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      He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being followed. Or at the very least being watched. Before getting on the train, he took one last look behind him. Without seeing anything, he just shook it off. Maybe it was the late-night movie he watched the previous night that was doing it to him. It was a thriller in which everyone was out to get the hero, who narrowly escaped at every turn.

      Brandon Hall was a twenty-eight-year-old single guy, fresh out of the military, wanting to start his own business. With not having any family to reconnect with, or a wife or girlfriend to come home to, he figured now was the right time to start that business. He had nothing to hold him back. He’d just attended a business conference in San Diego to get some marketing ideas and make some contacts. Since it was only a little over two hours back to Anaheim by train, and since he’d never taken one before, he thought he’d try taking the scenic route back home. Little did he know he was about to embark on a trip he’d never forget.

      Once Hall got on the train and found his seat by the window, he put his headphones on and listened to some music as he tried to enjoy the ride. It was a quiet ride for most of the way with the seats next to him and behind him not being taken. Seemed like the train was about three-quarters full. Hall’s nice, quiet ride was interrupted with about thirty minutes to go until the train reached the Anaheim station. The empty seat next to him had now been taken, with Hall giving a quick glance at the burly built man with the shaved head and goatee sitting down beside him. Hall then turned his head back toward the window, not giving the man another thought. A few minutes later, Hall felt a tap on his arm. He looked over at the man, who seemed to be giving him a nod like he wanted to talk. Hall took his headphones off and let them drape around the back of his neck as he listened to what the man wanted.

      “You need something, man?” Hall pleasantly asked, a smile on his face.

      The man didn’t reciprocate the friendly tone and looked genuinely upset judging by the scowl on his face that didn’t seem to waver. “Where’s the stuff?”

      “What stuff?”

      “You know. Let’s not play games, all right? It’s a short ride, let’s not make it any longer than we have to.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I was told you were cool and could be trusted,” the man said, looking even angrier than he did before. “Is that not so?”

      Hall sort of shrugged, not really knowing how to answer. He was beginning to think the man had some sort of mental problem. He was certain he’d never seen or interacted with him before. “What do you want?”

      “I don’t want any problems with you, OK? Just give me the stuff and we can both be on our way.”

      “What stuff?”

      The man looked straight ahead and sighed, deeply annoyed with the games they were playing. Since they were on a train, he was trying to keep his temper under control. He didn’t want to lose it in front of a lot of witnesses. Not with what was at stake. He turned his head back toward Hall and tried one more time.

      “I’m trying to be patient but I have my limits,” the man said. “Just give me the stuff now and we can go our separate ways.”

      “What stuff? I don’t know what you want.”

      The man let out another sigh, quickly losing the battle with his temper. “I’m about done with this.”

      “I think you’re mistaken about whoever you think I am, man. I’m not whoever it is you’re looking for.”

      “Your name’s Hall, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you’re the guy I’m looking for. Palumbo said you were cool but I think he must’ve lost his mind with you.”

      “Who’s Palumbo?” Hall asked.

      “All right, that’s it, I’m done.”

      The man had enough and wasn’t about to play any more of the games. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a gun, jamming it into Hall’s side. Hall looked on in horror, not sure what was happening. He was frozen, not wanting to make a wrong move with what he assumed was a mentally deranged man. The man saw Hall’s black duffel bag and assumed his merchandise was in there. He took a quick look around to make sure they weren’t making enough noise to alert any of the other riders. With all the other riders going on about their business, the man then started with his own business.

      “Here’s what we’re gonna do,” the man said. “You’re gonna grab your bag, then we’re gonna walk back into the next car and conduct our business in one of the rooms.”

      “I don’t have any business to conduct with you.”

      “Well, you’re wrong there.”

      “And I’m not going anywhere with you,” Hall said, his voice starting to twitch, highly alarmed with what he thought the man might have planned for him.

      “Wrong again. We’re both gonna get up, then slowly and calmly walk back to the next car.”

      “I’m not moving.”

      The man pushed his gun even further into Hall’s side. Hall squirmed a little due to the action, wincing in pain at the discomfort he was experiencing.

      “Now you got two choices. You can do what I say and move, or I can pump you full of lead right here.”

