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Synopsis

After an assassination attempt
ruins his vacation, Agent Buck 98 is given a cryptic message by a
dying drag queen: 3-1-4. The numbers match the date of Dr. Timothy
Shoulwater’s death, the noted scientist rumored to have discovered
a potential cure for the AIDS virus before his notes mysteriously
disappeared. Buck is paired with his former best friend turned
rival Agent 49, the lovely Miss Noxia von Tüssëll, to investigate
Dr. Shoulwater’s ex-wife, the religious zealot and growing
political advocate Dr. Raven Evangelista, who sponsors a heavily
conservative political platform while secretly pursuing more
personal and devious ambitions.

But it’s neither an anti-gay political bomber nor the
romantic pursuit of Richard, the handsome caterer he just met, that
challenges Buck the most. It’s that before the end of the mission,
Buck must keep Noxia from discovering his own darkest fear.
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Chapter One

The sour notes drilled through the air and into
Buck’s ear with equal ease. The voice made the tune harder to
recognize. This musical equivalent to fingernails dragging on a
blackboard put his guard up—along with the hairs on his neck.
Scanning the pedestrian walkways for the source, Buck reached into
his jacket and took off the safety on the gun in his shoulder
holster. His light blazer covered the piece easily, but intuition
had nudged him. A good agent was a man who listened to his
intuition, and Agent 98 was such a man.

Buck restarted his journey to dinner when the voice
began a distracting second chorus. Approaching a doorway, he
noticed a form slumped within its darkened frame. A yellowing light
reflected from above bathed the creature in amber shadows, without
giving away details.

“La vie en rose!” finished
the gravelly voice. The shadows moved and grew larger, taking an
ogre’s form. “Bonsoir, monsieur. Un peu de
confort une nuit humide?”

From the shop door’s shadow stepped an extremely
tall drag queen. Her red wig was askew and hung unkempt past her
broad shoulders. The makeup was thickly overdone in a failed
attempt to cover the hints of a stubbly beard.

Approaching hesitantly, Buck tried not to look too
much at the figure looming in the doorway. She seemed to be staring
at him. He smiled briefly, hoping it would convey his polite
disinterest.

“Ah!” The drag queen called out to him, slurring her
overly pronounced accent. “You look like an American!”

Buck reached into his pocket and pulled out a few
euro coins. Walking past the doorway, he threw them into a bowl
holding several other coins and a chocolate candy.

“Good monsieur,” she begged, taking a firm hold on
Buck’s arm. He glared at her, and the drag queen pulled back her
hand slowly. “Why in such a rush? The night is young, and so are
you. Tonight is meant for lovers! Why be alone?”

Buck gave her a quick study. If she weren’t stooped
over with alcohol, she would probably stand six feet five—not
including the cascading red wig. The dress was obviously second or
even thirdhand, as the style hadn’t been seen in decades. Despite
the eyebrows being shaped and the face painted well, the makeup
base was not properly blended at the neck, an amateur’s
mistake.

Drag was clearly something new to her. She had yet
to find good taste.

“I’m not alone,” Buck said, taking a step back. He
retrieved his cell phone from his pocket. “I’m actually running a
few minutes late and need to let my friends know.”

She teetered forward, stepping out of the door
frame. “Take my picture to show her. So she won’t be jealous when
you say you were detained by a beautiful woman.”

Buck laughed. He stepped backward and set his phone
to camera. She framed herself in the doorway with a dramatic flair.
She tugged at her dress, ripping the collar until she exposed a
broad shoulder with retreating wispy strands of hair. He snapped
several pictures.

“It’s very kitten with a whip, no?” the redhead
said.

“No,” Buck said with a shiver. “Bonsoir.” He pocketed his phone and returned to his
quest for dinner.

“You are very handsome, monsieur.” She took an
unsteady step forward, squinting her eyes. Her voice became as
direct as her focus, and she spoke very slowly. “You look
familiar.”

Buck smiled. “I get mistaken for Orlando Bloom a
lot,” he replied. The drag queen studied Buck’s dark brown hair,
staring into his hazel eyes with a blank expression. Throwing
another euro into the bowl, he turned to make a quick exit.

