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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
    
 
   “I am the son of peasants and I know what is happening in the villages.
 
   That is why I wanted to take revenge, and I regret nothing.”
 
    
 
   - Gavrilo Princip (1894-1918)


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   Slow down… Jesus! Just slow the fuck down now! He gripped the steering wheel in both hands and eased his foot from the accelerator, his eyes darting from the dark road to the speedometer. Don’t get pulled over, he chanted silently, don’t get pulled over, don’t get pulled over!
 
   The shame and anger had been building all week, and when he left the house he had no plan, no itinerary, no destination, he just got in the car and started driving. When he found himself at Artie’s Bar he was surprised but he still pulled into the parking lot across the street. It sat between two empty buildings, a mattress store and real estate office that had shut down in the depressed economy. He sat in the car, staring at the wall of the real estate office for a long time and it was late when he finally got out and locked the door. He had driven all that way; he might as well go in for a drink before he went home. But why there? He asked, still feeling bewildered, You don’t care about them and they all hate you now… Why did I go there?
 
   He wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings when he walked around the back of his car, “Well,” he heard the familiar snide voice, “if it isn’t Joanie.” It was Mitch, of all the pricks he could have to run into, why him? In all his years working on the second floor above the bar, of all the dozens of employees who had no idea who he was or what he did there, Why him? His head shook slowly from side to side and he pounded the steering wheel in frustrated self-loathing as he drove, Why didn’t I just stay home?
 
   Mitch always called him Joanie, and he always snickered when he said it. “Working hard, Joanie?” He’d croon tauntingly as he passed his cubicle, and he would always freeze, staring determinedly at his screen until he was gone. But tonight he stopped, the arrogant little prick… He hadn’t been watching for drunken patrons leaving the bar and Mitch stood before him, blocking his way. “What possible reason could you have to come… come back here?” He had taunted, weaving slightly, “Forget your pocket protector? Or did you come back to apologize for fucking us out of our profits on Monday, you pathetic faggot?”
 
   At six-foot two, he was taller than Mitch by at least six inches and when he stood close, so close he had to tilt his head to look up at him, he could smell the alcohol on his breath and he took an involuntary step back. Mitch snickered and said something else, but he didn’t hear it, he had already started his silent mantra, I am a Peaceful Being, I am Accomplished. A Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend.
 
   Then Mitch reached out and gave him a small shove, a two-fingered jab in the chest. It was just instinct… He assured himself, that was all, I just… How the fuck does it matter now? He argued silently, You gave him a right cross to the jaw… and Mitch’s head made a dull thud when it bounced off the trunk of his car and he collapsed in a crumpled, unconscious heap at his feet.
 
   If only he had never discovered how much his algorithms made the company that paid him so little for so long… If only I had never clicked on the article that day.
 
   He drove in silence for another twenty minutes before he slowed the car, suddenly afraid to turn on the turn signal and yet too afraid not to. He checked the deserted road ahead and in the rearview mirror before making the left turn onto 32 Olde Noah Hunt Road in Howell Township.
 
   There’s no one… he silently assured himself, No one to see. No one is following… He drove down the graveled driveway, carved in a straight line through the woods until it made a sharp right turn around a dense grove of mature White Ash and Eastern White Pines. The property’s soil tested poorly for farming so the realtor had marketed the twenty-acre lot as being the perfect, private hideaway for the business professional seeking peace and solitude. The price was right; the farmhouse needed either serious restoration or to be knocked down and replaced and he had opted to renovate, finding as time passed that he liked the look of the old stone house.
 
   When he cleared the trees, the driveway led him the rest of the way straight through a sloping green pasture to his home and he parked a hundred feet from the garage, unsure how to proceed. He left the headlights on, exited the car and walked to the two-car garage; unlocking the side door with his key, he entered, flicking on the three bare bulbs overhead. He stood in front of the workbench, looking over his collection of basic home tools and the more extensive collection of fishing gear. I need something sharp for the plastic… he picked up his nine-inch filleting knife and turning on his heel, returned to the driveway.
 
   He felt calm as he walked to the back of his car, mentally reciting the product description he had inadvertently memorized when he ordered the knife online; Elk horn burr antler handle, our steel is an air-hardened, high carbon and high chromium steel, and our blades retain their factory edge for extended periods of heavy use…. He felt for the remote in his pocket and activated the trunk release.
 
   When Mitch lay unmoving, he panicked and tried to help the unconscious man to his feet. Feeling scared and shaky, he had quickly looked around the parking lot and fishing the keys from his pocket, opened his trunk. He frantically searched the contents in the dim glow of the lighted interior, looking for a bottle of water to revive him with when he saw the plastic ties, They have a million and one uses… and they’re handy. He had quickly looped one then looped a second through the first; making a pair of zip-tie handcuffs. He quickly lifted Mitch into his trunk and yanking his limp hands behind him, looped the plastic ties over his wrists and tightened them smartly before slamming the lid closed. He looked around again as he fumbled for the door handle and climbed back into the driver’s seat, shaking as he carefully pulled out of the parking space and left.
 
