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Joe had promised to get me out of the country.

Did he? I wasn’t sure anymore. The horrible chase-scene replayed in my mind – the glaring headlights of a huge SUV as it rammed into the back of Joe’s LTD, swerving in traffic as Joe struggled to maintain control of the battered car.

I could see Joe’s worried face as he urged me to trust him. I did trust him. He was taking me to the airport. I had to catch that flight, but those bastards chasing us weren’t having it. They were determined to stop us, to stop me, before we could make the exit. 

I relived the accident – the car slammed viciously headlong into the neon-yellow Fitch barrels, causing them to rupture, separate, and reveal the protected gore point. The sound of metal hitting concrete screeched through the night as the hood of the LTD buckled, crushed, and tore from the impact. 

Then, the car bounced back violently like an unwound spring. We were thrown forward and then back again, first slamming into the dashboard, and then against the seat rest. The LTD quivered and shook one last time before completely dying. A few seconds later, the airbags deployed; exploding at nearly a hundred miles an hour as they exited their compartments. That impact was the last thing I’d felt until this very moment.

Now, I was falling and falling fast. My stomach flipped over several times and the nausea was horrible. The sensation was similar to riding a rollercoaster—only there was no way off this ride. 

Stop, please stop. Let me off this fucking thing!

It was a wild, rough ride and I’d taken too many turns. 

Let someone else ride. I’m going to puke, dammit. 

I reached up to cover my mouth, but my arms were restrained. 

Oh god, did the company finally capture me? 

Floating between consciousness and nightmares, my eyes moved rapidly beneath closed lids, my breathing was shallow. Fragments of the chase-scene flashed in and out of my conscious awareness. A large SUV chased us. It was a monstrous vehicle, filling the rearview window, and in my dream state, its large teeth chomped at the back of the LTD taking out huge chunks each time it crashed into the back of the car. The two men inside it were trying to stop me from catching a flight. According to Joe, it was a flight to freedom. I could almost taste that liberty, but I was worried. Joe struggled to maintain control of the sedan. 

In a glimpse of the present reality, I was relentlessly jostled and bounced about. I realized that this wasn’t an amusement park ride, but I couldn’t figure out what the hell was going on. My head hurt like a son-of-a-bitch.

I’m strapped onto something. Dammit! How the hell did I get here?

I struggled, but I couldn’t get loose. I took a few deep breaths to gather my wits even though I continued to fight against the restraints. It was dark, but I could see dim lighting on my left. It looked like a cylindrical tube of some kind. No, it wasn’t a tube; it was the back of an airplane. 

This is a big-ass airplane! 

I looked around in the dim light. The plane was hollowed out. It didn’t have any seats, but it held containers and stacks of secured equipment. I spotted close to a dozen men strapped into harnesses on the far side of the plane—this is a military transport plane, and they’re flying to god only knows where. 

Somehow, I’ve been captured. What happened to Joe? Did he survive the crash?

As I passed out again, I returned to the nightmare. Joe’s excited face filled my vision as two agency SUVs locked-down on the black monster vehicle. They had complete control of it and pushed past us. Once they were ahead, Joe made his move. He swerved sharply to the right aiming for the airport exit. 

He was driving too fast. I tensed up. My entire body knew there wasn’t any way that he could make that exit. At the last possible second, Joe slammed on brakes, but it was too late. 

There’s no way out of this—we’re going to die.

I relived the impact as Joe and I were thrown forward and then back again, first slamming into the dashboard, and then against the seat rest as the car violently bounced back like an unwound spring. The LTD spewed incomprehensible grinding moans, quivered, and shook one last time before dying completely. I was in a daze and Joe was unconscious. I heard moaning sounds. 

Am I making that noise?

A few seconds later, I was hit with a hundred-mile-an-hour beach ball. It exploded out of the airbag compartment, directly slamming in my face and chest. After that, I was oblivious to anything else that happened.

Regaining consciousness again, my stomach flipped over several times. The nausea that roused me refused to go away. The fear of this unknown situation wasn’t helping that. The vomit rushed into my mouth; I retched, but nothing came up. 

One of the men in the harnesses noticed my struggles and unsteadily made his way over to me. The unstable atmosphere knocked him about. The jostling was severe air turbulence and produced a very rowdy ride. 

The man making his approach wore army fatigues, and I could make out a nametag and several stripes on the cuff of his left sleeve.

