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MR 55

professional criminal, Anyway, Ray was a young, profesional,Cleveland was a criminal,
and hipsters danced to a three-picce combo wailing 3 driving bues jam.

Cleveland sat where Sonja said he'd be, n a secluded booth near the rear exi,

“Where the fuck’s Sonja?" he greeted Ray,loud enough to be heard over
the music

Ray opened up his overcost to reveal the purse, He sat down at the booth across
from Cleveland and set the purse on the able becween the,then dropped his hands
o hislap.“She couldn' make it. Headache, 1 think.”

“Don'tfuck with me, hero This isn't 2 game:

“Fine. Do you want the money? I¢s here. Sonja’ not”

“Yeah I want the money” He poked the barrel of 2 piscol over the tabletop.“Howw
do you like that? A lttle payback for this morning. Now, you si stll while I do.
some counting”

Cleveland pulled the purse toward him. Ray puled the trgger of the pistol he'd
had tained on Cleveland.The muzzle flash beneach the table plashed briefshadows
through the rear of the club Cleveland jerked back against his chair without a
sound, the arm tugging the purse flung wide. The shot broke the relendless drive
of the music, which fatered, relented. Ray ran out through the back door amidst a
Auttering shower of paper.

Ray relected as he drove home, mildly surprised that he fel o ltle afer killing 3
‘man. He supposed he would experience remorse, crippling guil,or perhaps even
elaion. He felt nothing. He'd squashed spiders that had clicted greater regret. Ray.
wondered wha this said about him.

He slowed the car as he crossed the river. Lowering the passenger window, he
tossed the pistol out,over the bridge railing ino the darkness below.

The door to his condominium was unlocked. Sonja's new purse vas gone. So was
his dufll bag. Ray supposed she'd necded a few things for the road.

He went into the bedroom, knelt down, and pulled a suitcas from beneath the
bed. Opening the suitcase, he lifted aside some clothing and a few other things
for the toad. Neaty stacked piles of $100 bill nestled where he'd placed them
that afternoon.

Sure, he'd trusted Sonja. Trusted her to use him jus as she'd used Cleveland. Trusted
her to misudge him as badly as she'd misjudged Cleveland. Clevelind hadn't believed.
Ray was honest and trustworthy. But Sonja had.

The compact holographic projector he'd placed in Sonja’ new purse was 1
‘marketing sample, ot 3 prototype, so it wasn't worth its weight in monesy, though
it did conveniently weigh roughly the same 3sthe “money” n the purse held pased
0 Cleveland. The company had long pased the prototype phase. The sumple would
be misicd, but ts loss wasn't fatal to the compan, not that Ray cared any longer.
Figured it was payback for the way he'd been treated.
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He waited. He had some inkling where she was going with this whitewash.

“Say you bring Cleveland the money”she continued, “just not all of it. Have you
been to Downrange? The club? 16 not well lc. I the dark a bundle of cut paper looks
e like 3 bundle ofcash iftherc’  ealbill on top. Cleveland would never suspect, not
immediately You'd have time to get out of there. Hei have ime (o get out of town.
Two people can go 2 long way on nearly two hundred Gs” She ran her hand gy
along the side of Ray’ face as she spoke these last words,gazing dirctly into hiscyes

“He said he wanted you,” he temporized

“What he wans is the money,right? If he thinks he has that, he won't care if |
don't show: Plase, baby, we can be together. Think about ic” She pulled Ray’s face
down to hers, and ceased atempting o persuade him with words

That afiernoon Ray sat snipping at paper, producing regular, ectangular piles. He
sent Sonja out o buy 3 new purse,saying his performance would be mre convincing.
i he deivered the phony package in her purse. He made a brief trip while she wis
out. It was early evening by the cime she rewurned.

He showed her his handiscork: her purse packed with what sppeared to be stacks
ofcash.

“And the res?” she aked.

He parted the top folds of  towel-wrapped bundle resting o top of the itchen
able, revealing more rubber-banded sacks.

“Let me have your new purse.” he demanded

She handed over  large shoulder bag. He lowered the bundle in.“Good fi. Now,
recommend we get some rest,We'll be on the move al ight once 1 pull this off—if
1 pull this off?”

