


Knight Checks Queen
By Randy Gonzalez

“Nice view, bad shot angle” he commented tmdelf with quiet satisfaction. From his vantagénpdPaladin
Payne had a clear shot at his target. “She’s wjpn. Easy prey. The only problem,” he noted uhiebreath,
“too many people, and too many witnesses. No glias.much commotion, even with a silencer. Knifedlpse
and personal, perhaps. From the back, throughiltkénto the heart muscle. Maybe. Garrote fraghibd? Not
here. Or, poison over lunch, a possibility? Aaogself-indulgence endangers us all.” A grim snfiilkned over
cruel lips on a maturely handsome face. “Some lgetbink this is a wonderful world. Others area&drit might be
the truth. If the word is given, she will be takeut, with extreme prejudice. We all face thatrser or later.
Death is footsteps behind us trying to catch uide thought the coffee was particularly good todagndon was a
fun place to be.

He was sitting in a fashionable coffee shopmrtably elegant, the coffee bar was inside gpphrg mall
outside London. Earthy colors of brown, beige ahdcolate mingled to create a subdued atmosphdi®.blue
blazer, with gold buttons, matched the slacks. yTWere expensive. Soft black leather loafers dawe a casual
but tailored look. The long sleeve white shirdHautton down collars. His wrist watch was a Pa@ilippe.
Worth two hundred thousand U.S. dollars. It hadriage rose gold dial and brown alligator wristapt With a
platinum rectangular case, the watch spoke of elegastyle and sophistication. A dapper dresseggpreciated
the finer things in life. Dark roast espresso eefivas among those. In addition to nice clothesrijoyed good
food, fast cars and dangerous women. Aside fragnetinotional baggage, he’d only been physicallyraguby
women. Chiseled good looks, toned toughness amhenkly behavior, got him into warm receptive plac&eel
grey eyes and a salt and pepper tint gave hinmfiirattention. But, professional paranoia keptthpe®ple at arm’s
length.

“One must always have a reactionary gap tedrnt effective escape route,” he mused, as heestluds target.
He could see her through the huge window panedseoboutique. “Proper planning prevents poor peréorce was
something to live by. How many things in life doiat apply to?” Sarcasm and cynicism commingtetis
thoughts. He sensed something. What was it? e@lststare scanned the commercial and human lapelsca
Shoppers huddled, lovers touched, and childrentdl stoices echoed. Rich coffees smells mingledhwiood
cooking in fast food restaurants. Distractionsemeverywhere.

Bang! A sound erupted nearby. Like a muffieeshot, the noise popped behind his back. Nod ¢@cthought.
He tensed with serious focus. With deliberatel,skik right hand instinctively went inside his toaTraining
kicked in. Train like you play and play like yorain. Kill or be killed, never hesitate. Fingeveapped around a
Sig Sauer P232 auto pistol. Double action, thialstss steel gun held eight rounds. One in thentdea and seven
in the magazine. A .380 caliber, the pistol weijjless than a pound fully loaded. Slim, compact@mrable, he'd
never missed a target. The barrel had a sileReady to draw, he turned slowly in his chair. Ispét second, he
could aim and fire ruthlessly. He rotated in t@ats As his eyes stop, he saw his target.

“Nice, kid,” he said with a faint grin. Rugtyéeatures relaxed. “You almost got one in theliead.



A small boy squealed with joy a helium filledlloon. The smile held its place across his lipis. The boy’s
mom, embarrassed, attempted to recover from thdesudttention. She was good looking he thought H
recovered too and fantasized. His hand relaxed@ached for the coffee cup. Just then, the pialaarget of his
mission moved. She had just exited an expensiveemés clothing store. The shop, like Victoria'sc8as,
specialized in extraordinarily expensive lingeriBody guards followed from a discreet distance. cdetinued to
make mental notes. Her every movement in bodyexpdession were recorded. Tall, blonde, trim amichetive,
she radiated a sensual quality.

“Base, this is Lookout, over,” a body guarddsiato his cuff sleeve. “All units alert, U.S. &en is on the
move.” The officers hovered around her and mowgdidy. “Move the car to the main entrance.”

“Roger that, over,” the base station’s humaiter echoed in the body guard’s ear piece.

“Base, Lookout here, over,” the body guardaadshck. “Standby, U.S. Queen is entering anothere. We'll
be a few more minutes, over.”

