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 You tried to race home as fast as you could, but in true Murphy’s Law tradition the traffic 

was against you the entire way. Even before you took off your jacket you had the remote in hand 

and the TV tuned to the show. His capped-teeth mug fills the screen. Tonight is the night. It 

needs to be tonight. It’s your “anniversary,” after all. Even if he’s completely unaware of the 

significance behind today’s date. 

 He entered your life ten years ago. You were just settling into your new job at Lymon and 

Brinker, one of the top financial advisory companies in the country. It took calling in a lot of 

favors from your professors just to get the cursory interview, especially for someone only a few 

months out of the Ivy League. The fact that you charmed your way through the grueling series of 

interviews that followed had you walking on air. Now you had a great job at a great firm, a job 

you saw as a springboard to bigger and better things, not only within L & B, but also possibly 

beyond. 
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 The morning meeting that day was when you first saw him. Dave Steiner. He had that 

aura that gave him a kind of swagger, even when he was seated. You could tell that many of the 

people in the room either respected him outright or, at least, were in quiet awe. When you were 

introduced and your relative inexperience put on display, almost everyone looked at you with 

curiosity. Dave Steiner looked at you with interest. 

 Friday came, and after work a group of people from the floor went out for drinks. You 

went along, hoping to do a little networking and meeting people beyond the few near your desk. 

Most of your co-workers kept things with you to small talk, which went along with the general 

impression you had garnered all week long: Most saw you as an upstart, too young to have 

gotten your job without greasing a few wheels. That was fine. If they didn't want to get to know 

the real you, then fuck them. 

 Eventually you got fed up with the inane conversations and lame jokes. You plunked 

yourself down at the bar and let the people come to you. After spending almost an hour just 

observing the room, as well as getting slightly past the comfortable buzz stage, he finally 

approached. Steiner, as he preferred to be called, was very congenial. He asked questions about 

you that didn’t pry too deep but were personal enough to be friendly. Topics ranged from where 

you were from to where you hoped to go, how you really got the job and what you wanted to get 

out of it. He shared your opinion about most of the people on the floor, even pointing out which 

ones he had overheard talking behind your back. You were certain about a couple of the names, 

but a couple surprised you. 

You two talked for some time, his natural affability making it easy. Over the course of 

the weekend, though, you tried to think back and remember everything that was said, and if 
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you’d maybe revealed too much. You entered the building on Monday morning with your 

stomach in one gigantic knot. The knot tightened when you got to your desk and found 

everything missing. Your face went hot. All you could hear was the sounds from your body. 

Your breath, heartbeat and blood combined in a symphony of panic. 

The heavy hand that suddenly clapped you on the shoulder brought shock and silence. 

“I took the liberty of moving your things for you. Hope you don’t mind,” Steiner said. 

“To where?” 

He looked at the worry on your face and smiled that charming smile. “To your new desk, 

of course.” 

“I have a new desk already?” 

For some reason this made him laugh. “Didn’t you read your work email over the 

weekend?” 

“I didn’t know I could from home.” 

“Long story short, I got you moved to my team. Some of the ideas you told me Friday 

impressed me. Not sure that any of them are feasible, but I liked the initiative behind them.” 

That is when it all began. 

For the first six months everything seemed kosher. The team worked well together with 

no evidence of egos. Whenever a superior complemented Steiner he never hesitated to give 

credit to the whole team. The better the team performed the bigger and more important the 

projects got. 
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You were riding high and knew you’d struck gold. You might have been the “Newbie,” 

but no one treated you as such. Steiner loved to hold daily brainstorming meetings. Any idea you 

brought up was treated with respect, either accepted and implemented or constructively criticized 

and reworked. Other team members even started coming to you to bounce ideas. It was a good 

time. At least it was until the Bergen account crossed your desk. 

You know now that you weren’t supposed to see a copy of the final presentation, but the 

copy room guys made a mistake, including you on the recipient list. Reading through the project 

you began to notice whole sections that were identical to ideas you had written up for proposal at 

the brainstorming meetings. Only you had yet to present any of them. They were still in your 

“Ideas” folder on your computer, waiting for just the right time. 

Your brain began to spin with questions. Did you leave your computer open or, even 

worse, had someone cracked your password? Either way, how do you prove it? 