She grabbed his hand. “Don' doubt yourelf. You can't il

They lay in the semi-darkness of the bedroom, Sonja once more running through
her plan, describing the layout of the club and the location of Cleveland’ reserved
table. Ray tried to minimize his visualization of the nigh possible events and
outcome. Every instnce,ll eason diccated that he cal the police and bl the door.
But cach time he fel his nerves reach the breaking poine, he conjured up images of
his motivation, and squcezed Sonja’s hand reassuringly.

Ac roughly midnight he stood ready to lave the condo. A long overcoat concealed
Sonja's purse. Underneath the overcost a sport coat concesled his ninc-millimeter
pistl. He performed a tolerable job of not shaking.

By the front door sat Sonja’s new purse, next to 3 dufle bag hed packed.

Sonja kised him decply.You know Il be waiting,right’ I trust you”

“Itrust you, Turn the deadbolk. Don't open the door for anyone but me

So, there he stood in the doorway of Downrange—a dark, smoky, rock-and-roll
club, with an eclectic clentele:a mélange of bipsters, young profssionals and young.
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“0 know Sonja s insidethe man began quicdly.“Now I'm gonna give youa break.

ced up for a plce to sty You don't know nothing. So I'm not gonna
ake his personal You just el that bicch I want my money. No more games, no more
ehasing her as around. She don' need to come out right nowYou can play hero for
a while longer. B | want it conigh. At the club”

He raised his voice,no longer speaking quietl"You hear that,Sonja? You bring the
money to the club conightl Al f itl Not a hunner -ninety-cight Gs, not a hunner
ninety-nine Gs. Al two hundred motherfuckin’ thousand dollars!”

He refocused on Ray.“And you. If she don't show onight, boy, your hall pass
s expired”

He turned and strode off. Ray’s reoinder of “Have a nice day” fell fla.

So much for the pleasant morning, Deach threats and vast amounts of ill-gotten
cash did not form » part of Ray’ lfe. Excitement n his lfe consisted of being on the
administracive periphery of the scientific cuting edge, and, more meaningful 0 Ray,
lk of IPOs and employee stock options—tlk which had recently turned biter in
his mouth,

“The impact of the encounter at his front door hit home, He began to feel a bit
queasy, and doubted it was the hangover. Another bit of unplessantness was now
inevitible

“You hear all of that? he asked, closing the front door.

Sonja emerged from the bedroom, hair tousled, clad in one of Ray’s dress shirc.
She nodded. I heard You'se not too mad, are you? | needed a place to hide for the
night,right? But | wouldn't have come home with you i1 didn' like you.You know
that,don' you? | would have . " She salld.

Ry finished for her. “Would have found another lonely sucker”

“Thats not airl You think I used you? Maybe a litdle” she admitted. “But how
can you atack me like this when you dont know whats going on?You don't know
swhy. And it ot ike you didn' get anyehing out of it. Didn't you have a good
last night?”

“Maybe Ill emember afer I get over having my lie threatened by a big, angry
pimp.”

“His mame's Cleveland. What makes you think he's 2 pimp? He's a drug dealer”

‘Oh. My bad. Sorry to impugn his character”
“Vou think I'm 3 postitute?” Her indignation sounded foreed.“I told you I wouldst
have come home with you if | didn' like you. Sure | was desperate but | could have
found a hotel, or the bus sation, o something, right?”

He had o relent a bit. He was unwiling to belive she' just happened to fll for
him, M. Right, in the course of her fight rom the badass Cleveland. But in firness,
he had e to hear her out.