“Potentially inept, inattentive, distractedhey’re nervous. Typical. They must be new t thssignment,”
again Payne whispered to himself. His mind catedldime, distance, cover, and spatial alignments o on.
“Their security detail could be comprised he thaugBhe would’ve insisted on junior security offise Probably
all single good looking young men. I'll bet hubbymber four gets sent on business trips frequéntiye carefully
watched the woman, making mental notations. “Alsvgg with maturity and experience. Hire profesalsri He
smiled confidently. “Any minute, | should be redeig a phone call.” On cue, his cell phone vibdatéle slowly
took a sip of his espresso, showing no hurry tavans Time, talk tactics. Patience requires fodé and stamina.
“I'm listening,” he said with a devilish grin, aftflipping open the phone.

“Black knight,” the gruff officious voice saidYou have a green light. Suspicious are condidm The business
deal must go through before another incident. Remgois essential.” There was brief pause, astheer of the
voice breathed into the phone. A heavy sigh echo&ttansaction’s complete. The usual amount foecsal
services. Your account in Geneva’s been upgradamhtinue as per agreement. No loose ends. We never
here and this never happened. Good bye.” Clickthat was it. The other end was silent.

“Done,” he replied and closed the phone. Cqldck and deadly. Objective not personal. Agtirhimself, he
said, “Knight checks queen. Green light the sanctiOne less politician and traitor to worry abo@ne less leak
in the governmental bureaucracy. The alleged chaokl balances are frail. The ends do in facifyu$te means.
Moral imperative are situational at best.” He gksh@t his watch, “Too early for a martini. To tter we go. A
quick drive to the country to visit a mansion.”

A maze of electronic countermeasures intereotad with data relays. Secret Satellites in gea-sorbit
received and transmitted scrambled information.linkp and downlinks spoke to each through multidisienal
communications grid. At the other end of Payneisrgpted conversation, two men sat in a darkenecthroThe
corner office was large, ornately furnished and fostably official. llluminated by one small f9century style

desk lamp, one man sat behind a huge oak desk.



Dim lighting kept intentional shadows in plac€loak and dagger mysteries were fully operatiorfavo men
spoke knowing the room had been sanitized earlren at the heart of the intelligence community,ome took
any chances. At Langley, Virginia, the CIA casficef and supervisor discussed their project.

“Can we trust him on this one?” one asked dtieer. He was sitting in front of the desk in broleather
overstuffed chair. “I mean, | know he’'s good aetlable. But, this project is very sensitive. fact, it's very
dangerous for us all. Failure is absolutely naapt

“Are you kidding me?” The one who spoke on pene answered. He was sitting behind the déldk’s the
best. Used to have your job, head of covert ofmerst Now, he’s a rogue warrior, a ronin, and taisour side,
thank God. He’s gotta gun, superbly skilled, arildltvavel anywhere anytime for his country. Nally, he’s paid
well for services rendered. No family, few frientie’s an island unto himself.” He thought for amemt. “It's not
him I’'m worried about. | don't trust the Presidént

“l don't either,” the other answered. “Hetstérfering with the Intel ops. Yet, a rogue knighay ultimately
figure this out. Much rests on a lone gunman. r@jen Check Mate cannot fail.”

“l understand that all too well,” the man hahithe desk replied. “In the last operation, wa ken million and
three agents died. Vital information to the warterrorism was comprised. Troops in Iraq have bammprised.
The leak came from the Ambassador’s office in Laondén investigation was conducted. The mole baset the
Ambassador. Everything points to her.”

“We better be right,” the other answered. “Wesending an assassin against one of our owre Priasident
really blundered on this appointment. He wasnittking with the head on his shoulders. | sure hbjgeliaison
with that movie star was worth it. The cost to mielligence operations has been severe.”

Exiting the mall to the parking area, Paynedpiced a brown briar pipe. The ritual of pipéntigg followed. A
black leather pouch held a smooth aromatic chdewd The gold plated lighter had an insigniabdte the image
of a medieval knight bearing a sword and shieldhe knight was slaying a dragon. He pressed the-dplaen
butane flame to the tobacco in the pipe’s bowl.is glarry was a politician and a diplomat. To hpuoliticians
were basically useless. He lit his pipe, puffdéva clouds of bluish smoke, and visually searclwrdchis Mercedes.
A few spaces away, there she wasjercedes McLaren SLR. One of the fastest catherhighway. The SLR’s
shiny black surface glistened with rain drople&he could do two hundred miles an hour with ligftort. Special
accoutrements of bullet resistant material protethe exterior body and windows. Naturally, thexdaws were
tinted.