   Mitch had two large bruises forming; one over his right eye, and another just under his left and he glared up at him, “What’s your fuckin’ deal you stupid mutha-fuckin’ dumb fuck?” He muttered, struggling to climb out.
 
   He took Mitch by the arm and helped him from the trunk, but as he stepped onto the gravel he gave him a hard shove with his hand and Mitch fell on his back, “How does it feel being the one getting shoved, instead of the one doing the shoving?”
 
   “Oh, you are a fucking psycho, Joanie!” Mitch yelled, “Assault, kidnapping… on top of your colossal fuck up on Monday!” He shouted, “DUDE! You are going away for life! FOR LIFE! You’ll be some guy’s bitch and get fucked up the ass every single fucking d…”
 
   He stepped over him and kneeling on his chest, pointed the tip of the blade menacingly at Mitch’s face.
 
   “Oh…” Mitch’s voice shook for a moment but he collected himself and leered, “So… what, you want me to suck your dick?” He suddenly screamed, “WELL FUCK YOU, YOU PATHETIC LITTLE FAGGOT!”
 
   His eyes fluttered closed, I am a Peaceful Being, he chanted, I am Accomplished. A Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend… a Peaceful… Peaceful Being… A burning heat swept determinedly across his features and shook his angular frame. Accomplished. A Gift from… from God, a Wise… Wise Old… The heat quickly transformed, revealing itself as the long ignored and denied rage he had for years convinced himself wasn’t there. He’s right… he thought, and quietly surrendered. This all started long ago, and I’m in it too far now to ever turn back. He opened his eyes, “How about if you sucked your own?” he said, his voice sounding flat and emotionless. He swung his knee off to the side and yanked open the snap and zipper on Mitch’s pants.
 
   He struggled, writhing and cursing beneath him, “STOP! Stop, you fuck… fucker! STOP!”
 
   “Yell all you want,” He planted a knee back on his chest to keep him still. “I bought this place cuz’ it didn’t have any neighbors.” He yanked down the slacks and underpants and when he grabbed Mitch’s privates in his hand he froze, he had never touched another man’s genitals before and he gasped at the feel of the soft flesh.
 
   “D-dude!” Mitch sounded scared, “L-look, d-dude… DUDE!”
 
   “You…” He murmured in a quiet voice, full of menace, “You treated me like shit.”
 
   “WAIT!” Mitch shouted in a high, shrill voice, “Dude, wait! WAIT!”
 
   He sliced off the penis and testicles. Like crap through a goose. He heard his father’s voice echo in a dark recess of memory and his mind’s eye suddenly filled with an image of his father sharpening his fish knife; He spent hours sharpening that knife, honing it to a fine edge so it would slice through fish like a hot knife through butter. Like crap through a goose.
 
   Mitch screamed, “NO!” But all he could feel was a searing heat. He had a few drinks in the bar and the alcohol in his bloodstream slowed connections between the neurons that carried the electrical signals for pain through his body by way of his spinal cord. In what normally would have taken less than the blink of an eye for his brain to register the pain, Mitch actually blinked before his back arched on the gravel drive and he shrieked in agony.
 
   He held his hand away and dropped the severed organs on the gravel behind him. Switching knees so he could face him, his other knee pressed down hard on Mitch’s chest and gripping the elk horn handle in both hands, he rammed the tip of the blade into his throat as hard and as fast as he could, silencing him forever. His eyes again fluttered closed and he felt the body jerk beneath him, trembling violently for long seconds before finally becoming still. When his eyes opened, he found he was staring down at his hands, still gripping the handle and it took another long moment to loosen and pull his long, cramped fingers free.
 
   His knees quaked when he stood and stepped away from Mitch’s still form. Standing in the middle of his dark driveway, he drew a deep, shaky breath and tilted his head back to stare up at the clear night sky, “Canis Major…” He identified the constellations and spoke their names aloud, “Hydra, Canis Minor… Orion… and Cancer.” He abruptly stopped, swaying slightly on his feet and lowered his head, holding it level to steady himself. He stared at the dark woods beyond, suddenly acutely aware he was panting and he swallowed audibly, “Slow down,” he said, “just slow down now.” He waited until his breathing slowed and cleared his throat, “I am a Peaceful Being, I am Accomplished. A Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…”
 
   When he was a boy, his mother taught him the meanings of his first and last names and as he grew, the meanings became a personal mantra he chanted whenever he felt the need to slow down his brain, to calm himself when he was nervous or scared.
 
   “I am a Peaceful Being, I am Accomplished. A Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…” He finally turned and regarded his open and beckoning garage door, “I am a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend. I know who I am… and I know what I have to do.”
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   “Revenge is an act of passion; vengeance of justice.
 
   Injuries are revenged; crimes are avenged.”
 
    
 
   - Samuel Johnson


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   She checked the time on her screen, “Oh, I really don’t want to go to these briefings anymore…”
 
   Jordan clicked open an email and peered at her around their monitors, “How many more does Bea need to have?”
 
