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			One

			“I don’t like this, not one little bit. You can’t be serious about this.” 

			Barbie Logan stared across the Formica-topped table at her cousin, Lexie Logan, perplexed and somewhat irritated. “I’m perfectly serious, Lexie. I’m going, and that’s that.” 

			“Of all the harebrained, cockamamie schemes…” Lexie’s voice was a low growl that didn’t carry beyond their booth in Mel’s Place, the diner where she’d worked until a couple of months ago. She sat forward as much as her ginormous baby bump would allow and glared at Barbie. “Don’t you understand what the Air Force said about using deadly force? It’s a death sentence!” 

			Barbie forced an eye roll and a casual shrug as Lexie’s irate gaze practically bored a hole in her skull. “I’m sure we won’t get that close to the action.” 

			Expelling a groan mixed with a whimper, Lexie turned to her fiancée, Colby Cooper. “Do something. Arrest her or put her in protective custody for her own protection, would you?” 

			Colby grimaced and tightened his arm around Lexie’s shoulders, shooting them both an apologetic look. “She’s an adult, sweetheart.” 

			A huge wave of guilt swept over Barbie as her cousin slumped back in the seat, miserable with dejection. She wanted to reassure Lexie, to tell the girl with whom she’d grown up, the friend who was as close as a sister, that it would be all right, that she knew what she was doing. But she simply couldn’t. 

			“I hate him for this, you know,” Lexie said softly, tears trembling on her eyelashes. “He’s going to get you killed, all in pursuit of some ridiculous glory that doesn’t even exist.” 

			He was Radney Farley, the nephew of local conspiracy nut Buford Farley. Whereas no one took Buford—who lived in a junked-up house that would make Fred Sanford proud—seriously, almost everyone knew better than to paint Radney with the same brush. He wasn’t the nicest person, Radney, but he was wealthy, and in these parts at least, money bought respect. 

			Barbie had been spending time with him for close to a year now. They had developed a mutually satisfactory agreement, one that benefited them both. Even though her stepping out with Radney set the local biddies’ tongues to wagging, Barbie was undaunted. After all, a girl had to pay the bills somehow. 

			“I have to go,” she told Lexie and Colby, glancing at her watch. “I’m meeting Radney for dinner over in Kennard.” Standing, she gave Lexie a quick peck on the cheek, then tugged at the hem of her scandalously short skirt and adjusted the line of her bodice so that it was just so. “Anyhow, like I was saying, I’ll be back before you know it, Lex. You wait and see. Those ol’ aliens out there in Nevada ain’t got nothing on this hometown gal. I’ll even bring you a souvenir!”

			She wiggled her fingers in a twinkle-wave as she headed for the door of the diner on the four-inch heels that arched her back just so, entirely aware of the wave of masculine appreciation that followed her through the establishment. She’d been aware of the power contained within her curves and jiggles ever since her sophomore year of high school when she’d let Eddie Griffin pay her ten bucks to get to third base behind the bleachers during a baseball game. 

			Back then, she’d not fully understood the value of the commodity that was her body. Now, though, she was well aware, and she tightly controlled who had access to her through intimacy. After all, when demand was high and supply was limited, the cost of the goods increased exponentially. 

			She didn’t like to think of herself as a prostitute but more as a businesswoman. Unlike the morality judges who sat row to row, pew to pew on Sunday morning in the best churches in town, pronouncing their sentences with haughty certainty born of financial security, she’d never had a problem with the concept of sex in exchange for money. Shoot, she was even on Radney’s payroll and paid taxes just like a nine-to-five working lady. A good, upstanding, apple-pie-eating, flag-waving American citizen—that was Barbie. 

			As she drove to the fancy restaurant one town over where she was meeting Radney, she sighed. Thinking of patriotism and taxes made her question her judgment just a teeny, tiny bit with regard to the trip out to Area 51. She and Radney would be leaving tomorrow in his deluxe-model RV, along with his business partner Frank Segal, to make the journey across the heart of the country in luxurious style. 

			“Sugar Tits, don’t send me out to the desert by myself,” he’d said earlier in the week when he’d first broached the subject of the trip with her, using the nickname he’d given her the first time they’d slept together. They’d been sprawled across his bed at the lakeside cabin they used as a rendezvous point, sweaty and tired from having pounded the stuffing out of each other. “I have needs, and you’re the only one who can assuage them.” 

			“Big Daddy, don’t you think it sounds awfully dangerous?” She sat up, not covering her breasts, letting him look his fill as she pushed her hair back off her face. After all, he’d paid handsomely for the privilege. 