This is Corporal Pennick and he’s a medic.
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“It’s ok Mr. Lewis,” Pennick said. “We’re an army transport headed to Fort Bliss near El Paso, Texas. Courtesy of the FBI, you’re hopping a ride with us. Do you think you can sit up?” 

Although dazed, I nodded. As Pennick began to release the straps on the side nearest to him, I raised up enough to reach the barf bag hanging on the side of the board. I retched again, but it was only dry heaves. There wasn’t anything in my stomach that would come up. Knowing that Pennick was looking after me had an immediate calming effect. If The Rodante Group was involved, they would have kept me restrained. 

“It’s probably just the anesthesia, Mr. Lewis,” Pennick reassured as he continued to loosen the straps. “It looks like you were sedated, probably to set your nose.” 

As he worked, one of the other soldiers, Private Jones, brought over a dim lamp to lend assistance to the task. With the light, I could see I was strapped to an actual gurney or hospital stretcher. My head throbbed badly, and I reached up with a free hand to check it. I felt a bandage on my nose, but my head didn’t appear injured. At least, I didn’t feel any lumps, stitches, or bandages. 

“Looks like you have a concussion and a broken nose, Mr. Lewis,” Corporal Pennick said matter-of-factly. “But it doesn’t look like there’s any other damage or broken bones. You have a few bruises. You seem fit enough. If you’ll take it easy and allow us to assist you, I think you can sit up.” He took one of my arms, and Private Jones took the other. I sat up slowly, trying to maintain balance in a world that was bouncing and spinning through the air.

“What day is it?” I asked with a very dry and hoarse throat. “How long have I been out?”

“It’s Sunday, sir; twelve-hundred hours,” Corporal Pennick replied. 

The accident happened Saturday evening before nine. I was either drugged or unconscious for nearly fifteen hours. Once again, I recalled the scene of Joe hitting the impact barrels head-on. It seemed that the memory wouldn’t release me. The airbag deployment had struck with such force that the blow knocked me out. Even so, I had an eerie, almost déjà vu, feeling that I was dead. My stomach wrenched again at that thought. I remembered thinking—there’s no way to escape death. Now, I felt a deep pang of guilt that Joe might not have survived the crash. 

Did I escape at Joe’s expense?

“How much farther until we reach El Paso?” I asked.

“We should be starting the descent in a few minutes,” Corporal Pennick replied. “It looks like you slept nearly the entire way.”

“What happens when we land?” I asked while nervously surveying the soldiers around the perimeter of the plane. I wasn’t sure what was happening here. I still couldn’t be sure that The Rodante Group wasn’t behind this flight.

“You’ll be given a military escort across the border to Juarez,” Pennick replied curtly, “but first, you’ll have chow in the mess hall and a shower and bed. The escort is scheduled for oh-six-hundred Monday, sir.” 

I nodded. 

Did I dare hope Joe’s escape plan had succeeded? Did Joe survive the crash? Did my secret get him killed? Too many had already died from knowing it. Casey... Nelson... Joe? 

“Mr. Lewis, now that you’re unstrapped, you have two options. We can re-strap you to the gurney because it’s tightly secured to the hull or you can get up and join us in one of the harnesses. The descent is wickedly erratic, and you’re going to want to hold onto something,” Pennick stated and then waited for a decision. 

I quickly decided I’d rather face the turmoil from an upright position than on my back. The nausea had subsided, so I slid off the gurney and was relieved to know I still had strength in my body. I followed the two soldiers to an extra harness and slipped into it. Corporal Pennick and Private Jones harnessed in too. 

The Corporal hadn’t been kidding about the wicked descent. If I’d eaten anything in the last twelve hours, it would’ve surely come up. After the chaotic landing, Pennick escorted me to the visitor’s quarters. The space was small and very similar to a hotel room with a bed, desk, bathroom, and closet. A large flat-screen television hung on the wall above the desk and across from the bed.

“Mr. Lewis, I’ll return for you at fourteen-hundred and escort you to the mess hall. You’ll have time to get your bearings and for a shower and change.”

“Thank you, Corporal,” I replied and watched as the young soldier sat a carryon bag just inside the door. It wasn’t the one I had packed, but after the door closed, I picked it up and looked inside. It was heavier and held two changes of clothes, a shaving kit, and a pair of shoes. Underneath the apparel, I found a laptop computer and a phone with charger. Beneath all of that, the journals were carefully stacked. 

