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A person with less aplomb would have ended up spewing Echelon Merlot on the crisp, white linen tablecloth.


Luckily for the people at the table, not to mention the as yet pristine tablecloth, Maitland “Mai” Fisher had long been capable of hiding her reactions to things.  Inside, adrenaline had already kicked her into the fight part of fight or flight.  Outside, she had calmly excused herself to her dinner companions and left the table to deal with the situation.


The restaurant was small and surprisingly elegant for a shopping mall establishment.  “Simply Bistro” served mostly well-heeled locals and faculty from nearby George Mason University.  The table of five where Mai sat was beside a long window which was covered by a café curtain that obscured the view of the mall while one sat enjoying grilled salmon or sea bass with cranberry corn mango chutney.  As usual she had positioned herself to be able to view both entrances to the tiny restaurant and had maintained a watchful eye on both as she kept up her side of the dinner conversation.  Her four companions were casual acquaintances, ones she’d met indulging herself in one of the few outside activities she made time for—local theater.  She especially enjoyed college productions, preferring the unpretentious performances of students to the prima donnas of the professional stage.  And colleges often staged plays that the paying public wouldn’t be interested in—ones by obscure or dead Russian playwrights, women, or, as tonight, German Marxists like Bertold Brecht.  After some excellent French food, good conversation, and a glass or two of wine, she would be primed to listen to the three-hour search by “the enlightened ones” for “The Good Woman of Szechuan.”


That was until the strange face peered into the restaurant through the mall-side window.


The waiter had just brought glass number two of the excellent Merlot when Mai’s ever-alert eyes scanned the restaurant, entrances, and windows as she sipped.  The face that peered back at her was so alien it took a moment to register what the source of the oddness was.  The face was on a man tall enough to peer over the curtains.  He was dressed in a full set of woodland camouflage fatigues and wore a matching Dilley hat.  His face had been carefully and expertly painted in camouflage as well.  His eyes, the only thing distinguishable in his face, met hers and narrowed at her, some silent communication passing between them.  Then, he backed up, still holding her eyes, and departed to his left, Mai’s right.


Her throat dry and her heart beginning to race with the effects of the adrenaline, she had calmly set her glass down, smiled at her acquaintances, and excused herself.  Her experience gained from years of surviving as a spy for the United Nations immediately set her mind in analysis mode, but she cursed the fact that she hadn’t been able to convince her husband and partner in UN espionage to accompany her tonight.  One against one were excellent odds and in her favor, but if her militia friend outside the restaurant had friends of his own…  


She pushed that thought aside, emerging from the restaurant and glancing first to her left to see what was at her back.  Down that corridor of the mall were mostly businesses that had closed for the night—a bank, a travel agency, a cleaners.  No one was evident.  As she turned to the right, her eyes seeking then finding her quarry, she unbuttoned her knee-length black coat and slipped her right hand beneath it.  Instinctively, that hand closed on the grips of a Beretta 92F, holstered in the small of her back and loaded with a full magazine of 15 rounds—plus one in the chamber—of plastic-tipped, safety bullets which penetrated effectively, exploded inside the human body, and minimized the risk to non-combatants, always an important concern in her career.  She’d never harmed an innocent—innocent being the operative word—bystander in more than 20 years of situations like this, and tonight would not be the first time.


In the second month of the year 2000, Alexei had long ceased to worry about the right-wing militia movement they had disrupted six years before, the same group that had sent an execution squad to their house in Alexandria intent on taking Alexei’s head back to their leader.  Because of the finely honed instrument that was their professional partnership, that same leader had died in the Oklahoma City Bombing, and Mai knew, through her intuition and suspicious nature, that at some point the remnants of the Christian Identity paramilitary army called Hopewell would try to take revenge for that loss.


And so here it was, now, in the middle of a perfectly innocent and delightful evening.  Mai decided she was angrier over having her meal interrupted than having to face an old, yet amateurish, enemy.  Really.  Who walked around a crowded shopping center in full camouflage?  No, he had wanted her to notice him, and he had succeeded.  Time, as they say, to pay the piper.