   “I wish I knew.” Catherine leaned back in the chair and stretched her arms overhead, “We’re supposed to figure out what’s illegal about how Wall Street operates but everything we’ve looked at; the dark pools, high frequency trading…” She shrugged expansively before dropping her hands back on the chair’s armrests, “They write their own rules so all of it’s legal, all their strategies that screw over investors and retirement funds.”
 
   Jordan frowned, “So why is Bea pursuing it?”
 
   “It’s not just Bea; she has reps from the SEC, the CFTC and the New York Attorney General’s office attending these meetings.” Jordan arched an eyebrow and she clarified, “The Commodity Futures Trading Commission… and from what we’ve studied so far it’s obvious the stock market is completely rigged and has been…” She snorted in disgust and shut her workstation down, “well, forever, really.”
 
   “Same question…”
 
   “I know,” sighed and stood, grabbing her phone and tablet, “And Bea doesn’t dare point out the stupefying conflict of interest that the heads of those so-called financial watchdog agencies are all former CEO’s from the companies who created all the loopholes that allow them to get away with highway robbery in the first place.” She walked around the desk to place a quick kiss on her lips and straightened, adding, “And that theft adds up to between nine and eleven billion dollars a year.’
 
   “And all that profit is going where?”
 
   “Not to the investors, that’s for sure.”
 
   Jordan cringed, looking sympathetic, “Yikes. Okay, well, I won’t say have fun, it sounds mind-numbing, why does she want you there?”
 
   Catherine walked to their office door, “She wants us to understand how the stock market works before we start looking at all that stuff.”
 
   “For you that means examining their code… the stock exchanges will let you do that?”
 
   She dropped her hand on the door handle and turned back to her, “I think we’re gonna find out.” She threw her a brilliant smile as she left.
 
   “Okay.” Jordan returned to the open email on her screen, it was from her boss, Assistant Director Stewart MacLaine; “Got a new one for ya’. This guy has been ID’d as a stock trader in NJ, and it’s all yours.” She clicked open the attached document, her nose wrinkling in bemusement as she read the autopsy report.
 
   What was left of Paul McConnell’s body had been discovered lying in tall grass one hundred feet from Millstone Rd., near Grovers Mill Rd. in Plainsboro Township. Initial discovery was of a nude male torso with the head, legs, left arm and genitalia, all missing. Identification was difficult, the FBI’s medical examiner, Dr. Samantha Lucas, determined the man had been killed weeks before, “And since he was left in the open,” Jordan read, “decomposition was advanced. Most of the soft tissue had been eaten away by scavenging birds, rodents and insects.” She read on, Dr. Lucas had searched the national missing person’s database and after finding several potential matches, positively identified Mr. McConnell’s body via a DNA match to a now grieving family member.
 
   She clicked open the picture file and enlarged the photos fullscreen. Huh… she turned her head to one side as she looked at the desiccated remains, If it wasn’t for the outstretched arm and hand… it’s a wonder anyone would have thought this had been a person once. She quickly flipped back to Dr. Lucas’s narrative; a construction crew was resurfacing the road when a worker walked into the tall grass in search of some privacy so he could relieve himself. When he stumbled over the body, the mummified arm flew stiffly into the air and the mostly skeletal hand and fingers landed on his leg. She snickered, He started screaming and while he ran for blocks, his supervisor calmly walked back to the look briefly at the remains and called 911. She flipped back to the pictures again and clicked through them; the torso had holes in the chest, revealing large empty spaces inside created by burrowing bugs and animals accessing the internal organs. She shook her head and returned to Dr. Lucas’s report.
 
   The head had been severed first from the front; “A long, smooth blade was pressed against the throat.” She read, “Pressure was applied from both ends of a blade longer than the width of the victim’s neck. The blade was forced, in likely a right to left motion, working the blade between the C-5 and C-6 vertebrae then the body was turned over and the blade was pressed into the back of the neck, severing the head. High resolution magnification indicates no hesitation marks.” Lucas had gone into detail describing the missing genitals, sliced off cleanly, And again, Jordan mused, no hesitation marks; he’s used to killing… but the limbs took considerably more work, the arm and both legs were jaggedly disarticulated at the hip and shoulder joints. And none of the missing parts were found at the scene, so god knows where they are.
 
   She clicked open the victim’s missing person’s report. Sex, power, control… violence, how many components are involved here? She rocked the chair back and stretched, craning her neck and back until the vertebrae popped.
 
   McConnell’s co-worker, Lester Morris, admitted he hacked into his friend’s email account in order to access his contacts list when he failed to show up for work or return emails and phone calls for over a week. He contacted McConnell’s parents in Omaha, Nebraska and they in turn contacted the police department in Fairhaven, New Jersey, where McConnell lived. She clicked back to the victim’s information sheet; He was a trader at GEX, The Getchell Exchange, for four years. Married once, divorced. She shrugged inwardly; Maybe his friend will have some more personal info on him. She sat up and clicked the icon on her desktop that linked her directly to the warrant office so she could subpoena Mr. McConnell’s financial records. Emasculation would make an ex-wife or girlfriend a primary suspect, but chopping off a guy’s head and limbs… An eyebrow arched as she filled in the required fields, and then dumping the torso, that’s a lot of anger to sustain for the time it would take to get all that done. That much mutilation sounds like organized crime.
 