      “You wouldn’t do that in the middle of a train.”

      The man smiled, then let out a small laugh. “Don’t try me, kid. You got almost a million dollars of my merchandise in that bag of yours. For that amount of money, I’ll deal with the fallout.”

      “A million dollars?” Hall said, now knowing for sure that there had been a mistake made. “You’ve got the wrong guy, man.”

      “I’m not doing this again. Grab your bag and let’s go. Or I’ll just kill you on the spot.”

      Hall nodded, ready to finally comply with the man’s wishes. He figured it was better to go along with the plot, at least temporarily, then to anger the man any more and risk the consequences. Before the gun-wielding man got up, he had a few last-minute instructions for his guest.

      “Just in case you get any ideas, once you get up, look at the seats behind us.”

      “Why?” Hall asked.

      “Because you’ll see two more men, both of whom work for me. And just in case you’re wondering, they’re also carrying guns.” Hall just looked at him, knowing what he was implying. “Any sounds, any movements, trying to get away, yelling for help, anything at all… and they’re gonna blow your head off. Right here, right now, no exceptions. They’re just gonna come up shooting. Understand?”

      Hall nodded that he did, though that didn’t seem to be enough for the tough-looking man.

      “I wanna hear you say it.”

      “I understand,” Hall replied.

      “You better. There’s a small kid two rows back to the left of us. I’d hate to ruin his day by getting your blood all over him. Might be traumatic for him.”

      “I’ll do as you ask.”

      The man smiled, feeling confident, and convinced that Hall was going to behave and do as he asked. “I’m gonna put this gun away, but that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook yet. Remember, there’s two guys behind us.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. Be a good little boy and do what we tell you and you might just live to see tomorrow.”

      With his gun tucked away, the man stood up, motioning for Hall to do the same. Hall got up and was about to follow, leaving his bag behind. Before he left the area of the seats though, the man motioned for Hall to grab his bag. Hall did, then followed the man into the aisle between the rows of seats. With the black bag in his hand, Hall looked at the seats behind his, observing two more rough-looking men sitting in them. Both of the men stared at him with an evil-looking grin on their face, almost daring him to do something stupid that would give them a reason to use their guns.

      A lump went down Hall’s throat, wondering what was going on. Why and how was this happening to him? Part of him wanted to back away, run, just about anything to get away from the men, willing to take his chances. But if he believed the man at his word, and they were willing to open fire in the middle of the train, he didn’t want to put any other innocent people at risk. Part of the reason he left the military was that he didn’t want to engage in violence anymore. After several tours of duty in the Middle East, Hall just wasn’t interested in doing that type of stuff now. But just like one of his buddies in the army used to tell him, sometimes the trouble just seems to find you.

      Hall continued moving, following the burly man in front of him. As they passed the seats, the two other men also left their seats and started walking behind Hall. As they passed through the passenger cars, Hall still had ideas of fleeing, or turning around and doing some ninja type moves on the men, just like in an action movie. But, still with the other innocent passengers in mind, thought against it. He would just continue doing what the men said until the time was right to do otherwise. He just had to hope that there would be such a time.

      As the men passed seats of people, nobody paid much attention to them. Most people were engrossed in conversation, books, music, or their phones, and nobody gave even a second glance to the four men parading through the car. One of the men in back of Hall had a gun jammed into his back to make sure he kept moving. The man had a towel or cloth over top of the weapon to keep it concealed from the public eye.

      Once they exited the passenger cars and got to the rooms, the burly man went about halfway down, then unlocked a door to his left. After Hall was led into the room, they placed him near the far wall, his back to the small window. It was a cramped space and couldn’t fit much more than the four men already standing in it. With the black bag still in his hand, Hall anxiously awaited for the next set of instructions.

      “Open the bag,” the burly man said.

      One of his cohorts reached down and unzipped it. He opened it and rummaged through it, removing a bunch of clothes and scattering them on the floor. After a minute, the man got back up, frustrated that there was nothing there.

      “It’s empty,” said the man with the glasses.

      The burly man was getting angry again. “OK. Where is it? What’d you do with the merchandise?”

