus, she had said. I didn't fully understand why at the time; now that I'm older and more experienced with the nuances of the female body, I truly appreciate it. I remember how intense it was for both of us. She must have been thinking about that exact moment because she looked up at me and smiled warmly, blushing a bit. 'How could she know?' I silently wondered.

"Sooo..." Jeannie asked, "What now? Are you two going to hook...?" Her words were suddenly cut off by the sound of automatic gunfire erupting around them.

The sounds of screaming voices and breaking glass echoed throughout the restaurant. Plates, glasses, mugs, pitchers, windows, and wood paneling shattered as if unseen hands had torn them apart and hurled the fragments in every direction.

Without hesitation, I grabbed Lori by the shoulders and pulled her down under the table. The others in the booth with us followed suit a second later. My mind and body shifted gears instantly. I drew my pistol from the back of my waistband and slid out from under the table. Suddenly, hands grabbed me from behind, yanking me back hard. "No!" I heard Lori scream fearfully as she pulled on my left side and arm.

I jerked my arm free. I don't think she realized that could have cost me my life if I had been caught off guard. "Wait here and don't come out. Promise me!" I looked pleadingly into her eyes. Fear, pain, and yearning filled them like a puddle in a storm. I tried to reassure her, but I didn't have time for coddling, so I told her to stay under the table and that I'd be back for her when it was safe.

Then I turned and stole a glance around the booth's edge as the gunfire rang on in the room. The sound of automatic weapons was almost deafening. Fear and doubt filled me with hesitation. It wasn't dying that haunted me, but the feeling that I might lose something for nothing. I didn't want to die a useless death. I hated the thought of dying without at least injuring the attacker(s) or taking them with me when I went. I wanted to know I had delivered my justice, too. Pain for pain, death for death!

Across from me, I saw an elderly man crouched by a pillar near the buffet table, weapon in hand. He looked to be in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair cropped close to his scalp, wearing black slacks and a plain blue button-down shirt paired with a red-and-white striped tie. He showed all the signs of an off-duty cop, especially with the angry scowl on his face and the Walther P99 in his hand. He was glaring at me from across the aisle. I didn’t even need to ask if he was ready—I could see the anger burning in his eyes. He seemed prepared to face death right then and there. He must have noticed my BDUs and recognized me as a noncommissioned officer as I emerged from under the table
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