“Look, you go take a shower. Il fnish cooking breakfast Then you can tell me
your sory”
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She was alfoay through her plte ofserambled eggs when she began. “I'm a couri
Not exactly legit though, know what I mean? I carry money,thats all 1 do. That's
ot so bads is i Cleveland sets up these deals. He tells me where to g0, who to meet.
Someone hands over money When I get the money, | make a phone call to Cleveland
pager. He completes the deal, hands over the suff, whatever it happens to be. Why
would I want to know? Beter off ot knowing Then I bring him the cash,

“Tuwo nights ago | didn’ make the call. 1 precended to—you know just punched
my home digits, ight? I¢ was easy. | walked away with the money, stopped in a
public restroom, and transferred the money to my purse, that oversize shoulder bag.
1 carry,see? You know how compact 3 hundred bundles of twenty one-hundred-
dolar bills really i? Fit right,snug ike the purse was made just for tha purpose.
chink that's why 1 did .| hadn't plinned on keeping the money.You believe me,
right? It was always a¢ the back of my mind, but how could I make it practic
Usually payment s in, what, twentis and tens? Bulky: [ have to plan and prepare
in advance. | never was serious enough to do it—too affaid of Cleveland. But
chis ime, chis tme it looked so easy. I looked down at all that money; and I just
couldn't stop myself. | figured 1 could just walk away, get out of town. Maybe starea
new lfe?”

She paused,ilesdy sirrng the cggs on her plate.l suppose | should have known
better Clevelind never would have trusted me with the money ifhe had't been sure
he could track me down. Maybe | ssumed he was in love with me—a b, dopey,
dangerous dog who trusted me and who | could ake advantage of?”

“Why would you think he was in love with you?” Ray asked, keeping his eyes on
plae.

“You mean, was | sleeping with him? Yes, of course. Me and hlf of the female
population of the metro area. Why I thought | wasspecial | can'esay now. But despite
al the other women, | guess we both fee that sex sesled a bond of trust—to a point.
Using each other to our mutwal advantage is probably a better description of the
relcionship. I never loved him, and like I aid, he apparenly never loved me:

Looking at Sonja, Ray fel chilled. There sat Amoralty ating cges at is ktchen
able

“What do you propose to do now?” he asked.

She looked up at him, eyes wide,kittenish, frightened. I was hoping you would
ask,"What do you propose we do now?”

Amazing, So mutable. No segue from cold manipulator to—wellto warm, vulnerable
manipulator

He rose, poured himself another cup of mud, and sae back down.“Would you,
by any chance, have a suggestion?” He delvered the line as evenly, 3 neutrally a5
he could.

Pushing aside her plat,she leaned across the able.“You'r ot a player,right? Your
hands aren' diry You have 3 good face. When I first st down next to you, I could
ell you were hones,tuseworthy. Cleveland can read that juse 35 wellas | could. He'd
never belicve you could be anything but a stsight shooter.”

b
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Ray didn't notice her enter. He hailed the barcender, calling for his third frosty
pil.Sensing a presence approach, he turned to see this exotic creature mount the
bar st00l o his right. With long, clegant fingers she drew 2 cigarece from the pack
Ray nabbed a pack of matches from the bar and sparked the coffn nail as she placed
it becween full, darkly red ips.

‘My hero?she ssid, exhaling a stream of smoke.“You know, I only smoke when I
drink?” I came out a queston.

He took the hint“What'll you have?” he asked. Then, dropping a couple mare
bills onto the stained, hardwood surface of the bar, relayed her preference to
the bartender.

“Ray;" he offered, extending a hand.

“Sonja,”she replied, giving him her fingers for abrief clasp.“So, Ray, wil you tel
e al about being Ray?” She leaned near, her gaze fixed and intense. 1€ he'd had a
prescient bone in his body, he'd have noticed an ar of desperation 35 well Hindsight—
i ike owning prime real esate on the mioon, an essentially useless possssion,

Later, Ray could reclllte of the band that played that night, nor much of the
conversation. He tried to dress up the drudgery of administratve work a the lab,
hint at hush-hush work on the holography project as if he actually had a hand
in. Now was not the time to duwell on reality—middle-management hell and last-
minue backstabbing. She was not fortheoming about herself. He didn't push. Gift
horse and all that. There were drinks,a slow dance, cash replaced by plastic, then
more drinks. When they reached Ray's condo (located just within the cicy limits,
not quite in the burbs), chey'd played out of conversation. I bed she clutched at
him, arms wrapped around his back 35 if it were an arline seat cushion and sex
the event of a water landing. Afterwards she continued to clasp him to her, like 2
astsraw.