“I get mistaken for Ann-Margret,” the drag queen
called out, causing him to stop in mid-step. She threw her head
back and let out a cackled cry of delight, cut off by a coughing
jag. “Monsieur, don’t rush off! I’ll take a picture of you now. For
your friend? Look around you! You are standing in front of one of
the oldest buildings in Belgium. Look how each statue stares down
as if they see you, as if to say ‘I know who you are!’” She
gestured at the building across the street. Her eyes grew large,
and she pulled herself to her fullest height with menacing speed.
Buck jumped backward with surprise. The wet ground caused his shoe
to slip and he tripped off to the side before he was able to catch
himself.

Something flew past and struck the drag queen with a
thud. Buck looked at her stunned expression, and downward at the
dagger’s handle jutting out from between her fake breasts. She
wavered, swaying before collapsing onto his chest. She was heavy,
and Buck struggled to lay her down carefully.

The wig spread out in a puddle like a red halo under
her head. She coughed and raised her head, her eyes focused on
Buck.

“Three. One. Four,” she croaked out before a gunshot
made her body jump.

Buck looked around quickly for any form of cover. He
dove behind a set of stone stairs and pulled out his gun. He
listened, but heard nothing aside from other pedestrians yelling
and running for cover. Slowly, he peered around the stairs and
looked through the iron rails.

The statue from in front of the Barber’s Guild moved
toward the dead body with great stealth and agility. The figure was
covered in grayish white makeup, and he must have been waiting
there for some time without moving a muscle. He was naked except
for a hat pulled low to hide his face and a pair of marble-colored
shorts that did little to hide the well-defined body that wore
them.

Buck pulled out his camera and took photos of the
statue retrieving his knife from the drag queen’s body. The statue
looked up and their eyes met. The statue raised his gun and fired
three shots. Buck ducked behind the stairs. He crouched down,
counted quickly, and sprang out from behind the cover, gun raised
and ready to shoot. After a hard landing on the pavement and a
quick roll, Buck was in kneeling position, aiming and taking his
shot.

The figure immediately fell to the ground, unharmed,
aimed in his direction, and fired two more shots before distant
sirens were heard. Buck was about to return fire when he realized
that being caught by the Belgian police while on vacation would not
be the best of choices. In the moment’s hesitation the marbled
figure leapt to his feet and darted off.

He was quickly lost in the night.

“Now, that statue has an ass you could chip a tooth
on,” Agent 98 mumbled. He stood, holstering his gun. The sound of
approaching police sirens snapped him out of his reverie. “I’m
going to get in trouble for this,” he muttered, and walked back to
the body of the drag queen.

The eyes stared, glazed over and lifeless. The knife
was gone, and a crimson blossom spread from her chest where the
knife had entered. He checked for a pulse and found none.

“Bye-bye, Birdie,” Buck said, shaking his head. He
could see the police cars screeching to a halt at the end of the
pedestrian mall. “No time to mourn. Or eat,” he said, and took off
running down the street.

Buck darted between two buildings and zigzagged
through several alleyways. His attention was divided between his
sense of where to go and making sure no one was following him. The
shouts of the public and the police were muffled, but it wouldn’t
take long to get a police investigation going.

He slowed his pace when he approached the parking
garage. The attendant was long gone, but Buck didn’t want the video
cameras catching anything that might look suspicious. He regulated
his breath, his heartbeat pounding against his chest—but at least
the cameras couldn’t see that. At the back of the first floor, Buck
reached into his pocket and clicked the button on the side of his
keychain. His M3 convertible BMW answered with a chirping sound and
a brief flash of headlights, and the car’s door unlocked.

Buck slid behind the steering wheel and started the
engine with a gentle twist of the ignition key. The motor softly
growled before he put the car in gear and backed out from the
parking space. He scanned the garage for any sign of life. Finding
nothing, he drove out into the night.

Once safely out of the city and cruising along the
highway, Buck relaxed with a long breath. Reaching into his jacket,
he reset the safety on his gun and was just reaching for his phone
when music signaled an incoming call.