      Hall didn’t know what else to say except what he already had. “I keep telling you I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The burly man sighed and swiftly removed the gun from his jacket.  The other two men did the same. All three men pointed their weapons straight at Hall’s chest. Hall put his hands up, fearful of what was about to happen. He worried that he was about to be killed over something he didn’t even understand. He survived three tours of duty, seeing action in all of them, and he escaped unscathed. But here he was traveling on a train and he was about to be gunned down over what he assumed was a mistake. Some people say you see your life flash before your eyes when you know you’re about to die. But Hall didn’t feel or see that at all. His body was growing numb, knowing he still had a lot of living left to do. And it was about to be snatched away from him.
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      As the men continued their conversation, the men with guns were losing their patience. They weren’t about to continue this charade much longer.

      “I’m gonna give you one last chance,” the burly man said.

      Hall knew he had to think fast if he was going to make it out of this. “If you kill me now, you’re not gonna know where the stuff is.”

      The burly man smiled. “So you do know. Trying to string us along this whole time with this innocent man crap and the whole time you knew.”

      “I… uh...”

      “Spill it!”

      Hall took a deep breath, finally realizing what he had to do. He had to resort to violence again. The thing he’d been trying to move away from. But there was no other way in this instance. It was his only choice. Though Hall wasn’t an especially big man, standing just a shade under six feet and a hundred and ninety pounds, he was in good shape. He wasn’t overly muscular, but was strong enough to do most things and athletic enough to do the rest. Considering he was of average appearance, the armed men didn’t really consider him much of a threat. Especially with three guns pointing at him. They didn’t feel they had much to be alarmed over. That was about to change, though.

      Hall began to put his arms down, but was quickly stopped by one of the men, who motioned for him to keep them in the air. He stood there in a somewhat awkward stance, trying to think of how he could use his military training in this situation. He knew he could fight. But considering they had guns, and one of the men could shoot him before he got to all three, he had to think of how he could bring them closer.

      “I’m getting tired of standing here, kid,” the burly man said. “Let’s get this over with so we can all go on with our day.”

      “If I can put my hands down, I can show you something,” Hall replied.

      The men looked at each other, not sure what Hall had in mind. But with their eagerness to move on, were willing to let him. They nodded that it was OK for him to lower his arms, which he did.

      “It’s in the bag,” Hall said, starting to reach down for it.

      He was quickly stopped, however, with the leader of the group not sure what he was up to. Part of him thought Hall might have had some kind of trick up his sleeve.

      “What are you doing?” the man asked.

      Hall stopped his motion and stood up straight again. “Going in the bag.”

      “For what? It was already checked. There was nothing in there.”

      Thinking fast, Hall had to play it off, even though he wasn’t sure what they were after. “It’s not here. You think I’d be dumb enough to carry the stuff with me?”

      The burly man wasn’t sure what he was talking about. “What do you mean? What else would you do with it?”

      “There’s a secret compartment on the inside of the bag.”

      “So? It wouldn’t be big enough to hold all the stuff.”

      Hall shook his head. “No. There’s a key inside.”

      “A key to what?”

      “Your merchandise.”

      “Which is where?”

      “In another briefcase.”

      The burly man didn’t look pleased at this mess of games. He was a straightforward kind of guy and didn’t appreciate being led around in circles. “In another briefcase where?”

      “Let me get the key first and I’ll tell you.”

      Hall started to lean down again, but once again, was stopped before he got to the bag. The men just didn’t feel right about him. They thought he was trying to pull a fast one.

      “Hold up,” the leader said.

      “What?” Hall replied.

      The burly man looked to one of his partners and nodded, motioning with his gun for him to check the bag instead. The man with the glasses did as was asked and went back to the bag again, kneeling down and putting his hand in it to look for the secret compartment. Hall took a step back and waited for his moment. After a minute of searching, the man still came up empty. He couldn’t find a zipper, a pouch, velcro, nothing that would indicate there was another compartment inside the bag. The man looked back at his partners in frustration and slapped his knee before throwing one of his hands up, while the other one was still inside the bag.

      “There’s nothing here.”

      The burly man gritted his teeth to try to soothe his anger. “It better be there. What are you trying to push on us?”