I casually picked up the journal on top, glad to know that the company hadn’t gotten their hands on it. Underneath was the biggest surprise of all. The bottom of the carryon was lined with cash in neatly bound stacks of twenties. There were at least a hundred thousand dollars at the bottom of the bag. I breathed a sigh of relief with silent thanks to Joe. 

Impulsively, I opened the laptop. A video started immediately, and Joe’s face came into view. He looked bruised and banged-up, and his left arm was in a cast, but other than that, he was fine. He was alive; both of us had escaped death. Immense relief washed over me, and I finally took a long, deep breath.

“Mike, old friend, if you’re watching this, we’ve succeeded in the escape plan. Don’t worry about the money; it was scheduled for the torch next week, and no one will miss it. Beneath the money, you’ll find a new passport and a wallet with a new identity.” 

I hit the pause button and dug under the stacks of cash looking for those items. The passport booklet held my photo along with Magin’s name and address. The wallet contained a State of New York driver’s license, again with my picture and Magin’s name and address in Albany. There was also a wad of bills tucked in the fold of the wallet.

How the hell did Joe do this?

“I take full responsibility for giving you Magin’s identity. It was too good to pass up. His body replaced yours in the accident report, and that means that technically you’re dead. That was the break we needed. Because of Magin’s contribution, you won’t have to look over your shoulder anymore—as long as you’re careful. I don’t think Magin would mind. By the way, your memorial service is Tuesday evening at six, and your body was cremated yesterday. Well, Magin’s body was actually cremated,” Joe corrected and chuckled softly adding a wink. With a great deal of relief, I laughed too. 

“As you’ve already figured out, I made arrangements for transportation to Juarez, but after that, I’m afraid my hands are tied. That’s as far as I can reach, my friend. There’s only one number in the cell phone: mine. It’s to a burn phone and the only way we can communicate. The old phone and number had to go. I want to hear from you by text after you’ve settled in Mexico, but of course, no unnecessary communication before that. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that you can’t contact anyone, not even Sarah or Adom. Everyone thinks you’re dead, and we’re going to keep it that way. Even the goons in the black SUV believe you’re dead. Someone even went to the morgue to get a look at the body. Thank God, Magin was so scarred up that no one would ever guess it wasn’t you. I wish you the very best of luck, not that you need it. My advice is to make your dreams come true—find a woman to love and make a family just like you’ve always wanted. Live your life and enjoy it, old friend. Oh, and one more thing, you’ll need to give someone Magin’s power of attorney to represent your financial interests. You can’t come back to New York and risk being spotted. We’ve been through too much to spoil our plans now. Ok, that’s all I have. Good luck!” Joe said, ending the communication with a big grin and wave.

I silently watched the video fade from black and white to grey, and then to mere static as it disappeared, bit by bit, while the theme song from Mission Impossible played softly in the background. I didn’t know how Joe did that sort of thing, but then again his technical team had advanced skills in all things computer. They were fully capable of doing the impossible. 

I laughed heartily and, for the first time in weeks, maybe months, I felt the tension ease from my body. Then, the reality of my situation hit me like a hammer: I’m free! I’m free to start over and have the life and family I’ve always wanted.

I replaced the journals on top of the money and put the laptop and passport on top of that. After I secured the carryon, I took a shower. The hot water soothed away some of the aches and pains from being struck by the airbag. The bandages were wet and easily peeled off my nose. 

Afterwards, when I looked in the mirror to shave the stubble off my face, I could tell that someone had already set my nose. There was still discoloration and bruises underneath my eyes, but that was expected. It almost looked as if I’d been in a fight rather than a car accident. My chest was also bruised, but I didn’t have any broken ribs or other fractures. I was lucky. I’d just finished dressing when Corporal Pennick knocked on the door. 

“Mr. Lewis, I can take you to the mess hall now. I bet you’re hungry,” Pennick said.

“Yes, I am,” I replied with enthusiasm. 

I ate a huge lunch of grilled steak, a potato casserole that reminded me of the dish Adom had in Vancouver, and green beans. After that, I found the espresso machine and made a latte to accompany a slice of chocolate-layered cake. It was ‘wickedly delicious.’ The frosting melted smoothly on my tongue and the coffee set off the taste and sensation to perfection. 