“Yeah, I knew that was coming.” Buck sighed as the
name Muffin flashed across the phone’s
screen. He put the phone into the empty cup holder and pushed down
until it clicked into the hidden docking device. Immediately, the
GPS screen pulsed into life. A flat line spread across the middle
before opening a picture.

“Agent 98.” The tone of the pear-shaped man
appearing on the dashboard’s screen was harsh. The stern expression
clearly showed his displeasure was parental. His resemblance to
Alfred Hitchcock was unmistakable—the round face, two hair clusters
on either side of his head, and a healthy weight. “You have been on
vacation for two days. Must you draw attention to yourself so
quickly?”

“What can I say?” Buck said. “The paparazzi seem to
love me.”

“You are the queen social bee, aren’t you?”

“Don’t drone on, Muffin.”

The tone became sharper after the unappreciated
nickname. “I’ve asked you not to call me that.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Buck ignored him and reached down to
press a button on the phone. “I’m sending you several photos. Do be
a good boy and find out who that stone guy was, and why he was
trying to kill me.”

“Kill you?” the man on the screen said. He clasped
his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “You weren’t the
one who got killed.”

“Oh please,” Buck argued as the photos were uploaded
and sent through the system. “The only reason the assassin missed
me is because that drunken drag queen saw him first. In a way, I
guess I owe that queen my life. I should at least find out who she
was. Look into that, too, would you?”

“The pictures are coming in now,” Muffin replied,
looking at pictures off-screen. “She does look familiar, wouldn’t
you say?”

“No.” Buck hissed between clenched teeth. “I
wouldn’t say.”

“Maybe not.”

Irritated, Agent 98 shifted in the car seat. “Just
skip the commentary and find out who she was, and more importantly,
who her friend is, okay?”

“I struck a nerve, didn’t I?” Muffin said with a
gloating smirk. “Anything else I can help with?”

“Actually there is. Before she died, the
transvestite said something odd: ‘Three. One. Four.’ Any idea what
it could mean?”

“Now, how would I know that?” Muffin released a deep
breath. “Maybe it’s a date, or a country’s phone code? It could be
an address.”

“It could be a lottery number,” Buck said,
exasperated. “It could be anything.”

“Indeed,” Muffin said. “Don’t worry about that for
now. We’ll look into it. You just get to a different country. Check
in with the embassy so we know where you are, and then finish out
your vacation in peace and quiet.”

The car’s silence was profound and momentary. “I
don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“Really,” Muffin said, holding up his palms to the
screen for reassurance. “There’s no need to be rash. Just go
enjoy…Italy. Rome should be beautiful this time of year.”

“No, Muffin, I think we’re beyond that.” He ignored
the protests. “There’s no way I’m going to relax now. I’m heading
to Antwerp and will be catching the first flight out. I’ll meet you
in the office tomorrow morning, about ten? Have coffee ready, will
you? Only a little cream, thanks. See you then!”

“No. You don’t need to, really!”

Buck silenced Muffin’s arguments with the press of a
dashboard button, and the screen went black.

Agent Buck 98 drove on, listening to the gentle purr
of the tires on the road. His mind raced along with the car’s
speed, which was over the posted limit. Without taking his eyes off
the road, he moved his hand to the dashboard again and pressed two
more buttons. Audra McDonald’s dulcet, light-operatic vocals boomed
out of the car’s speakers, surrounding Buck with angelic sounds. He
settled into the pre-set warmed car seat, relaxing in comfort
behind the wheel. His foot gave the gas pedal a nudge and the BMW
sped toward the airport at Antwerp.


Chapter Two

The elevator stopped and Buck let his stomach settle
from the bullet ride up to the fifty-second floor. The doors opened
to reveal someone standing on the other side, blocking the
exit.

“Agent 98!” Muffin’s voice startled Buck into taking
two steps backward. Agent 69’s figure in a solid black suit was
imposing enough, but the complete whiteness of the room beyond
temporarily blinded Buck. While it was common to be greeted at the
elevator, rarely did Muffin wear such a sour scowl.

