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Strike Prices

Strike price: The price at which a stock or commodity contract may be bought (upon exercise of a call option) or sold (upon exercise of a put option).



One Monday morning in January, Amer walked across the lawn from his house to his office. The sounds of south Florida’s non-winter drifted to him from elsewhere in the gated community of acreage home sites. The distant buzz of mowers and edgers. The thwock of tennis balls from his neighbor’s backyard court, hidden by an eight-foot vine-covered iron fence. The plash of an alligator slinking into the canal behind Amer’s property.

His office had reinforced concrete walls two stories high, and a metal roof pressed and painted to look like red Spanish tiles. On a slab outside, the air conditioner condenser kicked into life as Amer approached.

At the door, he pressed his thumb to the fingerprint reader and exposed his retina to the scanner. Not even his wife or daughter could enter his office without him. With thuds and whirs, the door released its magnets and locks. Amer went inside.

After five minutes spent checking his office for signs of overnight intrusion, he settled into his upstairs desk chair. With the press of a button, he opened the curtains over the jalousie window. The window’s slats striped the view of the canal and the boathouses and mansions beyond it. More biometrics and a twenty-character password later, the bank of computer monitors woke up.

A quick check of the markets, then Amer got to work on his current project. A shortage in electricity deliveries to the western terminus of the trans-Atlantic superconducting cable would drive up electricity prices. He already owned a sizable long position in March futures contracts, as well as call options at popular strike prices on those same contracts. He could buy more, but every additional purchase could clue others in to his strategy.

He massaged his forehead with long fingers. A shortage in photovoltaic electricity from Africa might boost the stock prices of alternative energy providers. Lockheed Martin, FusorX…. a boost for FusorX could increase demand for boron… how many boron futures contracts could he buy unnoticed—?

The videophone app popped up an incoming call notification. The field team?

He relaxed. Iasmine. His daughter. He opened the call.

The way her sweatshirt’s hood bunched at her neck made her face like a flower opening from a gray bud. Her wide eyes, her unblemished skin, her oval face—she must know her beauty, but she dressed modestly and spoke of boys rarely, and only as distractions to her studies. She never pried about how he made his living and always treated Amer with proper respect.

Thank God. If she knew how little Amer could refuse her, she would ask for the moon, and he would neglect all else to acquire deed to it.

Despite his thoughts, he put on a paternal front. “Daughter, shouldn’t you be in class?”

“I have a few minutes before I need to go.”

“It must be cold there. Are you dressed warmly enough? Where are your hat and gloves?”

“By the door. Don’t worry, father, I’ll put them on when I leave.” She took a breath. “While I have a few minutes, I called to ask you something.”

Amer shook his head. “I will not raise your allowance—”

“Father, no, it’s, spring break is coming in less than two months, and I’d like to take a trip this year.”

“You don’t want to come home?”

“It’s not a party trip, father. Honestly. I’ve seen too many girls, and even some boys, come back the worse for spring break. I’d rather stay in my dorm than do that. No, it’s a service trip. Brighton University Students for World Peace. They’re going to central Asia to deliver refurbished phones and tablets to the Uyghurstan refugees.” She widened her eyes and an icy part of him melted. “I want to go.”

“Central Asia.” Amer leaned back in his chair. “You think because there’s no beach there won’t be any partying?”

Her expression crinkled. “Father, please believe me, that’s not why I want to go. There’s no way to party there. The host agency requires RFID chips in every bottle of alcohol and insists male-female married couples from the faculty go along as chaperones.”

Amer’s mouth scrunched. “Even if that’s so, I’ve told you, humanitarian aid doesn’t work. It all goes to the warlords and corrupt bureaucrats, instead of the people it’s supposed to help. Even if it got through to the intended people, it would only fuel the fire of the ongoing conflict. If you want peace, you have to let the wars burn themselves out.”

“Father, I know you’ve said that, and I’m sure that’s how it was when you were in college, but things are different now.” Iasmine’s face showed she was too immature to doubt the words she parroted. “We have social media, streaming video, and big data. This time, we can change the world. Please, father?”