The man stood in the center of the courtyard of the mall near the short, picket fence that enclosed “Simply Bistro’s” warm weather, outdoor seating.  His back was mostly to her as he peered in the window of a deli, but he could simply be using the window to detect her approach in its reflective surface.  Mai couldn’t detect any weapons on him, but the fatigue shirt was worn outside the pants and was baggy, which could easily conceal any gun or knife he might have.  It would be a gun, she knew, not a knife.  They knew how she was armed and wouldn’t take a chance, but that was where the differences between them emerged.  Had she been the one in search of quarry, she would have simply walked into the restaurant and double-tapped the mark, at the very least shot through the window, but this vendetta on Hopewell’s part had always been personal.  One on one was about as personal as it got.  


Mai kept a steady, unhesitant pace toward him, and a few meters away, her right hand emerged, the Beretta in it.  Sighting down her arm, she pointed the gun right at him.  Someone might notice and call the police.  Let them.  Her identification and diplomatic status protected her, but this bastard who had interrupted her first relaxing evening in a long time wouldn’t have that shield.  The sound of her determined footsteps alerted him, and he turned toward her.  His eyes met hers again and took in the gun.  Then, coward as he was, as they all had been, getting others to do their dirty, anti-government work for them, he turned and ran.


A cop would shout, “Freeze,” and many of her colleagues, Mai knew, would simply back-shoot the weirdo and let the police sort it out.  She did neither.  She lowered the gun safely to her side, her finger off the trigger, and chased him across the courtyard.


They emerged into the rear parking lot of the shopping mall, crowded with cars but thankfully empty of witnesses.  The man was weaving between cars, glancing over his shoulder and noting his pursuit, revealing he was not versed in eluding it.  His actions slowed him, made him stumble, and allowed Mai to close the space between them.  Mai quickly scanned the area.  The parking lot backed onto a lightly wooded area and an apartment complex, both places where the man could easily elude her or lure her into a trap.  As he bobbed and wove among the vehicles, she opted for a more direct approach.  Levering herself up onto the hood of a car and thanking her good judgement for wearing sensible shoes, she hopped from car to car to cut off the man’s escape.  Her brief glance of him had showed him to be young, in his 20’s, and nearly half her age, so she knew keeping up this pace was something she was no longer capable of.  But, luck, as it had been so often in her career, was on her side.  As he turned back to see how close she was, he was alarmed by the sight of her relentless pursuit over the hood and tops of cars.  He stumbled, falling down between two cars, then scrabbled on his hands and knees to try and get away.  Seeing the opportunity, Mai descended to earth again and ran around some cars to cut him off.


A well-placed kick flipped him over on his back, and she crouched, one knee on his chest.  Her left fist closed on the material of his shirt; the right pointed the Beretta at his nose.  His eyes were wide with fear, his hands in a posture of surrender.  His Adams Apple bobbed several times, but he couldn’t get sound to emerge.


“You people will never learn,” she said, roughly shoving him against the pavement.  She let go of his shirt and patted his chest and waist for weapons but found none.  “What is it this time?” she demanded.  “Do you still think I’m scared of any of you assholes?  Huh?  Which one of us is about to piss himself in terror?  Come on, answer me!”


Another couple of swallows, and he found his voice.  “I…I…I don’t know who you are,” he stammered.


“Right.  Do I look that stupid?”


“H… honest.  I don’t know you.”


“Why were you looking at me?”


“I w… was looking for my suite mates.  Th… they s… said to meet them at the mall before the game.”


Game?  


“What game?” Mai demanded.


“Ho… homecoming.”


Because it had no football team, George Mason University celebrated homecoming in late winter with the basketball season, and tonight, at the same time as the play Mai was there to attend, GMU was facing its Virginia rival from James Madison University for the homecoming game.  GMU’s team was nicknamed “The Patriots.”  Patriots as in Minute Men, as in colonial militia, as in students dressed in camouflage fatigues and paint to cheer the Patriots on to victory.