Also, should you go to someone about this? Who, even? Steiner’s name was on the 

report. Was he responsible or was someone else? If someone else, were they working alone, in 

order to present your ideas as their own and look good to Steiner, or were they operating under 

orders from Steiner? 

Your head began to pound. You sat down and massaged your temples as the panic sweats 

started to soak through your shirt. Damn, you really needed proof. If you went above Steiner’s 

head and accused him, or anyone, without any, then you could jeopardize everything. Your name 

could end up mud, not just at L & B but industry-wide. 

Then it hit you. You looked at the top sheet on the proposal and got the name of the copy 

room guy who delivered the proposal to you. Ernie. Really? People were still named Ernie? You 
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found him in the cafeteria later that afternoon, eating alone at a corner table. It was perfect for 

what you needed to discuss. By the end of the conversation the two of you had agreed on a 

weekly stipend in return for him passing you any files not meant for your eyes. 

Ernie kept up his end of the deal, but it took about six weeks before any of the files 

contained some of your ideas you were certain had never seen the light of day. About three 

weeks later another presentation crossed your desk that had even more of your ideas than the 

previous two. You felt like a movie cop, watching helplessly as the murderer escalated his kill 

pattern. You had to do something, but you still had yet to come up with a workable solution. 

Then the phone rang, summoning you to your doom. 

Michael Progue was Steiner’s boss. In fact, there was only one level separating Michael 

from both Lymon and Brinker. You entered his office and found Steiner was there, as well. Heat 

flushed into your face as you nervously took the other chair. 

“Steiner here has leveled a serious accusation. He claims you have been stealing 

information from his computer.” Your head snapped around to stare at Steiner, eyes wide and 

blood rushing through your ears. You looked back at Michael. 

“What? No…wait…what?” 

“It’s no use denying,” Steiner said. “I found the device you used.” 

“What device?” 

Michael picked up something that looked like an average thumb drive from his desk. 

“This. The keystroke recorder you used to get his passwords.” 

“Keystroke recorder? I’ve never seen that before. Is that even a real thing?” 
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“It is,” Michael stated, “and we know it’s yours. We had our company investigators trace 

its purchase back to your credit card.” 

“My credit…” Everything started to go out of focus. This was insane! How were you 

getting blamed for this?! “No. This was…I discovered that my computer had been hacked. My 

ideas have been showing up in some of the proposals.” 

Michael looked at Steiner with a raised eyebrow. “Is this true?” 

“I use ideas from everyone on my team. That’s what my brainstorming sessions are 

about, and that’s also what being a part of the team is about.” 

“No,” you countered, maybe a bit too quickly. “These were ideas I hadn’t told anyone 

yet.” 

“When did I use your ideas without permission? Hmm? In which proposals?” 

“I first noticed it in the Bergen account…” 

“The Bergen account? You weren’t even on that project so you shouldn’t have seen that 

proposal.” 

“How did you get this file?” Michael asked. 

“Well, from Ernie in the copy room…” 

He turned to Steiner. “Is this the same Ernie?” 

“I don’t know of any others.” 
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Michael pushed a button on his phone. “Cheryl, can you call Ernie in the copy room to 

my office, please?” 

“Right away, Sir,” the tinny, speaker augmented voice of his secretary replied. 

“Has Ernie given you anything else?” Michael asked you. 

“Well…” 

“’Well’ what?” 

“I did ask him to bring me more files so I could make sure I wasn’t just being paranoid.” 

“And did he?” 

“Yes.” 

A few, very tense minutes later Ernie entered the room. He saw you and quickly shot a 

nervous glance toward Steiner. “You wanted to see me?” 

“Yes,” Michael answered. He held up the keystroke recorder. “Please tell us again how 

you found this.” 

“Well, I was dropping off a file in Mr. Steiner’s office. I tossed it onto his desk and it 

knocked over his pen cup. I was picking up the pens from the floor and I saw it sticking out of 

the port in the back of his computer tower. I thought it was odd to have a thumb drive back there 

instead of in the front ports like most people, so I waited for Mr. Steiner to return and asked him 

about it.” 

Michael pointed at you. “Have you two met before?” 
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“Only in passing, Sir, through my deliveries. I don’t know if we’ve said more than two 

words to each other, if that’s what you’re asking?” 