      Hall feigned a look of surprise at the results. “Hey, it’s there, trust me. Can I show him where it’s at? Do you mind?”

      “Fine. Just do it and get it over with.”

      “OK.”

      Hall looked at the man with the glasses, then pointed to the left side of the bag. “It’s right there. Just move your hand a little to the right.”

      The man with the glasses moved his hand as he was told, but still wasn’t finding anything but air. Hall knew this was it. This was the moment he needed. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer. He wished he had a secret gun stashed in his bag somewhere, but considering he never felt like he would need one again, it would have seemed pointless. But now that he was here, in this ridiculous predicament, he wished he would have taken the extra precaution.

      Before doing anything, Hall looked at the two men who still had guns in their hands. Their arms were a little more relaxed, their guns pointed more toward the floor, not appearing to give him as much attention now since they were more concerned about what was in that bag. Hall knew the time was now. The man with the glasses had his head down near the bag as he searched, giving Hall a perfect target.

      Hall took one more glance at the two men by the door to make sure they were still in a relaxed position before moving. He slowly moved his right leg back then quickly brought it forward like he was a field goal kicker, delivering a powerful blow to the nose of the glass wearing man. Hall didn’t wait to see the result of his blow before lunging toward the others. The other two men reacted slowly as Hall reached them, with him knocking the gun out of the burly man’s hand. He then quickly gave a powerful forearm blow to the second man, Hall’s elbow catching the man squarely in the jaw, stunning him. As the man stumbled backwards against the wall, Hall turned back around to attack the leader of the group. Instead, he got a punch in the nose that momentarily dazed him.

      Hall quickly shook off the blow, then went on his own attack. He delivered a combination of blows, mixing his left and right hands like he was a world-class boxer. With the burly man staggered, Hall turned back around to deliver some more punishment on the other man, who’d regained his senses. Hall blocked a couple of his attempted punches, then dealt a few mixed martial art type of kicks to the man’s face and body. As the man hunched over in pain from the beating, Hall grabbed hold of the man’s arm and lifted it straight into the air to his side. He then jumped up on the man’s side, straddling his legs around the man’s chest as he kept a firm grip on the man’s arm. In one swift motion, Hall used all of his body weight to drop to the floor, bringing the other man violently down with him as they crashed onto the floor. As they did, the man’s arm hyper-extended before Hall also twisted it in a manner which then broke it. It was a move that Hall learned in the army. Though he knew it would work, it wasn’t something he ever thought he would actually put into practice. It was something he’d practiced before, but always stopped before going through with the final act.

      With the man out of the way, Hall took a quick look at the first man that he kicked, who was still down and holding his nose. By the amount of blood that was now staining the floor, Hall assumed that he had broken it. He wasn’t much of a threat at that point, but Hall figured he’d still have to deal with him again before exiting the room. The man with the broken arm was screaming in pain and rolling around in agony, kicking his legs against the floor.

      Hall then looked at the burly man, who was just getting up off the floor himself. He’d gotten to his knees, then tried to throw a few more punches at Hall, all of which failed. Hall was really fired up, and the fracas was taking him back to his military days. Now in the heat of battle, there was a crazed look in his eyes that indicated he wasn’t going to be defeated.

      After sidestepping some of the man’s attempted blows, Hall countered with a few shots of his own. With the burly man shaken up, his body was contorted sideways to Hall’s position. Hall then took the opportunity to take the man’s back, putting his arm underneath the man’s throat and forcing him to the ground. Hall put his legs around the man’s waist as he continued putting the maneuver on, better known as a rear naked choke in MMA circles. With Hall’s arm tucked under his chin, the burly man desperately flailed away at it, frenetically trying to remove it off of his neck before he went under. Only a few short seconds later, the burly man’s arms went limp as he drifted off into unconsciousness.

      Hall quickly let go of his hold after a few seconds, not wanting to kill the guy. If he’d have kept the hold on for another minute or two, that would have been the end result. But he didn’t want to do that. Not unless it was absolutely necessary and there was no other way. At this point, he realized he was a better and tougher fighter than these three. There was no need to kill them. All he wanted to do was stun them long enough to get away.