    
 
   The theater-style seats had pull-up desktops mounted on the sides and Catherine had taken care to pull up the desk in front of her so she could work on cracking some code for Bea’s Cyber Division while she listened to the briefing. She made audio recordings of the briefings on her phone she left on the desktop and held her tablet on her lap so no one could see she wasn’t taking notes.
 
   Bea’s briefings were for FBI agents and contractors only; her first guest speaker was a professor from Cornell University who give a lecture on the history of the stock market. Catherine did pay attention to the long and boring account that began in twelfth century France, but by the second boring briefing she discovered the hours passed more quickly if she worked on code while listening to the deadly dull details. Representatives from central banks and major exchanges gave the lecturers that followed and all described, in sentences drowning in admiring adjectives, how new digital creations had completely transformed the global stock market. She understood that Wall Street was an important resource for companies to raise money for expansion, product development and the like, what eluded her was how, over hundreds of years, the market maintained its dominance as the ultimate barometer for what the economics professor called social mood. She failed to understand how something as seemingly intangible as social mood or consumer confidence could make a country’s economy either soar or crash and burn. Her eyes briefly flicked at the podium below as Bea introduced her newest guest lecturer.
 
   He gave a slight awkward bow at the smattering of applause, “Good morning.” His grin was boyish as he connected his tablet to the wide, curved wall screen, “Three months ago, at nine-thirty in the morning, a software executive pressed a button at the New York Stock Exchange, triggering a bell that signaled the start of the trading day. Milliseconds after the opening trade, buy and sell orders flew through the market's servers. The trades were unusual in that they came in small batches of one hundred shares and within three minutes, the trade volume had more than doubled from the previous week's average. Complex computer programs deployed by financial firms bought undervalued stocks, and that unusual market move drove prices down and sold overvalued stocks as their purchases drove prices up. The algorithms… and human traders were making a killing.
 
   Within minutes, a wave of urgent emails inundated the inboxes of the top officials at the Securities and Exchange Commission. On Wall Street, officials at the New York Stock Exchange scrambled to isolate the source of the peculiar trades. While all this was happening, in the offices of a midsize financial firm called SAEx,” he said, pronouncing it SAX, “the Superior Alternative Exchange, panic was spreading. A program that was supposed to be deactivated had instead gone rogue, blasting out trade orders that were costing SAEx nearly ten million dollars per minute, and no one knew how to shut it down. At this rate, the firm would be insolvent within an hour. SAEx’s horrified employees spent nearly an hour digging through nine sets of trading and routing software programs before they found the runaway code and neutralized it.
 
   By then it was shortly after ten o’clock, and officials from the New York Stock Exchange and the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority were gathering for an emergency conference call that didn't end until after four o’clock that afternoon.”
 
   Catherine had looked up from her tablet, intrigued by the young man’s delivery. He was Brandon Kimura, the CEO of TIEx, The Investor’s Exchange. Publically, for the most part, he was currently hailed as the ordinary investor’s savior, and privately among traders and investment firms, he was condemned as the destroyer of Wall Street.
 
   “In the years since the collapse of Lehman Brothers drove the global financial system to the brink,” he continued, “new technologies have changed Wall Street beyond recognition. Today’s markets are wilder, less transparent and more importantly,” he jabbed a finger at them, “faster than ever before. Stock exchanges can now execute trades in less than a half a millionth of a second. That’s more than a million times faster than the human mind can make a decision.
 
   Today, financial firms use sophisticated algorithms that fight for fractions of a penny. Designed by computer nerds and math geniuses, these programs exploit minute movements and long-term patterns in the markets, buying a stock at a dollar and selling it at one dollar and one-ten thousandth of a cent.” He quickly clicked up a panel on the screen showing the math, “Do this ten thousand times a second and the profits add up. Constantly moving into and out of securities for those minuscule slivers of profit, the traders at these exchanges end their day owning no stock, but they’re a whole lot richer… and that is what’s known as high-frequency trading.
 
   This rapid turnover has reduced the holding period of a stock; half a century ago, it was eight years; today it’s about five days. High-speed trading algorithms are now responsible for more than half of US trading. Computer programs send and cancel orders endlessly with the infinite goal to deceive and outrace each other, or sometimes just to slow each other down. They might also flood the market with bogus trade orders to throw off competitors, or covertly liquidate a large stock position in a manner that won’t provoke a price swing. Investing today is about buying and selling a company's stock within a matter of seconds. Today, it’s all about how fast you can buy or offload it, not how much the company is actually worth.”
 