After the heavy meal, I felt warm and fuzzy. I was fading fast. When we reached the visitor’s quarters, the Corporal said he’d let me rest and we’d get another meal later that evening. Pennick watched closely for signs and symptoms that might surface after the accident and was acutely aware that I needed to rest. 

After he left, I stripped to my boxers and lay on the bed. I closed my eyes, and again there wasn’t a kaleidoscope vision to view. 

I fell asleep nearly as soon as my head hit the pillow. It was a deep, restful sleep, and when I awakened, I felt normal again. By the time Pennick returned, I was refreshed and ready for another meal. 

––––––––
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I’ve traveled all over the world and going into a new country and culture wasn’t a problem for me. I spoke Spanish, some Italian and French, and a little German. I’d traveled to many countries with ease—but this was different.

It felt final. 

It was too risky to return to New York, and that was a truly sobering thought. Although I had successfully escaped the company that had chased me from my city, I realized that I might never see my home again.

​
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Chapter 3
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As I considered my new circumstances, I thought about how my life had changed after telling Dr. Nelson Fitch about my secret. In only eight weeks my life had become increasingly chaotic. I’d lost my home and identity. But that wasn’t all.  Even worse, a lot of chaos and death had happened after revealing the kaleidoscope secret to Nelson. Why was my secret that important to someone at The Rodante Group?

How could I believe something that bizarre? After everything that had happened, how could I not believe it?

Technically, I’m dead, and although I now have a chance to start over, it was a sobering realization that others had died for me to have this fresh start. I didn’t understand how Joe had pulled it off, but he’d taken care of everything, even my memorial. 

I took a thousand dollars out of the carryon and repacked everything except the passport and wallet. I was sitting at one of the patio tables under a pergola when a very efficient Corporal Pennick found me. 

“Are you ready for breakfast, sir?” Pennick asked politely.

“I am,” I replied.

We walked to the dining hall together. I ate a huge order of scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, and a few slices of French toast dipped in syrup. Corporal Pennick had coffee and a breakfast sandwich.

“You certainly have a good appetite, sir,” he commented.

“I do... There’s a reason for that, but it’s a lengthy story and I won’t bore you with it. Let’s just say that I work off all this fuel nearly every day.”

After I drank a decent cup of coffee from the espresso machine, we headed to the convoy. I followed the Corporal through the maze of buildings that lined a marshalling area. Before long, we arrived at the deployment location. 

The convoy consisted of five vehicles. The first and last in the line-up were large GMV versions of a Humvee. Corporal Pennick explained that, in a small convoy, the ‘head’ or lead vehicle carried the convoy commander while the ‘trail’ or end vehicle carried support staff. There were three MTVRs, or seven-ton medium-sized tactical vehicles, that made up the body of the convoy and were called the ‘march-unit’ or serial. The MTVRs carried the troops and were large flatbed trucks with arched bars and ragtops. There was a platoon, or approximately forty-four soldiers in uniform, waiting to enter the MTVRs. 

Corporal Pennick led me to the trail vehicle explaining that he was part of the support team and that I was with him. Once inside the vehicle and all the troops were loaded, the convoy began the short journey to the Mexican border near Juarez. It only took a few minutes even at a slow and cumbersome pace. As we arrived, the convoy pulled over on the side of the road and a local Mexican military vehicle approached the trail vehicle.

Corporal Pennick exited the vehicle and motioned for me to follow. He spoke to the driver in Spanish and verified that he would drop me off at a hotel in Juarez, Mexico. Pennick shook my hand, wished me luck, and then opened the door to the backseat of the military vehicle. Realizing this was the end of an era for me, my stomach was in my throat, but I got inside. 

The driver didn’t say a word. He drove across the border into Mexico without stopping at the border crossing, but his eyes remained on the rearview mirror so that he could watch me. I could understand his curiosity, but something about the way he observed me made the hair on the back of my neck stand up in warning. 

He pulled over at the Hotel Maria Bonita on Avenue R Perez Serna and motioned for me to get out. I exited the vehicle and the driver sped away. 

Hotel Maria Bonita was a beautiful old landmark. The lobby was pleasantly appointed with traditional Mexican décor in softer colors. I looked around for a few minutes and then went to the front desk where I waited for the desk clerk’s attention.

“Hola,” the attendant said with a lovely smile, “My name is Rosalina. How may I assist you?”

“Hola,” I replied. “I need a room.” 

“Are you traveling alone or is there someone else in your party?” Rosalina politely asked.

“Only me.”

“How long do you plan to stay, Señor?”