“So, you’ve never been asked to deliver any extra files?” 

“No, Sir. That’s against policy.” 

You nearly jumped out of your skin. “He’s lying! I was paying him every week so I could 

gather the evidence I needed before I accused anyone.” 

The instant the words passed your lips your brain said, Shit. 

That was it. Security escorted you out of the building. As you stood on the sidewalk, 

trying to gather your wits, you saw Steiner standing in the lobby. He smiled and waved. You 

have never wanted to punch someone’s teeth in more than you did at that moment. 

You decided to take a month off before looking for a new job, in order to regroup. Within 

two days, though, you started working on your resume. You updated it and revised it so many 

times that it got to the point it would just blur into a black blob whenever you looked at it. Two 

weeks into your “month off” you sent out your first batch of applications. You never expected 

them to be the first of many batches. The replies you received covered the spectrum. 

“You’re overqualified.” 

“That position’s been filled.” 

“We just aren’t hiring right now, but we’ll keep your resume on file.” 

Somewhere around the eight-month mark you began to get actual face-to-face interviews, 

but even those ended in a similar fashion. Several turned you away when you arrived, giving you 
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the classic “just filled it” line. When it came to those where you made it through the door, the 

interviewer would spend around twenty minutes shooting you rote questions to kill what they felt 

was enough time to soften the blow when they finally rejected you. At a few of these you 

happened to spy a page in your file, as they flipped through it, which was colored some shade of 

red. After seeing it for the fifth or sixth time you began to get suspicious. 

Close to a year and a half, and most of your savings, had passed when you confirmed 

your suspicions. To a degree. This particular interviewer was studying your file with what felt 

like rapt attention, and you had seen no sign of the telltale red sheet. You were even allowing 

yourself to feel a touch of excitement. Could this finally be the one? The hairs on your neck even 

began to tingle with anticipation. As he opened his mouth to say something to you, the phone 

rang. He looked at the caller ID screen and then gave you an apologetic smile. 

“Sorry, I need to get this. Won’t be a second.” 

He answered it and, after the initial pleasantries, shot a glance your way. 

“Yes. Right this moment, in fact. I see. Really? No, I understand. Such a shame.” 

Heat spread down your entire body. You leaped from your chair and grabbed the phone’s 

base. The interviewer tried to wrest it back away from you. During the scuffle you were able to 

see the screen. 

Lymon and Brinker. 

You instantly let go of the phone and stepped back from the desk. There was only one 

person who could possibly be on the other end of that line. He was trying to keep you out of the 

business, and he was thoroughly succeeding. Without saying another word, you gathered your 
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things and left the building. You stopped at the first liquor store you found and spent the rest of 

the day…well…you can’t actually remember the rest of that day. 

You definitely remember the next day, though. Not just because your brain spent most of 

the morning trying to claw its way out of your forehead, but that was also the day you became 

determined not to let Steiner win. He could keep trying to job block you until the end of time, but 

you would find work in your chosen field if it killed you. 

You knew you needed a strategy. After a few hours of intensive thinking, you came to the 

unfortunate conclusion that you were going to have to lower your standards in order to fly under 

Steiner’s radar. Easier said than done. Every company you applied to that you thought might be 

on a low enough tier to be beyond his reach still had that Red Page of Death attached to your file. 

Then it happened, in the sea of rejection a buoy appeared in the form of a Tax Professionals 

branch in a medium-sized city in the Midwest. 

While you were each taking your seats in his office, the branch manager, Kevin Drews, 

asked, “So, who the hell did you piss off?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed this,” he said as he pulled the red paper from the file 

in front of him and tossed it onto the desk, “was attached to any file an employer would get on 

you.” 

You leaned forward and stared at it. You couldn’t help but marvel at how red it really 

was, like a neon fire truck. “Yeah, that. I’ve noticed it. I figured it might be what’s held me 

back.” 
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Kevin snorted. “That’s an understatement. Have you read it?” 

You shook your head and replied, “This is the closest I’ve gotten to seeing it.” 

“Go ahead,” he said, gesturing to it. 