   Catherine could feel the tension that had built in the auditorium since Mr. Kimura began speaking, and she wondered how many of the agents and contractors attending these meetings had gone from being bored to death by their new assignment to living in fear of their own retirement accounts and stock portfolios.
 
   “Wall Street now lives in a brave new technological world, and the nation's watchdogs,” he ticked off the agencies on his fingers, “the Securities Exchange Commission, the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority and the Commodity Futures Trading Commission.” He chuckled, “There are more…” he waved a hand dismissively, “but I’m sure you have a list by now.” People laughed nervously and he grinned. “All these agencies are still behind the curve; time and again they demonstrate they are incapable of effectively monitoring, much less regulating, Wall Street. Remember back in 2008 when regulators realized, way too late, the danger of securitization? Well, it’s happening again, people… and the financial computer geeks are again way, way ahead of the game.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millburn, NJ
 
    
 
   She playfully swept the petite form into her arms and tossed Catherine easily onto their bed, “Jenga!” She flopped down next to her, “I win!”
 
   “I know!” She swatted at her, “I got Jenga’d all over the place; you and Cam double-teamed me tonight.” She rolled onto her side, facing her, “That was fun; I never played Jenga as a kid.”
 
   “Me neither,” Jordan sat up and turned off the lamp on her nightstand, “I love it when Cam laughs that hard…”
 
   They scooted under the covers and Catherine snickered, “I know, I love those deep belly laughs.” She pressed close, “I was just glad he didn’t barf his dinner.”
 
   “Always a plus.”
 
   A comfortable silence fell between them until Jordan yawned and mumbled, “I forgot to ask you how Bea’s briefing went.”
 
   “Actually, it wasn’t bad today. The Cornell professor had the most boring delivery, the guys from the stock exchanges all think everything is just peachy and we should keep our meddling government hands off of everything…” She shifted her head back onto her pillow so she could look at her in the darkened room, “But this guy today, he explained high frequency trading by telling us a story that was…” she shrugged, “well, it was exciting. He gave us a blow by blow account of one of the flash crashes Bea tried to investigate.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It was interesting. Some of these guys from the central banks have admitted there are problems with the high speed trading but then in the same breath kinda’ shrug their shoulders as if to say, but there’s nothing anybody can do about it. This guy, Brandon Kimura, used to work for a Canadian bank and really took a big risk by starting up his own exchange. I did a little research on him; people are calling his exchange the first honest exchange for investors because he figured out a way to slow down the digital market.”
 
   “But why does slowing it down make it better?”
 
   “Because it makes the stock market fair, if traders can’t get a heads up about buy or sell prices ahead of the investor the predatory component is eliminated.”
 
   “And that’s good for investors?”
 
   “Oh yes, good for investors, good for retirement and pension programs, and good for businesses too.”
 
   “That’s good, but it still sounds boring.”
 
   Catherine chuckled low in her chest and pressed close again, “Wanna’ do something that’s not boring?”
 
   Jordan slid her arms around the slender form and pulled her close, “Why Doctor Bernard, whatever did you have in mind?”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jersey City, NJ
 
    
 
   She looked over her shoulder at the laptop that lay in an evidence bag on the backseat, “It’s possible he has something hidden online I just haven’t found yet.”
 
   Jordan shook her head, “I don’t know, it looks like his life was as clean as his car and townhouse. If this isn’t organized crime then it either has to be a co-worker or pissed-off customer. The warrant covers everything he worked on at the exchange.”
 
   “Will it cover making them let me see their algorithms?”
 
   “No, but if they’ve wiped his workstation out of a proprietary sense of company privacy then I’ll be able to lower the boom on them for impeding a murder investigation and maybe you’ll accidentally find something… I have a warrant in my bag for that too.” She looked briefly from the road ahead and flashed a smile, “We can’t help it if the victim hid company code in his files… maybe you’ll get lucky...”
 
   “So you’re expecting trouble?”
 
   Jordan lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, “Given what I’ve read about the stock exchange culture so far I thought I’d better cover my bases so I can save time if The Powers That Be feel their panties twisting in a knot.” Catherine chuckled and she pulled the bureau car into the underground parking garage. “Still trying to get a look at the code these exchanges use?”
 
   “Yeah,” she sighed, “at the moment Bea’s group is arguing over whether high frequency trading is worse than dark pools.”
 
   Jordan parked and they got out, “You mentioned dark pools before…”
 
   “It’s a private trading forum used by financial institutions…”
 
   “Like banks.”
 
   “Yes, like banks and private brokerages that trade stocks away from the public.”
 
   “Who do they sell to?”
 
   “Their own customers, their investors love it because their transactions won’t affect the market. But if no one outside the pool can see the trade, the prices, then there’s no transparency.”
 
   “And investors can get screwed.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   They took the elevator to the sixth floor of the Getchell Exchange. The doors opened to a lavish reception area, and Jordan smiled at the expensively coiffed and dressed young woman behind the gleaming glass desk.
 
   “Hello,” she greeted them austerely, “how may I help you?”
 