“Going down?” Buck asked with false hope.

“Precisely.” Muffin stepped aside, waiting.

“You’re not usually so uptight, Muffin, what
gives?”

“I’ve rarely been this upset by you,” he
replied.

“This is you upset?” Buck stopped at the end of the
short corridor. Only a drawer marked Refuse, with a handle, could be seen. “Wow. Muffin’s
upset. You may want to show some emotion sometime, otherwise how
would I know?”

“How’s this for emotion?” Muffin asked, his face
completely void of expression. “The next time you fuck up on your
vacation, bringing in the international police and causing
diplomatic problems we now have to clean up, we will denounce you,
leave you to fend for yourself, and deny we knew of your existence.
You can rot in a foreign jail for all we care. And we won’t lift a
finger to help.”

Agent 69 turned away from Buck and leaned in,
pressing the top of his head against the wall just above the refuse
drawer. His fingers crawled on the surface until he found a small
button barely etched into the panel, then pressed it twice. The
drawer opened and a red retina scanning light shone upward. Once
the scan was completed, he stepped aside, letting Buck have his
turn.

“I guess that’s pretty succinct,” Buck mumbled,
trying to avoid Muffin’s eyes.

“I do hope so,” Agent 69 replied. He took hold of
the handle and, putting his weight into it, pushed against the door
that materialized in the wall.

“It’s not like I planned it that way,” Buck
explained. “How am I to have control over demented drag queens or
killer statues that try to murder me?”

Agent 69 carefully closed the door behind them. From
this side, it looked like a normal office door. “If it happens
again, murderous statues will not be the worst of your concerns.”
He emphasized his point with a tight-lipped smile.

“Nice try,” Buck said, falling back to his usual
ill-timed humor. “But it doesn’t compare to this one, eh, Muffin?”
He flashed a full-toothed grin.

“When will you stop calling me that?” asked the
non-amused agent.

“I refuse to call you Agent 69.”

“Why? Does it leave a bad taste in your mouth?”

“Wow.” Buck’s reply was nonchalant. “That was almost
funny. Almost.”

He waited for Muffin to take the lead down the aisle
between several rows of computers. All stations were empty, except
for the very last seat in the far corner. The worker was dressed
completely in white—the only color on his person was his thick
black hair and glasses. He never looked up at the approaching
agents, keeping his eyes focused on his computer screen as he
diligently entered data.

The two men made their way to the back wall and
paused in front of a heavy door.

“Besides,” Buck said as Muffin punched in his code
number on the keypad, “I use my name all the time and there’s not a
problem.”

“You use your first name only. For some reason, the
Agency looks the other way.” He pulled the metal safety door open
and ushered Buck through.

“That’s because I do my job,” Buck replied. “And I
do it damned well.”

“And above all, with modesty and humility.” Muffin
pulled the door shut and clicked on the light. Despite its
heaviness, the door moved with little effort and in silence.

The room seemed deceptively large due to the
contrast of color from the starkness of the previous areas. A
window with a one-way viewing advantage looked out into the
workspace with the lone typist. In the center an elongated table
stretched the length of the room, with three comfortable chairs
pushed in on each side. At the far end, a large retractable screen
hung down from the ceiling.

Buck helped himself to a cup of coffee with milk and
sat down at the table. He jutted his chin toward the viewing glass
before taking a sip from the mug.

“You’re getting a little slow, Muffin. Don’t you
usually have a trap set to test me? Something coming at me or
someone attacking? I thought for sure the Stepford Stenographer out
there was going to start shooting at any minute or attempt to
wrestle me to the ground.”

Agent 69 walked slowly to the edge of the table. He
never took his eyes off Buck until he reached the front window’s
edge. Without a word, he picked up the small remote from the
tabletop and pressed the button on the side.

The stenographer continued typing for several more
sentences. Without a warning the keyboard exploded in his face. The
force pushed him backward. The collision happened so fast that Buck
jumped and spilled his coffee on his jeans.

Muffin remained completely calm. “The keyboards are
equipped with tiny but powerful explosives.”