You picked it up, handling it like it was radioactive. Hell, in a lot of respects it was. It 

was a list of alleged charges that were cited as the reasons for your dismissal from Lymon and 

Brinker. All of them were false, minus the bribery, of course, but they went far beyond what was 

discussed at that fateful meeting. You felt your jaw subconsciously drop, and the more you read 

the closer to the floor it got. 

Kevin watched your reaction. “By the look on your face can I assume it’s all lies?” 

You glanced at your reflection in the window. You would have laughed at your comical 

expression had this been any other moment. You composed yourself and said, “Yes, none of this 

is true. Well, except for paying off a file clerk, but I did that to prove that this guy, Steiner, was 

hacking into my computer to steal my ideas. That got turned around on me and he used it to get 

me fired.” 

“Would that be Dave Steiner?” 

“You’ve heard of him?” 

“Of course. I would think that everyone has, by now.” 

You looked at him, confused. “Sorry?” 

Kevin stood and opened a cabinet behind him. It was stacked near full with magazines. 

He pulled one that was only a few issues down on the stack and handed it to you. The cover of 
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this particular copy of Money featured Steiner sitting on the edge of his desk under the headline, 

“The Savior of L & B!” 

You spent that entire night online, reading all about Steiner’s new found fame. In the 

time since you had been fired another recession had hit, and it hit the financial institutions really 

hard. Out of them all, Lymon and Brinker was hurt the least due to something Steiner kept 

referring to as his “Contingency Plan.” One site even published a full copy of this plan. Three 

sentences in and you recognized it. He had not changed a single word. Then again, with you out 

of the company and your reputation being systematically destroyed at every turn, why should he 

change anything? 

You kept track of his career over the next few years. Honestly, it was hard not to. While 

you comfortably worked your way up the ladder at Tax Professionals, Steiner skyrocketed into 

fame. He went from senior partner at Lymon and Brinker to CEO at another firm. He began 

appearing on all kinds of financial panel shows on CNBC and Bloomberg. Television loved him. 

His looks. His easygoing demeanor. His sound advice. It all translated to a regular segment on 

Today, which led to his own shows: one on satellite radio and a live one every weeknight on 

CNN. 

You were making a good living, thanks to Kevin. He had one of those generic hatreds of 

overly famous people, or sell-outs, as he called them, especially when they were in his own field. 

Almost every time Steiner took on a new enterprise you got a promotion or raise. It kind of felt 

like he was metaphorically spitting in Steiner’s eye with each accolade he gave you, and you 

didn’t mind one bit. If there was such a thing as karma, you hoped Steiner felt every loogie. 
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Karma proved its existence in a big way just a couple years ago. One of your hobbies was 

old and rare book collecting, something you picked up from your librarian mother. While you 

could not afford anything extremely rare, you still enjoyed the hunt. You picked up your other 

hobby from your salesman father: Traveling. Whenever you were able to combine the two you 

were in heaven. 

If there was one region that was especially rich with dusty tomes it was Europe. On a trip 

to Budapest you found an amazing used bookstore. To call it off the beaten path would be a 

major understatement, and it was deceptively quaint looking. The single door and small display 

window belied the amount of actual store space it took up on the inside. When you stepped 

through the door you instantly noticed that half of the stores on the block had to be just facades. 

It never occurred to you at the time that there might be some other reason. 

“Welcome,” greeted the older gentleman behind the counter in an accent that said locally 

raised but Oxford educated. 

“Hello,” you replied. You gazed in wonder at the immense collection that lay before you. 

“Wow. You certainly have quite a little store here.” 

“Thank you. I like to think of it as a special bookstore for special book lovers.” 

“I warn you I may end up spending hours here.” 

“Feel free, my friend. Look to your heart’s content. I will be surprised if you leave empty 

handed. Very few do.” 

You stepped into the stacks and entered your own little world. The smell of old paper 

filled your nostrils, giving you such a high. The shelves were overflowing with texts. Classic 
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shared space with contemporary, and some titles could be found in a variety of languages. The 

old man had been right: An hour in and you had an armload of books. 

As you walked past one aisle you felt something pull at you. Nothing physical. More like 

a mental tug. It urged you toward the middle of the aisle, to one particularly ancient looking 

volume. You set the stack in your arms down on the floor, forgotten the moment you let go. You 

slowly, carefully removed the book from the shelf, handling it gingerly in case it was truly as 

fragile as it looked. 