   “Hello,” Jordan smiled pleasantly and flashed her badge wallet, “a Mister Matthew Peterson is expecting us.”
 
   The young woman’s face paled when she saw Jordan’s FBI badge and ID, but she recovered quickly and pressing a button on her multiline phone, pressed a finger against the earpiece in her ear and murmured, “Mister Peterson, the FBI is here to see you.”
 
   Jordan slung the bag from her shoulder and dropped it on the glass desk, rummaging within for the first warrant. The receptionist flashed a disdainful look and Jordan gave her a small reassuring smile and wink. Catherine noted the exchange and suppressed the urge to snicker; she loved people’s reactions to Jordan’s badge and she looked past the receptionist and through the glass wall behind her. Her view was limited to a sea of cubicles and she watched as a tall man in a suit suddenly appeared in the hallway, heading toward them.
 
   He pushed his way through the glass door and extended his hand, “Hello, I’m Matt Peterson, Vice President of Sales…”
 
   “I’m Special Agent Jordan Hawkins,” she shook his hand and gestured to Catherine, “And this is my associate, Doctor Catherine Bernard.”
 
   He reluctantly shook her hand and his eyes narrowed, “An associate in what capacity?” He looked from Catherine to Jordan and she groaned inwardly.
 
   “In a digital capacity, Mister Peterson.” She handed him the warrant, “This gives us access to everything our murder victim, your employee Paul McConnell, ever worked on.” She gestured past him, “Shall we?”
 
   He eyed the subpoena suspiciously before taking it from her and opened the glass door again, “After you.”
 
   He led them to Paul McConnell’s cubicle and Catherine sat at the dead man’s desk and noted the computer was already running, “Your workstations are never powered down?” She turned to him and Jordan felt a red flag snap when he looked away.
 
   “I think most of the employees here do not shut them down, no.”
 
   “Hmm,” Jordan nodded thoughtfully, “now that is surprising,” she said, her tone dripping with sarcasm, “considering how long Mister McConnell’s been missing.” There was a file box on his desk and she pointed at it, “And what’s in there?”
 
   “His personal belongings,” he shifted uncomfortably, “We didn’t know what to do with them and thought you’d take the box.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’ll still need to check his desk drawers.” She looked past him, scanning the large room, “And I need to speak to Lester Morris.”
 
   “I’m Lester…” A young man popped up from the cubicle behind them.
 
   She held up her badge wallet, “I’m Agent Hawkins… you contacted Mister McConnell’s parents?”
 
   “Yes.” Lester Morris appeared to be in his late twenties, early thirties, “I didn’t think anything for the first couple days ‘cuz he’d taken a long weekend before.”
 
   “Was that a common practice for him?”
 
   “No,” he scoffed, shrugging, “he liked work, but Paul was popular with girls, you know?” He looked away and shook his head.
 
   “So when was the last time you saw him?”
 
   “Two Friday nights before last,” he said, his eyes beginning to brim, “most of us go out after work and celebrate the end of a good week.”
 
   “And where did you go?”
 
   “The Devils’ Due.” He indicated the general direction with his chin, “It’s a bar a couple of blocks from here.”
 
   “Excuse me.” Catherine interrupted softly.
 
   Jordan turned to her, “Yes?”
 
   “It would appear the hard drive has been scrubbed.”
 
   Jordan looked from her to their escort; her brow arched, “And is that standard procedure when one of your employees has been murdered?”
 
   Peterson looked both uncomfortable and annoyed, “We had no idea what happened to him at that point, he left on a payday… employees have left with no notice before. If he left to work for a competitor we needed to make sure he couldn’t access his workstation remotely.”
 
   Jordan turned back to Lester, “This is quite a paranoid industry you work in.”
 
   “You have no idea…” He snorted and when he caught the disapproving glare of his Vice President of Sales, he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “I’d better get back to work.”
 
   “I just wanted to let you know,” Catherine dug a flash drive from her jacket pocket and inserted it in a USB port, “before I retrieve the data…” Her voice faded as her fingers once again flew over the dead man’s keyboard.
 
   “Hey now, hold on a minute!” Peterson stepped forward, “You cannot directly access our primary servers!”
 
   Jordan had pulled out her second warrant, “This is a murder investigation, Mister Peterson,” She held it in front of him, preventing him from entering the cubicle, “and this warrant gives us the authority to access any and all the information we need to find Mister McConnell’s killer.” She smiled pleasantly, noting privately how sweat beaded on his upper lip. “Take the warrant so you can show it to your supervisor.”
 
   He took it from her and placed it on top of the first one she gave him. “L-look…” He stammered.
 
   “All done.” Catherine said brightly.
 
   “Really?” Jordan turned back to her.
 
   “Yep, I sent the recovered data to the FBI.” She stood, “I’m done here.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   “There’s just nothing…” She shrugged and dropped her hands on her desk, “he didn’t even have any company software hidden away for me to play with.” She sighed and leaned back in her seat, “Although I guess a trader would have little reason to have access to that.”
 