“Evidently,” Buck said. He put the coffee cup down
and brushed his jeans off as best he could. “You could give a guy
some warning, you know.”

“I guess I’m just too slow to think of such
things.”

“So what the hell are the killer keyboards for,
anyway?” Buck settled back down at the table and hesitantly
attempted another sip.

“Assassination without being anywhere in the area,”
Muffin replied. The remote in his hand buzzed. “Yes, we’re done
with the demonstration,” he said into the device. Turning his
attention back to Buck, he continued, “We have them set to detonate
when a preprogrammed word or number sequence is typed out on the
keyboard. I can even program them to activate other explosives to
set off a chain reaction, within a limited radius, of course.”

A team of workers in hazmat suits came in and began
cleaning up the outer chamber. Muffin clicked the remote, and a set
of blinds made its way across the window, blocking out the view.
Lighting automatically came on and dimmed to a comforting
level.

“So what’s the code word to set them off?”

Muffin’s stoic expression revealed nothing. “Unless
you’re planning on becoming an office worker, you don’t need to
know.” He added, “And if you don’t watch yourself, I’ll personally
see that it happens.”

“You’re a harsh man, Muffin. A harsh man.”

Agent 69 clicked the remote and the lights dimmed
further. The screen at the table’s end bubbled into a mass of
swirling life before focusing and becoming a picture of the man
dressed as a statue standing over the drag queen’s body. The
picture was one Buck had taken.

“Do we know who he is yet?” Buck asked, sinking down
in the cushions of the wing-backed chair.

“Not yet,” Muffin said. Several of Buck’s pictures
flashed onto the screen. “As you can see, there’s not much facial
exposure.”

“Hey! You try to avoid
bullets and take pictures at the same time. All I wanted was
dinner.”

“Don’t get defensive, Agent 98. I only meant that
his camouflage was good, and we can’t get any positive
identification.”

“What about the tranny train wreck?” Buck asked.

“Ever sensitive toward others, I see. As a matter of
fact, though, we did identify her.”

The screen blinked into a split, holding two
pictures. On the left was Buck’s photo of the drag queen framed in
the storefront doorway. The picture on the right looked completely
different. An elongated-faced man with thinning, stringy brown hair
in a comb-over peered out of deeply set almond eyes from under a
heavy unibrow. The jagged edge of his nose bragged of surviving
several breaks, and the stained, angled teeth added to his ominous
appearance.

“Don’t tell me that’s the same person?” Buck said
incredulously.

“Which is why I’m not surprised you didn’t recognize
him.” The drag picture disappeared and another version of the mug
shot photo took over the screen. “Karl Langlier, forty-five years
of age, born in what is now the Czech Republic to parents of
average financial income. Despite the Communist regime, he
privately studied the Bible, and at age twelve, announced he wanted
to enter the clergy. His parents were furious and disowned him at
once. Langlier escaped to Austria and entered a religious school in
Vienna. He left the school and the church five years later, and
shortly thereafter went to prison for setting a church on fire—the
church adjacent to the school he’d just left.”

“Any survivors?”

“None.” Muffin blinked through several photos
dealing with Karl Langlier’s life. “He was returned home and did
jail time, but during the change of the Czech government somehow
slipped through the cracks and was released. Eventually, he made
his way to the United States and has been seen in the company of
several major underworld crime bosses. We’ve never been able to
connect him to anything, so there are no warrants out, but he’s
definitely suspect. In the last four years, he was seen several
times in new company.”

The slideshow continued. The new picture that
morphed onto the screen showed a woman, caught by surprise and
looking over her shoulder in the camera’s general direction. Her
brown bushy hair was unkempt, rolling just past her stiffly held
shoulders. The oval shape to her head and her hair color contrasted
sharply with the paleness of her skin tone, similar to Meissen
china. Her hips held the spread of Italian peasantry, but her
breasts were average in size and appeared small for her body type.
Her attractiveness was not from looks or the use of minimalistic
cosmetics, but from an inner strength evident even in the
photograph.

“Now, her I recognize,” Buck commented.