“I’m not sure – perhaps a week, perhaps longer,” I replied trying to keep my plans open and casual.

“We have a lovely queen size suite,” Rosalina offered. “The room is masculine, but tastefully decorated with a thirty-two-inch plasma television and a private bathroom with either shower or tub, your preference. It has a kitchen and dining area as well as a sitting area. All of our rooms come furnished with espresso machines, personal safes, internet service, and complimentary bottled water. And, you can keep the same room if your visit extends longer than a week. Would this please you, Señor?”

“Sí, the suite with a shower would be great,” I replied and then asked, “Is there an exercise room or spa?”

“Sí, Señor. We have a fully equipped fitness center open until midnight each evening and a full-size outdoor pool. You might also be interested to know about our restaurants. For dining, there is the El Comal; it specializes in Mexican cuisine with a full bar. The El Comal is open for breakfast, lunch, and dinner; they close at ten o’clock during the week and remain open until midnight on the weekends. And then, there’s the El Recoveco, a karaoke bar that only serves dinner and is closed on Sundays. You can also order room service and eat in your own dining area during specific hours, or there are many more cafés and coffeehouses along the avenue,” Rosalina said and then smiled another lovely smile.

“Sounds perfect.” 

“The rooms are non-smoking, but if your room comes with a balcony overlooking the city, you may smoke on it. Would you want a balcony, Señor?” she asked.

“Sí,” I replied. Rosalina looked at the computer monitor briefly and smiled. 

“I have just the suite for you. We accept cash, traveler’s checks, or credit card. May I see your passport, please?” The simple request for a passport reminded me to fill out the guest registration in Magin’s name. 

I’ll have to get used to that.

When I got to the room, I walked through once, satisfied that Rosalina had given an accurate description. Then, I put the phone on its charger and the carryon in the safe. There was a small bag of coffee next to the espresso machine, and the kitchen was fully equipped with all the supplies and utensils necessary to prepare a meal. The refrigerator contained a small pint-sized container of cream and several bottles of water. I made a coffee and took it to the balcony. The open area held two chairs and a small side table. I lit a cigarette and sat down to think about my situation.

Thanks to Joe, I was safely out of the country with a new identity. Even after Magin’s death, it had never entered my mind e to switch identities with him—but it had certainly occurred to Joe. Now, after feeling stuck in a tidal pool for fifteen years, I had options. 

I had enough money to live on until I could find someone to preside over Magin’s estate, my estate. That was the only way to move the money from my name to Magin’s name. 

I have to stop thinking this way. There isn’t a ‘me’ or ‘Magin’. I’m Magin James Lewis now. That is the new me. That is my new name.

The common denominator in the names of all the Lewis relatives was James. I practiced saying the name softly on the balcony, “Hola, I’m James Lewis...Hola, I’m Magin James Lewis, but my friends call me James...Hello, I’m James Lewis.”

I laughed aloud at how ridiculous I felt and sounded. I recalled that Sensei Wakahisa insisted I practice the terrified voice until it sounded convincing. It was the successful practice of Step One that had allowed me to save Sarah and her children from certain death. With those memories to guide me, I no longer felt foolish. The practice was necessary. 

I’d used visualization to learn the fast-hand movements and steps to each dance to defend myself. I would use it now to establish my new identity. 

I continued to repeat the new name, both verbally and nonverbally, because it was the quickest way for it to feel real, be convincing, and then become real. 

I am James Lewis. And I am damn well going to find a little slice of heaven in this new place, new life, and new identity.

​
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Later, I went for a walk. This part of the city was quaint and lovely; it was a beautiful historic district. People were out and about enjoying the nice weather. I’d heard rumors of Juarez’s violent side and drug wars; in fact, the US Military was now helping to guard the area and its borders because of those issues. With their assistance, things had calmed down considerably since 2011. At the moment, I didn’t see any evidence of violence. Here, in this section of town, it seemed easy, relaxed, and peaceful.

As the crow flies, New York was over two thousand miles away. With such distance between me and the dangers I had previously faced, I felt safe. As I explored my new city, I felt the burdens from that life lift.

I found a bodega a few blocks from the hotel and noticed there were two coffeehouses along the way. One had a sign in the window that read ‘free Wi-Fi inside.’ The street was lined with little booths where individuals sold their fresh produce or other touristy items such as clay or terracotta ornaments and pots. 