   Jordan had pulled everything out of the box of personal items recovered from Paul McConnell’s desk and she quickly stacked everything back inside, “Trying to find something for Bea’s project?”
 
   “Yes, she can’t make them show us their code, but it would have been nice to have a peek.”
 
   “He had an impressive string of ex-girlfriends,” she grunted softly, lifting the file box and shoved it under her desk, “but all his emails make it clear they were just convenient hook-ups.” She sighed expressively, “And he kept nothing in his cubicle except pens, a calendar, and a few porn magazines and DVD’s.”
 
   “Really? Porn… at work?” Jordan gave her a look. “Oh yeah…” She blushed, “I forget how guys are at work. It would have been easier if he had stashed away notes from a stalker or something, huh?”
 
   Jordan snorted, “It would’ve.”
 
   Paul McConnell did what most people did, he kept a folder in his work email full of user names and passwords for everything he did online; personal email accounts, social media and sites he regularly made purchases from and Catherine had neatly arranged his work, private and social lives in a chronological stream of data on her screen. “You’d think he’d have been more careful.” She scanned the files one more time, “He kept a folder for all the times he was hacked and what passwords he used so he wouldn’t use them again.” She frowned, “And then he kept them and all his current ones online… how dumb is that?”
 
   “Well,” Jordan sighed, shrugging, “that probably happens more than you’d think.” She craned her neck, feeling the vertebrae pop and leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes, “McConnell pulled in more than three million last year, including bonuses. I’d say that’s pretty damn good for a twenty-seven year old stock trader. He had ordinary credit card debt, a nice townhouse in the suburbs… Nothing indicates he was into gambling. Nothing suggests he was involved with organized crime.”
 
   “I hear a but in there….”
 
   Jordan opened her eyes and sat up, “But someone cut off his head, an arm, both legs and his genitals.” She stood and crooked an eyebrow at her over their monitors, “This is no simple crime of passion and so far, we have no leads and no trail to follow.” She clicked through her notes on her monitor, “Maybe I can get something more out of his cubicle buddy.” She picked up her desk phone and dialed the work number for Lester Morris. She watched Catherine return to her own screen and when she heard Morris answer she said, “Yes, Mister Morris, this is Agent Hawkins, we spoke about Paul McConnell earlier today?”
 
   “Uh… yeah.” She heard him fumble with the receiver, “I still have your business card, I’ll call you back in a minute.” He abruptly hung up and Jordan looked at her phone is surprise.
 
   “Okaaaay.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He hung up on me.”
 
   Catherine peered around her monitor, “How come?”
 
   Jordan shrugged, “Dunno. Maybe he needs privacy to talk.”
 
   “That sounds hopeful.”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out.” Jordan said just as her phone rang and she answered, “Hawkins.”
 
   “This is Lester, sorry, after you left my boss made it clear I shouldn’t talk to you again.”
 
   “Why?’ Jordan’s brow wrinkled and she quickly began typing a transcript of the call on her workstation. “Are you in a safe place to speak to me now?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” he scoffed, “I’m outside the building on a break… The company was in no hurry to rehire behind Paul. That’s why no one was sitting in his cubicle when you came out here.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “For one, they make plenty of money and second, it’s SOP; anyone who leaves, no matter what the circumstances, the company always preserves his hard drive in case he turns up at another exchange and they need to sue him for violating confidentiality.”
 
   “Like stealing or otherwise taking company secrets with him.”
 
   “Yeah, that kind of thing. It wasn’t until you contacted Matt about coming out here that he had a tech power up Paul’s workstation this morning so he could wipe it, and after you and your tech left Matt had his workstation removed.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Oh yeah, it’s all gone, the computer, screens, keyboard, mouse. Just the desk and chair are still in there.”
 
   “Okay so, you were Paul’s friend, do you know if he had any enemies?”
 
   “No! I mean, Paul was a good guy, did his job. If someone was out to get him he never told me.”
 
   “Would he have?”
 
   “I… you know, I don’t know. I like to say we’re all friends here, but all we do is go out for drinks together after work; we talk to each other about our personal lives and stuff but other than throwing back a few at the bar we don’t hang out…”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He idly regarded his catch where he lay with his upper body positioned on the black rubberized drip pan, placed strategically near the drain in the middle of his garage floor. The drunken man groaned, groggy and disoriented and he tilted his head to one side, listening to him. He could feel the sweat on his forehead that began to bead and run into his dark eyebrows and he wiped it away with the back of his thumb, pausing to regard it with some curiosity before wiping it on his jeans.
 
   He had tried abducting Darrel Lesous, another ex-coworker nearly two weeks before. He and Darrel were hired in the same year at Superior Alternative Exchange, he as a technologist and Darrel as a trader. Darrel was driven and ambitious, and when he became a corporate executive it became his job to push the techs incessantly to increase the speed of the algorithms that made SAEx a high frequency exchange to rival the top rated stock exchanges in the country. He remembered how much he hated Darrel, the badgering emails he sent filled with insults to his intellect, and he parked his car in the same parking lot across from Artie’s bar, just two spaces away from Darrel's car. He stood in the shadows for hours, waiting and silently chanting his mantra until Darrel finally emerged from the bar, laughing, with his arm wrapped around a woman. He had ducked his head and returned to his car, infuriated that he had failed to consider such a potential variable. He went home, chastising himself that he had assumed buying a taser online was preparation enough.
 