“I would hope so. Dr. Raven Evangelista,” Muffin
summarized. “Born here in the United States, in Greensboro,
Alabama. The daughter of a Southern Baptist preacher, she was
raised in strict religious schools, eventually graduating cum laude
from Rutledge College. Her degrees are in chemistry and bioscience
research, with a strong background in political science.”

“So why do I recognize her?”

Several pictures crossed the screen. “She was
married to the brilliant scientist Dr. Timothy Shoulwater.”

“That’s it!” Buck sat up in his chair, implanting
the pictures on his memory. “Dr. Shoulwater was the guy that made
the breakthrough in HIV studies, right?”

“That would be him.”

“Didn’t he come up with a vaccination or something
to cure HIV?”

“Not quite,” Muffin said. “He came up with a
vaccination that would allegedly reverse the process of the virus.
It would eventually eliminate all traces of HIV in the system and
start to produce T-cells once again. Even in the most extreme cases
in studies, the virus seemed to be controlled.”

“So why the ‘allegedly’ comment?”

“Because he died before it could be advanced any
further. A fire broke out in his private lab, and his notes were
destroyed. Unfortunately, Dr. Shoulwater didn’t survive and his
body was too badly burned for an autopsy.”

“Any evidence left over?” Buck asked.

“Nope,” Muffin answered. “It was ruled as an
accident due to some faulty wiring and gas gauges.”

“And do I detect doubt in your tone?”

“You certainly do,” Muffin said. “It just seems a
little too neat and convenient. All of his notes gone with no
traces of any backed-up material.”

“That was two years ago,” Buck argued. “If someone
else was going to publish them, they’d have done it by now,
wouldn’t they?”

“One would think,” Muffin agreed. “But we have had
recent evidence that there may have been alternative reasons for
wanting Dr. Shoulwater dead.” A picture of Shoulwater talking with
another colleague flashed on the screen. The second man was
handsome, and the smiles on both faces revealed more than just the
shared laughter.

Buck sat forward, quickly assessing the picture of
the two men. “Did the good doctor have a secret?”

“That is what we’ve come to believe.”

After a long silence, Buck jumped to the next
question. “Do you think that his wife, what was her name…
Evangelista! Do you think she knew and…killed him?”

“You’re getting a little ahead of yourself,” Muffin
said. More photos of Dr. Shoulwater and his companion flashed on
the screen. “Divorce proceedings had already been initiated before
his HIV discovery. But he had allegedly agreed to come out of the
closet only after his divorce was final.”

Buck finished the thought. “And Evangelista didn’t
want to be left out of a profitable discovery. Okay,” he
summarized. “Shoulwater makes this breakthrough discovery for an
HIV cure, right before he comes out of the closet but after he’s
filed for divorce.”

“Technically, his wife filed.”

“But how does all this tie into the drag queen or
the statue guy that tried to kill me?”

Muffin studied him carefully before speaking. “Your
interest only really picks up once the subject turns back to you,
doesn’t it?” he continued with a heavy sigh. “We believe that Dr.
Raven Evangelista contracted Karl Langlier to kill her husband and
to steal all his records and notes.”

Buck looked flabbergasted. “How did you come to that
conclusion?”

“Langlier burned down the school and the church in
Vienna on March fourteenth. Want to guess what date Dr. Shoulwater
died? March fourteenth. Most contract killers have some sort of
signature card, maybe this was his.” Muffin rolled his eyes.
“Really, Agent 98, sometimes you can be so dense.” He shook his
head and continued, “After doing some research we found a history
of major criminal activity on that date. The assassination of
Cardinal Santiago seven years ago, the shootings in New York five
years ago, and the bombings in Croatia three years ago all occured
on the same date: March fourteenth…three-one-four. Langlier was
seen in those areas, but there is nothing to connect him to the
events themselves. Except the date. I’m sure there’s more, we’re
still researching.” Muffin took a deep breath. “Skip ahead until
two years ago and Dr. Shoulwater is dead. Raven couldn’t steal his
research and take credit for the breakthrough on her own—the world
knows she doesn’t have that kind of background.”