      As Hall got back to his feet, the burly man started to regain consciousness. Hall took another look at the man with the glasses, who was also getting to his feet. Before he was able to stand up all the way, Hall unleashed another superkick, a thrust kick drilling the man directly in the face. It was a move that would make any professional wrestler proud, though there was no letting up with this one. The force of the blow immediately made the man fall onto his back, crushing his broken nose even more.

      With two men down and screaming in pain, Hall knew his work was just about done. The burly man was getting to his knees, and Hall sought to finally finish the fight. Hall noticed one of the guns still lying on the ground and picked it up. He calmly walked over to the man and clubbed him hard over the back of his head, blood immediately pouring out from the newly opened gash. The burly man instantly dropped face first onto the ground, holding the back of his head as it throbbed in pain.

      Hall dropped the gun as he looked at the three men who were down, none of whom seemed to be in any more of a position to do any damage to him. For good measure though, he delivered another blow to the head of the man whose arm he broke, just to make sure he continued staying down. The other two still didn’t seem like much of a problem anymore, so there was no need to bother with them again.

      Hall walked over to the door and was about to leave, but took one last look at his fallen opponents. He didn’t think it was a good idea to leave them, guns still in hand, though it was questionable how good of a condition they still were in to use them. So Hall walked back over to the gun he’d already dropped and picked it up. He then looked around and saw the other gun on the floor and did the same. Knowing the third man was armed, he walked over to him and frisked him, not getting much opposition. Hall removed the gun and put it inside the belt of his pants.

      He looked toward the door again, but couldn’t muster the energy to leave just yet. He stood up and continued looking at his victims. They obviously believed he was someone else, but that didn’t mean that their business would be through after this. Hall knew it was a distinct possibility that they’d keep coming after him. Even if they realized he was the wrong man, they might try to avenge the beating he just threw down on them. In any case, he knew this might not be the last time he saw them. Either them or people that worked with them.

      Whatever the reason, Hall knew he couldn’t remain in the dark. He had to know who or what he was dealing with. He didn’t want to ever be surprised again with a situation like this. He then reached down into the man’s pocket and removed his wallet. He then walked over to the other two men and did the same. He also removed the key from the burly man’s pocket. With all of their wallets and guns in hand, Hall then went to the door. He gave the men one last look, then finally exited the room.

      He half-expected to see a group of onlookers waiting there, wondering what all the commotion was about. But nobody was there. Either nobody was in the compartments next to them that could hear what was going on or they were empty for the time being. Regardless, the coast was clear. With the door locked to prevent anyone else from going in, Hall went to the nearest bathroom to clean himself up. Though he didn’t sustain too many blows, he knew he must’ve looked like a sight. He could feel himself sweating and his face was probably red from the exertion. At least with his hair high and tight he didn’t have to worry about it being messed up.

      Hall’s only goal at that point was staying as far away from his attackers as possible until the train stopped. He could have gone to an employee to let them know what happened but he honestly just wanted to distance himself from everything at the moment. He didn’t want to press charges, didn’t want to deal with the authorities, he didn’t want any of that. He simply wanted to go away and be done with it all. Plus, there was no telling if the three he just roughed up was all there was. For all he knew, there might have been a couple more wandering around the train, just waiting for him. He just wanted to get out of the public view and hide away somewhere until the train stopped and quietly slip away.

      As Hall took an unoccupied seat a few cars away, he was breathing a little heavily, still amped up from his skirmish. He tried to catch his breath and slowly was able to control his breathing, calming down slightly. With his mind a little more calm and able to think more clearly, he realized he forgot his bag.

      “Crap,” he said, wiping his forehead, then the top of his hair.

      As he thought of what was in the bag, he realized he had some of his business papers in there. Luckily it was nothing that he couldn’t do without or get another copy of. At least he had his wallet and keys with him, so he could at least get in his car and return home. As he continued thinking about the contents of the bag, he remembered that some of his papers included his name and address on them. He ran his hand over his face again, hoping the men wouldn’t rifle through his bag once they regained their wits. He sat there for a few more minutes, beating himself up over leaving his bag behind with important information in it. After another minute went by, he knew he had to move on. It was over and done with and there was nothing he could do about it now, other than going back for it. And that just wasn’t an option now. He couldn’t be sure the bag was still there, or that the men weren’t waiting for him, or that he wouldn’t run into them or someone else along the way. He had to leave it behind and hope for the best.