“You’re being naïve.” Amer spoke softly. He’d already given in. The only remaining question was how much face could he save. “To allow you to go, I need to know which faculty members will chaperone, and I must talk to them before I can approve.”

Iasmine smiled. “Father, thank you. That’s very fair. I’ll send you their contact info. And I won’t ask for a penny. I’ll buy my own ticket—”

“A coach ticket? You want to ride with your knees in your chest for fifteen hours? I have unused jetshare credits, you can—”

“A private jet?” Iasmine looked at him as if he wanted to repeal abolition. “To a refugee camp? I can’t.”

“It’s a jetshare, not a private jet. And not you alone. It should fit the whole club.”

“Father!”

Her tone dissuaded him. “A first class ticket, then.”

“While my friends ride in coach? I don’t want them thinking I’m a snooty rich girl.”

“Your friends’ fathers are all almost as wealthy as I.” Amer said. He slapped his hand on his desk and she started. “If you want to fly coach, fine. But I will buy your ticket.” Memories of prior projects stirred in the upper reaches of his subconscious. “On an airline of my choice. I insist.”

“Father, thank you, but that’s too generous.” Iasmine tried to look serious, Amer read from her face, but he could only see his daughter’s youth as she went on. “I want to pay my own way.”

“You can pay your own way after you are married. Send me those chaperone names. All this talk means nothing if I cannot approve you traveling with them.”

She looked respectful. “Yes, father.”

Within ten minutes of the call’s end, Amer received her text message. He imagined her pulling down her scarf to dictate the message, exposing her nose and mouth to the bitter cold of a dead-brown winter campus. The lush Florida landscape outside the windows seemed unnatural in comparison. Amer wished his daughter were still a child, playing all winter in a sundress on the lawn.

He set the wistfulness aside. The world punished sentiment. He contacted a private investigator to dig into the backgrounds and personal lives of the chaperones, then returned to project planning.

A few minutes later, with boron volume and open interest data from the Chicago, London, and Shanghai exchanges filling his monitors, the videophone app popped up another notification. Iasmine again?

His heart slowed and slammed. Not a field team. Not Iasmine. The notification showed a code name which Amer swiftly transcribed in his mind. Heartstone, the CEO of TransAtlantic Airlines.

Amer tapped out commands. The blinds closed. In the lower left corner of his monitor array, a window opened to show a shifting, distorted animation. The animation made him think of ransom notes in old crime shows, with messages made from words and letters cut from magazines. Instead of words, the window showed an ever-changing composite face, its features copied from image searches. Green eyes, blond hair, an old drunk’s blotched nose, thick African lips.

Amer turned his head and lifted his mouth’s corners. In the window, the composite face showed sidelong a woman’s blue eyes, a narrow nose with hidden nostrils, a half-smile on lips as narrow as a Finn’s.

The window showed him the same image the other party on the videophone call would see.

Another window opened to the side of the composite face. Amer cleared his throat and multicolored lines jumped. An audio spectrum analyzer. He spoke a few test words, then repeated them. Different pattern each time. The voice disguiser worked properly.

A few more keystrokes, and Heartstone’s image filled one of the monitors. Surprisingly, the workaholic from Brooklyn wore a plaid shirt, and a stone fireplace with a stuffed fish on the mantle formed the backdrop. A gray day shadowed the horizontal creases in Heartstone’s forehead and bald scalp.

“Are the fish biting, Mr. Heartstone?”

Heartstone’s words burst out of clamped lips. “You think I’m freezing my ass off wading for trout? I had to make up a cover story of a strategic retreat and waste an entire goddamn weekend out here just to call you. What the hell are you doing to me?”

Amer sat straighter, spoke softly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

His tone appeared to communicate the desired ominous quiet. Heartstone’s eyebrows jerked upward. His voice sounded plaintive. “I’ve given you everything you asked for. Every month, regular as clockwork, right? Consulting fees, vendor invoices, it adds up to a million. To the penny. You’re getting our deposits, right?”

“Yes.” TransAtlantic Airlines was one of a dozen large corporations who paid Amer to keep their businesses safe.