			“Not at all, darlin’. We won’t get close. I want to watch, that’s all. You know how I like that.” 

			She did. After all, there’d been a few instances he’d instigated certain things between her and Frank… But that was neither here nor there. 

			“We’re not talking about playacting, Big Daddy. That Air Force man said they had guns!” She turned up the role of the frightened ingenue a bit, biting her lip even as she stuck her chest out farther. 

			“That won’t have a thing to do with us, sweet cheeks. Don’t you trust me to take care of you?”

			There was a calculating gleam in his eyes that she didn’t like, one that had appeared more and more over the last few weeks. It had started right after she’d accidentally overheard a phone call, and she was terribly afraid the knowledge she held might be her downfall. But she’d yet to figure out what to do about it, so she’d gone on pretending ignorance. It wasn’t terribly hard to do. 

			“Of course I trust you, Big Daddy. But… are you sure about this? Don’t you think it’ll be hot and miserable out there in the sun? They don’t even have grass in Nevada, do they? Or water?” She wrinkled her nose. 

			His expression eased, and he chuckled. “Sugar Tits, you let me worry about that. You know how comfy that old RV is. Besides, I’ll throw in a nice bonus for you if you do this.” He named a figure that was the equivalent of three of her paychecks, and since he already paid her very, very well... 

			She gave a low whistle in her head. Shit on a stick, he must be up to something, she thought, her mind racing. And whatever it is, it can’t be good. Not after what I heard a few weeks ago. She knew then that she didn’t have a choice—she was going to have to go with him in order to figure out what he was up to. She pretended to think about it as he lifted her with ease and settled her across his lap. After all, she didn’t want to cave to his request too easily. 

			“I promise you’ll have fun,” he murmured, nibbling on her shoulder as his hands got busy with other things. 

			Sighing, she gave in. “Okay. If you promise.” 

			Shouting with jubilation, he flipped her over and kicked the sheet away. “You won’t regret it, Sugar Tits. Just you wait and see.” 

			Oh, she’d see, all right. That was one thing she’d make sure of. After what she knew about him now, she couldn’t afford not to. 

		

	
		
			Two

			Radney Farley had no idea there was so much planning behind premeditated murder. As he ran through various scenarios, accounting for everything that could go wrong, he sighed. 

			“This is hard, Frankie,” he whined. “Are you sure I can’t just let you take care of it?” 

			Frank shook his head slowly. “This was your idea. You’re not pinning the job on me. It’s yours, or it doesn’t get done. Now, we’ll get there on Wednesday morning, the eighteenth, and that should give us plenty of time to set things up and get into place.” 

			“Can’t we just dump her off at the Grand Canyon or something? Make it look like she slipped?” Radney rolled his head to the side, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m sure she’ll be wearing those ridiculous shoes the whole time. It’s done several times a year, I’m sure, the pushing off.” 

			“No, Radney. Remember what we talked about? If you don’t wait until she’s in the thick of things, it’ll look suspicious,” Frank ground out. “But if you take care of the problem at Area 51 in the middle of the chaos that’s bound to ensue, no one will look at her death twice.” 

			Radney narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like your tone, Frank. I’m not an idiot.” 

			For just an instant, he thought Frank was going to argue. Lucky for him, he kept his mouth shut. 

			“Fine, fine. We’ll do it your way.” He waved a hand toward the desk, Frank, and the world in general. “I’m tired of her, you know. Besides all the trouble she could make for us, I’m just tired of putting up with her demands. All the constant talk about clothes and shoes and nails…” 

			“I’m sure it’s a burden,” Frank said dryly. “Now, if you don’t mind doing some actual business, we have these sales figures to go over.” 

			As Frank’s voice droned on, fading out like the teacher from the Peanuts cartoons, Radney stifled a yawn. He wasn’t just bored with Barbie but also with life in general. 

			“I don’t like this plan, Radney,” his uncle Buford, the conspiracy-theory nut, had said when Radney had mentioned the trip. “There’s things out there that’ll eat a man alive. Skull suckers, they call ’em. No, I think you’d best stay home.”

			“Uncle, you’ve seen too many alien movies. Those aliens need to be freed from their prisons. They’re the good guys.” He couldn’t very well confess that he had other, more nefarious reasons for making the trip. 

			When he’d come up with the idea of taking Barbie to Area 51 to do away with her, the plan had held a two-fold appeal: he’d be able to get rid of a problem, and he’d finally get to play the hero the way he’d longed to be his entire
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