The bodega sold essential grocery items and a little bit of everything that anyone might need. From sundries to clothing, they had it all. I found comfortable cotton black pants in my size and several plain tee shirts that were the correct color for stealth—black, green, gray, tan. I wanted to be careful. 

I selected a package of Hanes boxers and black socks also. Then I bought coffee and cream, some chocolate cookies, eggs, bread, mayonnaise and butter, and a carton of regular whole milk. 

After I left the bodega, I intended to return the purchases to the hotel right away, but that didn’t happen. Once I was on the sidewalk and headed in that direction, two men accosted me. 

Both wore desert camouflage fatigues. And although they were much shorter than I was, barely coming up to my shoulder in height, they were tough and wiry in size. Both of the men looked dangerous. 

The man on my right stuffed a gun in my side while the other one took the packages from me and gave them to a third man who hung back a bit from the other two. I wasn’t sure if the third man was with them or a complete stranger who just happened along at the wrong time.

I didn’t have time to consider it for long. My attention was drawn to several women who noticed the gun. They cried out in terror as they recalled the old, bloody days on the streets of Juarez where men were beheaded or hung from the overpasses. Not too long ago, these were warnings to all Juarez citizens that the cartel was in charge. 

One woman in particular issued a high-pitched keening sound that caused a shiver to run down my spine. Her loud wailing was to her detriment. The second man showed no compassion as he shoved her backwards into a booth display. Clay and terracotta shattered and fruit and vegetables scattered across the sidewalk.  The panicked woman began to cry even louder as she begged for her life, “Por favor no me hagas daño, por favor no me mates.”

I was no stranger to this kind of threatening situation. It had happened to me on several occasions in New York as the Rodante Group sent their thugs to abduct me. I’d spent weeks in training. I’d used the enhanced method of visualization, and I’d practiced my terrified voice long enough to sound convincing. Those skills propelled me to action. I automatically began to use the five-step dance I had used on many occasions to defend myself and my friends in New York. 

Wondering if I’d stumbled into a gang-related bloodbath, those tools kicked-in. I heard myself cry out, “There’s no need for all this. You obviously want me. I’ll go willingly. There’s no need for innocent bystanders to be harmed. If you leave them alone, I’ll do whatever you want. I don’t want any trouble.” 

“Estúpido americano,” the men laughed. “No vamos a lastimar a nadie. Estamos aquí para tí.”

My Spanish was good. 

They’d just admitted they were here for me and didn’t want to hurt anyone else. It was bad news on one hand, but the situation was better than I had imagined. I couldn’t risk attracting the attention of the local police. I was a fugitive. 

I watched as the men encouraged the bystanders to leave. “Vámonos! Vámonos!” they yelled as they waved their arms to encourage flight.

Once the crowd had dispersed, I waved my hands and muttered unintelligible words. It was only a distraction so I could get closer to the one with the gun and it worked. In a flash, I had moved my left hand onto the right side of the gun and my right hand onto the gunman’s wrist. 

Surprise etched across the banditos face. It was a bold move, and he didn’t react in time. My hand of steel controlled his wrist. I followed the well-known dance steps and easily pivoted my body to his right side. I’d just made a counter-clockwise circular step between his feet and had brought him to his knees with the gun pointed under his chin when the butt of a rifle slammed into the back of my skull. 

The jolt knocked me to my knees.

An old, beat-up work truck pulled up to the curb, and the man with the gun grunted out orders to the others. I was thrown into the back of the truck, and while I lay face down on the truck bed, my hands were bound behind my back. 

The second man climbed into the back of the truck where three other men rode. He pulled me to a sitting position. From that vantage point, I could see that each of the men carried weapons such as shotguns, rifles, or machetes. Anyone foolish enough to remain on the street stood back, fearful and afraid to get involved in this broad daylight kidnapping.

The one in charge freely moved about the truck bed making light conversation with the others, but I wasn’t finished yet. If they were going to kill me, I wanted them to do it in town where there were witnesses. When he passed by me again, I used my long legs to sweep his feet out from under him.

He fell forward onto the truck’s back window and loudly cackled as he glanced at me. “Nice,” he commented before the butt of his rifle slammed into my ribs. He seemed unconcerned with me and slightly amused as he slapped the cab’s roof three times. “Vámonos!” he yelled to the driver.

“Who are you and what do you want with me?” I demanded even though I was surprised that he had taken my attack in such good humor.
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