Oh, shit.


With a weak smile, Mai de-cocked the Beretta and removed it from the man’s face.  He swallowed hard once more as she straightened and pulled him to his feet.  He was nearly a head taller than she, but she also hadn’t holstered the gun.


“Okay,” she said, “so I’m a little touchy.”  She gave him her best 1,000-mile stare.  “This never happened, right?”


He nodded in quick, successive bobs.  “Right.  No, ma’am.  Never happened,” he stammered.


Mai released him with a slight shove, but he stood there, uncertain.  To stop herself from bursting into embarrassed laughter and ruining the image she had projected, she pointed toward the college campus with the Beretta.


“Move it,” she commanded.  The man retreated a couple of steps then sprinted across the parking lot without looking back.


Mai swung in a quick arc around the parking lot.  As nearly as she could tell, she had been unobserved.  Unneeded adrenaline made her hands tremble, and she closed her eyes almost in supplication to some deity she really didn’t believe in.  She squatted, hidden by a line of cars, elbows on knees, Beretta dangling from her hand, and hung her head.  That man, barely a man, she had come close to killing.  If, indeed, this had happened any closer than the five years since the actual attack on her home, she would have simply shot him on the spot.  She shook her head slightly.  For nearly two years she had moved among the paranoid fringe of American conservatives, and it had left her like this—suspicious, distrustful, almost as paranoid as the people she had spied on to show their potential danger to the U.S. government.  Those groups continued, had even grown in numbers and notoriety, and she was the one left marked.  Christ, she could have killed a kid the same age as her step-granddaughter.  


No, she told herself, never indulge in what-if’s.  Counterproductive.  Waste of time and energy.  Except that the man’s frightened, painted face wouldn’t leave her mind.


“Enough,” she commanded herself out loud.


Mai straightened as the last of the adrenaline dissipated, leaving her suddenly fatigued.  Her dignity was intact, and the young man’s was wounded.  If he knew just how close he’d come to dying in this parking lot, he’d be happy with only shredded dignity.  The incident was over now.  Time to push it out of mind.  She holstered the Beretta, rebuttoned her jacket, and smoothed her hair back into place.  With that gesture, the interlude was relegated to a compartment in her brain seldom accessed.  Later, after her carefully controlled emotions would allow it, she and Alexei would get a good laugh out of it.


When she re-entered the restaurant, Mai was immediately aware that more than one person had apparently seen the beginning of her pursuit because the expressions on the patrons’ faces ranged from confusion to discomfort.  For that she employed her best weapon, an absolutely devastating smile, signaling them, “It was nothing.”  Mindful of the eyes upon her, she walked back to the table and took her seat, picking up her wine glass and resuming her drink.  Her four friends stared harder and longer than anyone else in the restaurant.  Obviously, they required a bit more than her disarming smile to satisfy their curiosity.  The Merlot was really best sipped, but for courage, she drained the glass and signaled the staring waiter for another.


“Sorry for the interruption,” she told her friends.  “I thought I saw someone I knew.”


The waiter, again about half her age, placed the wine in front of her as a priest might place a sacramental chalice on an altar.  Without much attempt to disguise the action, he pressed a cocktail napkin into her hand then walked away.  Mai unfolded it and read, “Could I please have your phone number?”  She nearly giggled.  What was it about men observing women wield weapons?  The waiter’s overture would definitely make an interesting and stimulating new fantasy for a marriage of 22 years.


“Was it someone you knew?” interrupted the wide-eyed woman across from her.  Her husband was digging into his appetizer, pretending not to have noticed that someone from his dinner table had just chased a man out of the mall at gunpoint.  Mai watched the woman’s eyes.  She wasn’t startled or fearful.  Excitement and envy were easily read there.  She had a story for the bridge club that would beat them all.


At the very least, Mai thought, I was a bit more entertaining than Brecht will be tonight.


“No,” she said, toasting them with her replenished glass of wine, “just a case of mistaken identity.”

The End