“I’m sure they checked out her alibi first, being
the spouse,” Buck said.

“They did,” Muffin concurred. “She was in a meeting
and seen by over forty-five people.”

“Do you think she’s keeping it quiet for alternative
reasons?”

“We do, but we aren’t sure what they are yet,”
Muffin said. “She’s rediscovered her conservative religious
upbringing and has become quite vocal in her organization against
the ‘new liberal media,’ as she humbly puts it.”

“What organization is that?” Buck asked
hesitantly.

“She is one of the founders and anchoring supporters
of the Sisters of the Southern Cross.”

The name registered quickly. “That loud-mouthed
religious nut group? Didn’t they predict the date of the
Rapture…three times?”

“Say what you want, but she is personally
responsible for taking that ‘loud-mouthed religious nut group,’ as
you call them, and making them a major force behind the scenes of
national politics. There has been a slight backlash against the
media in this country, and her organization donates—generously—to
some very prominent political campaigns.”

“I can only guess her causes.” Buck’s sarcasm was
clear. “More prayer in school, less Planned Parenthood,
no sexual education, doing away with the
evils of evolution and…”

“Doing away with the legalization of same-sex
marriage,” Muffin concluded. “She has several members of Congress
deep into her pocket. We can’t know how many for certain, but we
can speculate that there are more than the few we know of.”

“Does Evangelista have any personal political
aspirations?”

“She hasn’t shown any to date,” Muffin said. “But
she has written several papers on the glories of the Reagan and
both Bush administrations.”

“Just what we need—another closed mind. So back to
me again,” Buck, said taking a sip of coffee and ignoring Muffin’s
rolling of his eyes. “Why would Evangelista want to have
me killed? How did I get onto her radar
screen?”

“We aren’t sure,” Muffin said. “Maybe she knows your
reputation. Maybe she knows your sense of humor.”

“You know, Muffin,” Buck said. He leaned across the
table and pointed his finger in Muffin’s direction. “You keep
circling Funny Airport without ever coming in for a landing.”

Muffin replied with his usual stoicism. “Get yo’
finger out of my grill. If Langlier was working for Evangelista,
why distract you for such a long time before attacking—and why was
he working with a partner, which he had never done before? And why
not use a name instead of three-one-four?”

Buck shrugged it off. “I think the drag queen was
distracting me so her statuary accomplice could get a clean
shot.”

“But why kill the drag queen?”

“He wasn’t trying to,” Buck said. “I tripped and
fell. The statue was trying to kill me and when I slipped, the
knife went into the drag queen. The shot missed me and finished her
off. It was just good old-fashioned luck.”

“Not so much for the drag queen.”

“What would Evangelista have to gain from her
ex-husband’s notes, now that she’s turned into a right-winger?
Surely she wouldn’t want to save the lives of gay men,” Buck said.
“So what good are the notes to her?”

“We think she has another use for them,” Muffin
explained. “We believe that she is working on a very top-secret
project that somehow involves Shoulwater’s notes, but we’re not
sure what it is or for what purpose she’s going to use it.”

The pictures continued to flash across the plasma
screen. Buck studied her image as much as possible, trying to get a
feel for her. A stern oval face held-dime shaped eyes set
symmetrically to a sharply sloped nose. Evangelista didn’t seem a
fan of cosmetics and appeared to apply them so randomly that it
looked like the work of a novice. No matter how she appeared in any
of the pictures, her skin looked as if she had never been out in
the sun. Outside of an aura of strong confidence, which she seemed
to exude in every picture, the only thing she had going for her was
a pair of lengthy legs.

“I don’t get it,” Buck said to the photos as if they
would give him the answers. “It goes against everything she stands
for now. Why would a woman like Evangelista want to help cure
AIDS?”

“Now, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it,
Buck?” answered a female voice from behind them.

Buck immediately sat up rigid in his chair, pressing
both palms against the tabletop. His eyes shut as his jaw clenched
tight. A chill raced along his spine. He recognized that voice
immediately. It was unmistakable.

It just wasn’t one he wanted to hear.
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