It turned out to be rather heavy. You could tell, once it was up close, that the leather was 

well aged, almost ancient. Yet it still had some suppleness to it. You ran you fingers along the 

edges of the pages before you even dared try to open it. They had a crisp feel, but the binding 

looked amazingly strong for its age, so you figured it was safe to examine the contents. 

The name on the front cover was written in what you assumed was Latin. You were 

familiar with how printed Latin looked, but you couldn’t read it. Not initially. As you continued 

to hold it the words began to change. You were not completely certain but you could almost 

swear you felt a slight tingle where your fingers were in contact with the cover. The words 

squirmed and slithered until they became readable: 

“Dark Arts and Practices” 

You carefully opened the cover. The words on the first page were almost finished 

translating themselves. When they had, you flipped to the next page to see that one self-

translating, as well. You quickly shut the book, looking around like a teenager afraid of getting 

caught peeking at a Playboy. You shook off the absurdity of your actions and carried the book to 

the front counter. 
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“See? I knew you’d find something,” the old man said as he took the book from your 

hands. 

“Yes. An interesting volume.” 

“Most of my books are,” he replied, with a tiny grin. The old man turned the book over, 

giving it a cursory examination. “Let’s see. How does…five thousand forint sound?” 

You were shocked at his offer and your mind quickly did the math. “Are you certain? 

That only comes to around twenty-five dollars U.S.” 

“That’s correct.” 

“Far be it of me to pass up a bargain, especially an extreme one, but it has to be worth so 

much more.” 

“It is true that this book is old. Quite old. I can see, though, that it has chosen you.” 

You felt your face flush. “What do you mean ‘chosen?’” 

“I view the books in my store like pets at a shelter. We do not so much choose certain 

books, as they end up choosing us. Do you read Latin?” 

You looked down at the book and saw the title had changed back to its original language. 

“Um…no. I just…I admired the handiwork. It’s so beautifully crafted, and still so sturdy despite 

its apparent age. Do you know anything about it?” 

“Just that I have had it here for almost as long as the shop has been open. I cannot even 

remember how I initially acquired it.” 
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You stared at it for a touch longer than you maybe meant to and swallowed hard. “Are 

you certain you wish to part with it for so little?” 

A smile spread across his face. “Quite certain.” 

The book made you so nervous that you refused to open it again the rest of your trip. You 

barely even touched it except to put it in your suitcase. Out of sight and all that. The flight home 

was a white-knuckle test of your nerves, but it had a positive effect on you once you arrived 

home. You figured if the book did not blow up the plane during the flight, then it had to be safe 

to read. 

Every time you opened it, that same finger tingling occurred as the writing changed. At 

first you thought it would become less noticeable the more often you read. When that didn’t 

happen you began to look forward to the sensation whenever you reached for the tome, like that 

first touch from a new lover. 

You also had expected it to be full of those boiling cauldron-style witch’s spells. There 

were some of those, but mostly it contained simple incantations, ones that it claimed, “…tap into 

the natural forces which surround us at all times, and once utilized properly can bring about 

anything and everything the soul desires.” 

After multiple extensive, cover-to-cover reads you found the spells you needed. You 

practiced them every chance you could. One of them required the use of melons. A lot of melons. 

After you started getting strange looks from the grocery store cashiers, you got a membership at 

one of those warehouse clubs. This way you could buy them in bulk and you just looked like a 

chef or restaurant owner rather than a weirdo with a melon fetish. You even got a t-shirt from a 

downtown eatery that you would wear while shopping. It not only helped with the deception’s 
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appearance, but acquiring it helped you practice one of the other spells. You eventually became 

so adept that you only had to think the incantations rather than say them out loud. It made you 

feel like a seventh year student at Hogwarts. 

It took over a year until you were confident enough to put your plan in motion, but by 

then you realized it was getting close to ten years since that fateful staff meeting when Steiner 

entered your world. The date was still months away, so you waited patiently, always practicing. 