Paladin Payne was the hunter stalking his.piy amount of pompous grandstanding, politicalkistabbing or
bogus promises to continuants, would protect tbigipian. Didn’t matter whether they male or felmaMatters of
national security justified the means. Regardtdswhat it took, at the end of the game, who wortterad the
most. Cautious, careful and clever, Payne knewctBxavho he was after. His email had already cioetz a
dossier on the target. Formerly of the U.S. Arnpe@&al Forces, he retired from the Central Intellige Agency.
During the week, in the U.S., he taught psycholagyhe local community college. He consulted fog tocal

police, profiling criminals.



During the weekends, he sometimes disappdarathys at a time. Going to exotic places, hedhis special
talents. And, at a place called the Farm, in #mate woods of Virginia, he taught new recruits howill. ~ Still,
on other occasions, he carried out contract assgtsrfor his previous employer. For Paladin Palifeewas a
chess game. He enjoyed playing immensely. Theedaawl been very profitable. A knight is anotherdvfor
paladin. This solider of fortunate was akin to dlapanese ronin of ancient times. A master lassiisa, Payne had
no connection to the complexities of bureaucratganizations. Thus, he shared no loyalty to thoggower. He
was loyal only to himself. A loner, he was a sgranto long term relationships. Paladin knew ghioughout his
entire life, personally and professionally. Ongged edge after another. Shards of broken prorsise& to him.
Yet, such experiences had honed his senses amdjtsigaed his skills. He knew how to clean up tlesses
politicians created. There were times, for theesaknational security, he brought that pain tceath Today was no
different than many other days that preceded thés oThe retired colonel was about to exact justice special
way he knew how. One loud mouthed pompous elesffezlal said the wrong thing at the wrong times A result,
people in another part of the world died torturdeaths. They just didn’t get it.

He sat in his Mercedes a discreet distanaa e wrought iron entrance. Flipping through daga file in his
cell phone, pictures flashed on the screen. Wihfi#ouse was the first picture. Located in RegeRark, this was
the home of the U.S. Ambassador to the Court ad&@hes. The mansion sat on twelve acres of miftirest land.
A fifteen foot iron gate protected the main enten&urrounding the compound was huge stone feRésctronic
surveillance systems did most of the work in prowgdon site security. A police detail of two cogisod watch at
the gate.

“What'd you think, Jade?” He said to the i@alEurasian woman net to him. She was his ca@enpanion in
London. They'd worked together before and sharedenthan assignments. Long black hair hung dowrbhek.
A short tight black dress clung to her lean taguffe. He liked the matching stiletto heels wittags around the
ankles. And, he relished in knowing Jade Neko &asy bit as professional as he. With her, hectéaiget about
painful things. He longed for the orient. “Yotwoughts?”

“l think,” she answered in a thick British act, “she’s easy. Security is lax. Too much aterice. She’s
arrogant, decadent and careless with herself.” élj@yed his warm hand on her thigh. His fingeeihg the
outline of a dragon tattoo. “Poison in champagoeld be my preference.”

The U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain was @dldge. She was a famous movie star. Her legamdewhat
fading, carried her into the political arena. Quoisen, she lashed at oil companies while she dgageguzzling
expensive cars. Payne thought movie stars shdalg gut of politics. To him, they were naive child
manifestations of the public’s hidden fantasiehiey knew nothing of the real world outside of Halbod. In his
mind, Tinsel Town was a plastic world of make batie

Ambassador Edge went by Goldie to her frien@he was flamboyant, wealthy and highly opiniodaté&she
never allowed the facts to confuse her versiorhefttuth. Her appointment by the president wagayddecision.
But, in the world of politics, symbolism over sudnste was often more important.

“The business of government,” Payne said tie Janakes for strange bedfellows.”

“Were you talking about me or you?” She waikjto respond. They smiled and held hands.



“Neither,” he replied, putting his arm aroumer toned shoulders. “I don’t consider either sfstrange. We fit
nicely together. And, | enjoy our assignments.”

“So do |,” she breathed a sigh of pleasureibbing his thigh in return, she added, “Now, howydo want to
play this out? Stealthy, or up close and perséndiier cat-like reflexes, competent capabilitiesd aseadly
precision had always impressed him. And, he coufdrget her other skills as a woman.