She was seill there in the morning. He didn' mind. The rapid seduction and the
concomitant rapid deparcure of the one-night snd, which he'd thought she'd
intended, no longer held greatallure. He was ot opposed to a one-nighter, and he
certainly would not turn it down, but he no longer letered in that sport.

S0 he was pleased t0 see her lying next to him. The pleasure, unfortunately, was
shortlived.

He rose to cook breakfst, gnoring the symptoms of a mild hangover. Coffcc had
begun to percolate when the front door reverberated from the repeated poundings
of a fist It was not a polite knock. He made a brief detour to the bedroom,
snagging the Bereta 9mm from the nightsand before assying the sitation at the
front door.

A peep through the peephole revealed a fish-eye view of a sharply dressed.
black man. Snug dark sport coat, an on an shirt-and-tie combo. At this dme on a
Sawurday morning?

“What do you wanez" Ray caled, loudly enough to be heard through the solid
core door.
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Apparenly he wanted to know if anyone was home. A low-topped boot drew
back,then the heel dammed against the door, just below the handle. The dead bolt
Ray turned the dead bolt jerked open the door and
thrust the pstol within inches of the man's face: The heel stopped
Now you tel me who you are and why youre scuffing up the paint on my front
door” Ray doubted that he sounded as calm 3s he'd hoped.
He cavicd how quickly the unexpected visior collcted himself. He drew his gaze
awvay from the muzzle of the automatic and focused on Ray' face. He took  short

held The heel drew back agin

he'd had a gun
pointed at him before. Ray'd had grouchy R&D techs point angry fingers at him, but

that'sabout as far as his familrity with aggro extended.
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witen by KEN LIZZ, lstrted by JOELLE JONES

e dido'e et
and-roll lub—Downrange—lively, with an undercurrent of d

cadly until near the end. The scene played out in a dark, smoky, rock-

The joint dreve
inge of hipsters,young professionals, nd young professional
criminls. A three-picce combo wailed a driving blucs jam.

an eclectic clientel:a

But that comes late. First, some introductions.

‘Cleveland—black on blck: dark-skinned man in black slacks and dres shit topped
by a black leather jacke. Plpably mencing;svagery lurking benesth a smooth vencer
of urbanity: Law and consention no restraint. A patron of Downrange.

‘Sonja—sleck,a Mediterrancan beauty: She moves like a satiated hunding ca, graceful
and unconcerned, and just as amoral. She had good reason o seer clar of Downrange
the night it went down.

And then there’s Ray,the hero ofche piece. Thirty or thereabous (itsnot importand),
a nine-to-fiver, stable, unl recenly as happy 2s anyone.

hat runs down the main players. Extras wil go unnamed. Now, to back up  bit,

sartthis thing properly.

Work, hit the gym, shower. It was a Friday night, which mean a ile R&R. Ray
needed to leave work at the offce where i belonged. Leave behind tlk of broken
promises and limiting options to upper management only” He hit  pub for a burger
and a beer, maybe four. A band was seting up its quipment against the back wall,
Friday night traffic began trickling in.
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The holographic projection of bundled sacks of cash was much more convincing
than cut strips of newspaper topped with a single bill At least it would be until
Sonja tried to reach for a sack and found her hand passing through thin air. Sonja
was a resourcefal girl, and given time to think sbout it might consider this 3 air
trade—a sample of 2 technology that had yet to hit the marker could have significant
value to che right partes. But he'd rigged the projector with a patent protection

device, i self-destruct,so Sonja would'ebe selling the soon-to-be-fused mss of

plastic,circuits, and glass to 3 competitor True, Ray could have gone the espionage

foute himself,given cnough lead time to plan. But considering the abruptncss of
the whole mes, he'd just as soon take the cash. So why the self-destruct, wh leave
Sonja holding the shor strae? Residual company loyaly? Laziness? Maybe he was
econd-guessing his own motivations, but he reckoned it was pure spite. The resson
was o longer important

Screw this crahing dot-com economs, Ray thought. I'm srictly cash-and-carry
now: He picked up the suitcase. Time to hit the road.
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