Your anniversary eve arrived, at last. When you got home from work that night you 

changed into the outfit you had purchased specifically for this day. Black turtleneck, black 

chinos, black tennis shoes and black leather gloves. You may have looked like a cat burglar 

cliché, but, as the saying goes, some clichés are clichés for a reason. You had performed the 

teleportation spell many times during the day when you were free from prying eyes, confident 

none of Steiner’s neighbors were home at that time. Hopefully those who were still awake when 

you showed up that night wouldn’t be able to see you in your dark clothing. 

You’d done other reconnaissance and knew when Steiner got home from the studio and 

when his lights went out as he lay down to sleep. The wait was excruciating. You paced around, 

tried to watch TV, surfed the internet, yet nothing could keep the slow passage of time from 

scraping at your nerves. It got so bad you needed to take several deep breaths to bring your heart 

rate down to a comfortable speed before you performed the spell. 

As you finished thinking the ancient words, you felt the now familiar rippling of the air. 

Everything around you sucked down into that strange tunnel vision, ending in a pinpoint of light. 

You reached out to that pinpoint and touched it with your index finger. At the instant of contact, 

the world snapped back into view and you found yourself standing over the sleeping figure of 
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your nemesis. The first few times you practiced teleporting you vomited the moment you arrived 

at your destinations. Not anymore, luckily. 

Steiner was a snorer, so bad that the breathing strip on his nose was having little effect. 

You had to fight the urge to simply grab a pillow and smother the bastard. That was not the plan. 

Stick with the plan. You removed the small object from your pocket, the only thing you had on 

your person. No need for unnecessary identification if something were to go wrong. 

You leaned in close to his face and let one of the other incantations flow through your 

mind. The almost imperceptible change you had seen on the rinds of many a melon appeared on 

Steiner’s forehead. You couldn’t help smiling as you slid the object in your hand deep into his 

skull. The skin returned to normal right away after you removed your fingers. With everything in 

place you teleported back home. You were so giddy that you didn’t sleep a wink that night. 

You had gone about your day as if it were any other. It was extremely difficult, probably 

one of the most difficult things you’ve ever done in your life, but you made it. So, there you 

were, home at last. Finally. After all of this time it was going to happen. You felt butterflies as 

you picked up your phone. 

The words of another spell filled your brain. You felt a surge of electricity emanate from 

your hand into the phone, energy that would not only instantly connect your call but also block 

any trace of where it originated. The call was picked up in the middle of the second ring. 

“Studio control,” a voice answered. Even after all these years you recognized the whiny 

voice of Ernie from the copy room. At least one person benefited from their association with 

Steiner. 
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You took a deep breath and said, “I thought you’d like to know I put a bullet in Dave 

Steiner’s head.” 

“Yeah, I don’t know how you got this number, Nutbag, but I’m looking at him live in a 

studio right now. So, whoever you shot it wasn’t Dave Steiner.” 

There was a click and buzz as Ernie hung up his phone. You ran through the incantation 

once more. 

“Studio control.” 

“You weren’t listening. I didn’t say I shot him. I said I put a bullet in his head. Keep your 

eye on your monitor.” 

You made that pointer-thumb gun shape everyone knows from childhood and aimed at 

your TV. There really was no need to do this, but you enjoyed the flair it gave the spell. As you 

dropped the “hammer” on your “gun,” the final words of the final incantation you had 

memorized flowed from your mind, across the mystical miles. 

Steiner had been in the middle of an interview when the contents of his skull suddenly 

leaped from their containment. The guest, an attractive economist from a prestigious university, 

was splattered with blood and grey matter. The bulk of the gore smacked right into her face, with 

more than anyone would ever want getting into her mouth while she answered the question that 

would go down in history as Steiner’s last words. She went into momentary shock while her 

brain processed the carnage flopping onto the desk in front of her. It took a grand total of three 

seconds for her to go from comatose to hysterical screaming, the first of which sprayed the 

gruesome contents of her mouth back onto Steiner’s corpse. 
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Over the phone you could hear the utter pandemonium that erupted in the control room. 

You disconnected the call. You could almost see Ernie frantically screaming into the phone, 

demanding to know who you were. This just made you smile. You caught your reflection and 

noticed your posture appeared to be straighter, the weight on your shoulders finally gone. 

What you failed to notice was how your smile was almost exactly the same as the one on 

the face of the old store owner when he sold you the book. 

 

The End 