Impotent anger, like an old gasoline engine revving in neutral, spiked in Heartstone’s features, almost too quickly to see. “So, why?”

“What do you think I have done?”

“TransAtlantic has some employees check trading activity on our stock and options,” Heartstone said. “We have to, everyone else does, it would look suspicious if I canceled—”

“One must keep up appearances,” Amer said.

“Last week they found about five million dollars worth of hostile activity. Naked shorts. An increase in open interest with a corresponding drop in asking prices for out-of-the-money calls with June expirations. A bid up on out-of-the-money June puts at strike prices of 50, 52.5, and 55.”

From decades in his line of work, Amer understood the jargon. Someone had bet that TransAtlantic’s stock price would fall before June. Short sales of the stock, and options to sell short more of the stock, would become profitable. That someone wanted to make more money by writing options to buy TransAtlantic’s stock above the current price. Not to keep, but to sell to others in the expectation they would expire worthless: exchange-traded pigs in a poke.

On one of his monitors, Amer opened TransAtlantic’s share price and options charts. The stock had traded quietly for months, with a current price of about 65. The put options referred to by Heartstone had current prices from 1.50 to 3.00.

If TransAtlantic’s share price dropped into the upper forties before June, the naked shorts, purchased on margin, would turn a 30% profit. The real money would be made on the put options: profits in the range of 100%, 200%, not including the time value the puts would gain if the price dropped earlier than June.

Amer had made comparable profits many times over the years.

“And my people dug into who did this to us,” Heartstone said. “Not individuals, not established hedge funds. Shell companies out of the Caymans, the Netherlands Antilles, the Persian Gulf. Different company names, but the same sorts of countries where we send your million dollars a month. So I thought of you.”

“It is not me.”

Heartstone ducked his gaze from his camera. He raised a shaking fist, then thudded it against his thigh. “Why did I make this goddam call you’re not going to shoot straight—”

“To the contrary,” Amer said. “I will be completely truthful. We have an agreement which benefits us both. If I broke that agreement for a short-term gain, my reputation would suffer. You would never trust me again. You would urge your counterparts at other large companies to never trust me either. Whatever you think of my business model, you cannot fault my logic.”

“I can’t. Dammit.” Heartstone’s lips clamped together for a moment. “How tight is your ship?”

“You think one of my subordinates has done this without my knowledge?” Impossible. Amer’s brother, his cousins, his nephews, their talents served best in the field. They knew their limitations regarding the financial markets. And they knew without family loyalty, the world would crush them one by one. “I assure you, they have not.”

Heartstone lowered his head to his hand. “Then who?”

“It is very easy to form a legal entity in those countries you mentioned. It could be done through gray and dark networking from anywhere on Earth. Even from an office at TransAtlantic’s headquarters.”

Heartstone’s face loomed into the videophone window. “You know something? One of my own insiders is out to ream me?”

“I am ignorant of the internal politics at your company. However, it is plausible someone is aware of news that, once released, will depress your stock price.”

“No. My ship’s as tight as yours. No one’s hiding a time bomb like that from me. They know better.”

Amer shrugged. “If you say so.” Heartstone deluded himself. No blood bound his subordinates to him; only money, a far weaker force. A big enough company grew tumors, malignant bodies where executives like oncogenes shirked their duty to the body and sought only their own aggrandizement, regardless of the wider cost.

Such would not befall Amer. If a tumor ever arose, he would nip it before it became malignant.

“If that’s all, Mr. Heartstone?”

A pensive look on his face, Heartstone nodded. Amer hung up.



The next weeks passed quietly. Amer entered a few more positions: long boron futures, boron mining exchange-traded bull funds, a few plays in African stocks. Ten million dollars slid around the world, a few keystrokes at a time.

One Thursday morning in February, atypically for his usual workflow, he turned one of his monitors over to a televised news stream. A camera, apparently helicopter-mounted, zoomed in on an electrical station sited in desert on the shore of a choppy gray sea. Fires crackled in the station. A small rubble pile lay at the sea’s edge. Crumpled swarthy men wearing deep blue uniforms lay around the site, accented by red splotches on the rocky soil.

Something filled the
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