      Each second that passed by felt like an eternity. Hall looked at the time and saw that they didn’t have too much longer before getting to Anaheim. His face started sweating profusely as his nerves started getting the better of him, wondering if there was anything else in store for him before the train stopped. He started wracking his brain, trying to think of a better place to go in case they started searching the train for him. He didn’t want to just be sitting there in plain sight. But being as this was his first train ride, he didn’t know where else to go, what else might be available.

      Hall stood up, not knowing where he was going, but figuring anything was better than just sitting still. It turned out to be a moot point. Almost immediately after standing up, he noticed the burly man looking at him from the end of the car. He and the man with the glasses were just standing there, not yet making a move toward him.

      After a stare down of a few seconds between the two parties, the two men took a few steps forward, apparently ready to continue their discussion. Knowing he had no other recourse, except retreating, Hall put his hand inside his jacket and slowly removed one of the guns, just enough for the butt end to show, without alerting any of the other passengers by showing the entire weapon. He just wanted the two men to be aware he had it and let them know he was ready to use it. It worked. After seeing the presence of the gun, the burly man and his companion stopped in their tracks as they contemplated their next move.

      With the men stopped for the time being, Hall tucked the gun further away and started walking to the next car, all the while keeping his eyes on the men behind him. The two men didn’t make a single move toward following him for the time being. As Hall reached the next car, he took another look behind him, only to see the two men were no longer in sight. He took a deep sigh, thankful he escaped for the moment. But he knew it was only temporary. They’d be back. And now that they realized he was armed, and probably willing to use it, they’d be a little more tactical in approaching him again. But for now, he escaped. And that’s all he had going for him at the moment. Living one minute at a time.
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      Once Hall retreated into the next car, he found an empty seat near the front and sat down, still keeping his eyes open. It felt like his head was on a swivel he was looking around so much. His shirt was drenched with perspiration, matching what was falling down his face. He looked down at the time again, hoping he could somehow fast forward the amount that was remaining on the trip.

      Hall instinctively looked back to the rear of the car, and to his horror, observed the same two men standing near the door. They stood there for a minute, then calmly took a seat nearby, keeping Hall plainly in their view. Hall wasn’t sure what they were planning, but at least they didn’t appear to be escalating the situation at the moment.

      Hall continued sitting there, looking uncomfortable the entire time. For the most part, he kept his eyes glued to the two men sitting in the back. But he had to keep checking his surroundings, just in case the men had more friends around. And Hall was still a little concerned that the third man was nowhere to be found. He wondered if the man was still in too much pain from his broken arm to proceed with their mission, or whether he was figuring out how and where to ambush him in another spot.

      Several more minutes went by without anyone making a move. Everyone stayed in their respective spots, not even a hint of getting up. The burly man and his friend seemed content with how things were playing out. Hall wasn’t sure what he was more afraid of, the men making a move now, or knowing they would later. Either way, he knew he wasn’t done with them yet.

      Nothing happened over the final twenty minutes before the train finally stopped. Once it pulled into the Anaheim station, Hall quickly hopped up out of his seat to exit the train before anyone else. Without having his bag anymore, there was no need for him to wait. He just wanted to put some distance between him and his pursuers.

      As more and more passengers got off the train, Hall started putting some more separation between them. He was walking quickly, not wanting to run in case there were others watching. He wasn’t sure whether it made any sense to do that, but he thought he’d stand out more if he was running. At least if he walked, he could blend in with other people.

      After a few minutes, as more people got off the train, Hall couldn’t see the two men anymore. He kept looking back for them, but they disappeared among the throng of people. In reality, the two men had stayed so far back that they weren’t even in pursuit of him anymore. They were still walking in Hall’s direction, but they didn’t have any extra pace in their step. It was almost like they were taking a long, leisurely stroll without any purpose.

      “We keep walking like this, we're gonna lose him,” the man with the glasses said.