“Up close and personal,” he answered, leanloger to her. They kissed. Her smooth soft Wese succulent
and dangerously seductive. The smell of her wasxicating. He thought of cherry blossoms in flbom.
Delicate petals of the flower opening down the egntevealing a secret place. “l want to movelase. | want to
see her face when | do it. Poison sounds godthvé a small supply of an untraceable substantgtarit cardiac
arrest. We've field tested a newer version. Qusilent and deadly. A medical examiner’'s worsthiigare.” He
reached inside his coat. A gold colored enveldigessross Jade’s lap. “How would you like to goatparty?”

“U.S. Embassy seal,” she commented, her véaced with British inflection. “How nice. We'reofng
somewhere? Thank you.” She teased. Almond epekesof Japanese heritage, commingled with English
upbringing. Long slender fingers opened the erpelo Red lacquered nails knifed the edge of thp. fl4A
reception. A splendid thing to do. Black tie. the mansion. What shall | wear? Decisions, daess I'll have to
go shopping you know. Something daring? Or, sbhingtdiscreet? Let's see, this is a business esqeight?”

“Absolutely, a business expense of course,adnmeed. Another kiss. “How about something dg#inVe need
distractions. Here, use mine.” He pulled a sliack leather bi-fold wallet from his jacket. An Asmican Express
card appeared.

“Lancer Lovejoy,” she read the name on thelcdiHaven't heard that one in a while.” An eyebrovse over
perfectly applied green eye shadow. “Always likat name. The implications provoke the imagimati®o we
have time for a leisurely lunch at my place, LafiteBhe taunted him with a darting pink tongue.

“I certainly hope so,” he said, refusing tedpline his inclinations. “Some day, | want toroff and disappear
with you. Maybe an uncharted desert island.”

“l wish you would,” she answered, stretchingféline fashion and wrapping herself around hitivou better
drive fast. Hope you're hungry.” He was hunged &e drove fast.

The stately mansion was ornate, historicafiective and bedecked for the party. Ambassadigebften went
over-board for such festive occasions. In Hollydabyle, she was outlandish, catering to everyiptessulinary
taste and fashion. Music carried a thumping bedtdemand people dance. Champagne flowed freety tlze
food was extravagant. From head to toe, the aratassvore a golden gown that trailed the floor.r Blende hair
was pushed high on her head. The fingernails wel@ as well. Her husband, as usual was nowhebe tound.
She probably sent him out of the country so shédcparty all night. Dignitaries of one sort or #éimer mingled in
the crowded grand ballroom.

“Given my seven day rule,” Payne explained,hasand Jade danced. They cuddled close. The#rco
mysteriously fabricated as foreign journalists. uf&illance, study and strategy, for seven daydterAcareful
analysis, if everything'’s still the same, | do ganction.”

“In this case?” Jade flashed a sensual ga¥eu’re not certain are you?”



“No,” he whispered close her ear. She tinglethe feel of his warm breath. “Something’s right. This is
Friday. A death occurs. An assassination turtes mmartyrdom. Followed by a resurrection and thedery of a
fallen heroine. A lot of news coverage. Washiniaot it wrong. Bad Intel. If we play this owtg’re not the
knights in the game. The moves are all scriptéddeception within deceptions. Langley’s being ipafated.
We've become pawns.”

“By whom? And, for what ends?” The words geg from her mouth. “Her husband?”

“Yes,” he breathed heavily. They spun on daece floor, gripping with clutching motions. Thé&ngo was
alluring to envious eyes. “The jilted king. A dews wife with wanton proclivities.”

“This is a domestic dispute,” Jade grinnedilgshly. “Her death gets headlines. The Presidgts coverage in
the mourning process, along with the husband. iEradout the business of politics and the politicbusiness.”

“You're deliciously correct,” he sighed holdither arched back, timing the music with precisghmic thrust.
“He’s a major contributor to the re-election cangpai The President’'s down in the polls. They'rethbo
manipulating the intelligence reports. Each gelatwhe wants. A husband scorned, a politician erabsed.
Dangerous combination with a simple solution. ladtef knight checks queen, the pawns decide therchv
settlement. She’s worth more dead than alive. Ausband pays out nothing, but gains everythinge Fresident
covers an indiscretion and climbs in the polls.”

“Imagine that,” Jade quipped. “A husband veha't be trusted, with a wife who can never beteds Go figure
the relationships between men and women.” Shéimgarnail daggers up and down his back.

One of her fingers tapped the golden sigmeg an his right hand. A black onyx inlay portrayeé knight of a
chess piece. Underneath, a crystalline quantitgpefcial cyanide rested. A simple direct twitchtlod finger
opened the tiny compartment. Sleight of hand m@regnwas required to execute the maneuver. He bad d
before. So had she. They were a remarkable teminnaticed the graceful movement of the waiter. oTw
champagne flutes on a silver tray moved toward dimassador and her husband. Music increased ipotem
Paladin and Jade swirled in the direction of therided couple. The waiter crossed near the ddoae fPaladin
and Jade danced around him in fluid motion. No ever saw the movement. Not even the waiter. Aeaaiva
hand, a feint and subtle gesture. The white poveleinto the golden liquid. Bubbling, the expemschampagne
accepted the intrusion. Cloaked by its chemicdlnea the deadly microscopic granules mixed witd fluid.
Traces vanished. Submerged, waiting and readlyike sthe poison strained in cocked anticipation.

“How do you know he’ll drink the right one?Jade kissed him lightly on the neck. Their danclmgved to a
waltz. “It's a gamble if the wrong move is madé&he knight checks the queen, instead of the kiAgsure and
certain check mate is required.”

“Watch carefully,” he answered, holding hermemtarily at arm’s length. Her breathing increaséth the
tempo, while her body tensed in readiness. “Thsbhnd is right handed. She sits to his right.wilepresent the
champagne flute closest to her with his right haraladin rotated Jade in a clockwise fashionkela feather to
his touch, she moved with graceful elegance. ‘iBtathe gentleman, he’ll serve her the glass, asgythe game

is in play.”



“The king attempts to check the queen.” Jadeed the outline of his face with a long fingéiYet, he will
drink his last toast to her, his intended victifiwo knights checkmate the king instead. Game owwo. longer
pawns, but rogues whose gaming was a gamble.”

“We work so well together,” he answered. ‘@rathe male knight and the female knight, onceradgecome as
one.” He turned her in the direction of the targ&¥atch this.”

“You're right,” Jade answered. Her voice aywalluring and enticing to him. “The husband’sitharips the
slender moistened flute and offers it to his wifée chose as you predicted.”

“Her lips touch the edge of the potent vedd®, sighed, looking into Jade’s eyes. “They tazeth other. She
drinks. Swallows. Her eyes dart to a handsomegouan nearby. She scans him up and down. A dirglaks
over her face.”

“But,” Jade continued their joint observatimihunfolding events, “he hastens the conclusiana tush, he gulps
his own refreshment. Content with his own hurriedenge. Satisfied he has won. His honor restdredails in
making his move too quickly.” Paladin kissed hma#i hand and held it in his.

A hush fell over the crowd, as a look of horcame over the ambassador’s face. She screahedhusband,
shocked by the pain, clutched his throat in haariduish. He tried to speak, but the poison wasaitaneous. Both
his hands dug at shirt collar. Buttons flew offf/ith a gasp, followed by gurgling sounds, his badypvulsed. A
ghostly expression filled his face. He smashedsactbe dining table. Glasses, cups and dishetesiht A few
quick spasms and he was dead. Chaos ensued.pt@eles came out of pockets. Calls were made. riBecu
personnel panicked. Sirens blared in the distance.

The next day, in the darkened office at Lapg\irginia, an email would be opened. The semiase officer
would read it. The message would say, “Originalvesobased on false assumptions. Game reconfigi¢adhts
checkmate king. Awaiting new game.” He rotatedbe side in his swivel desk chair. With a smile,said to
himself, “He figured it out. He’s good.” His hamdached for the mouse. The cursor found the delgten and
the message vanished.

“So, darling,” Jade began, “what was this gaineut?”

“All games we play,” he answered, “are abauel or money. This one was about love. The khat gets
distracted and out of control because we get &elfis

“Fascinating how things come to an end,” gptied. “Game over until next time.”

“How about trip to Tokyo?” Paladin asked Jadéhe powerful engine of the Mercedes roared ey téft the
mansion. “We could visit the family. What'd yay8aYou be the queen in our game.”

“Sounds wonderful, let's do it,” Jade repli@ith excitement. Her hand stroked his face, trgadhe handsome

features. Her head fell to his shoulder and stede “Knight checks queen?”
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