   He spent hours defining his strategy on the whiteboard he kept in his living room and then another sixty hours honing and refining it. Not sleeping and barely taking time to eat, he structured it like an algorithm; a step-by-step plan of automated reasoning in order to create a predicted outcome with ninety-nine point one percent efficacy. He realized he needed to research and target more than one high frequency trader at a time, thereby increasing the likelihood of a successful catch. He began by searching the internet for the most successful high frequency trading firms in New Jersey and made a master list. At the top was the Getchell Exchange, he hacked his way in and set about researching the successful “star” traders. He selected five potential targets and began by hacking their email accounts and social media pages. He narrowed the field to three individuals who posted pictures and bawdy comments about their exploits and conquests both in the workplace and their favorite watering hole, The Devil’s Due. After much studied online consideration, he purchased more tools, including pepper spray and a small .38 revolver. The first target, Paul McConnell had emerged alone from The Devil’s Due, and when he silently recited his mantra, he felt renewed with confidence and he was smiling when he tasered and easily tossed his small, drunken catch into the trunk of his car.
 
   That was then, he smiled, and this is now. He checked the zip ties on Chris Thackeray’s wrists, thighs and ankles. Satisfied he was secure; he returned to his worktable and unrolled the canvas where he now kept his specialized blades. The two-handled cheese knife, by Bourgeat is a nonflexible stainless steel blade with two riveted handles on either end…. He held the blade up to the bare bulb and turned the gleaming blade this way and that. He had christened the two-handled knife across Paul McConnell’s throat, reciting his manta aloud so he could drown out the gurgling sounds of his catch drowning in his own blood. He set the long knife to one side and picked up the next tool, the fixed-blade hunting knife; When you require a dependable multi-tool, the Desert Tracker fits that bill… He silently recited the memorized product description and pulled the knife from the leather sheath, This burly blade will allow you to perform nearly every required chore around camp or on the trail; chopping, carving, splitting, sawing and as a drawknife. This fixed blade has a curved drop-point blade with modifications that will serve you well in survival situations such as camp chores and combat situations. It features an offset saw that will give you extra heavy-duty cutting and sawing capabilities. In a world where machines make more and more of the things we buy, it is refreshing to find a product as finely finished as this Damascus steel knife and know that it was hand-forged with the same tools and techniques used centuries ago…
 
   Chris Thackeray opened his eyes, he could only see black and he tilted his head ever so slightly. He blinked again, trying to clear his vision and vomited abruptly. He cried out, groaning at the cramping convulsions and the discomfort he felt in his arms and shoulders, “Hey!” He cried, “Hey! What’d…” Water suddenly splashed in his face and he cried out again when he was grabbed by the back of his shirt collar and jerked to one side. He realized dimly he was lying on very cold concrete and he coughed and sputtered as more water splashed his face.
 
   His nose wrinkled in disgust at the acrid smell of alcohol and vomit and he fought against the bile rising in his throat as he squirted more water from the spray nozzle attached to the hose. He tilted the black drip pan on its side and hosed it off, taking care to rinse it down the drain.
 
   Once he had properly prepared and distributed McConnell’s remains he began again, and when he turned to look down at his latest catch, he realized what he was doing was akin to fishing, That’s it, you know; I am achieving retribution by feeding my catch to the fishes... That’s what I’m really doing. He replaced the rinsed drip pan back on the floor and again grabbed Thackeray by his shirt collar and dragged him back onto the black plastic tray.
 
   He had followed his new itinerary to the letter; once he had chosen his targets he researched the bar they frequented, the Ticker Bar and Grill and performed a dry run, driving to the location to inspect the bar’s parking lot and lighting. He even parked and inspected the area for security cameras, deciding he would reject any bar located on a street with hard-wired cameras, but wifi cameras could be easily jammed with a program on his phone. He also practiced with his new taser. He had watched the instructional YouTube video with keen interest before training with a target in his backyard, familiarizing himself with the laser spot and the clacking sound the taser made while firing. He believed it sounded similar to a driver trying to start a car with a dead battery and estimated he could safely discharge the weapon briefly enough to incapacitate his catch without drawing undue attention.
 
   Thackeray belched and winced at the acrid, unpleasant taste in his mouth, “Wha’ the fug is happnin?” He slurred, looking blearily around him. In spite of his resolve to limit himself to only two drinks that evening he had surrendered to the pressure of his buddies and left the bar with five Turbo Diesel cocktails swimming in his gut.
 
   Jonas retrieved the two-handled knife from his workbench and returned to stand over the drunken man, “Do you know me?”
 
   “Unh…” Thackeray blinked and licked his lips, “no?” he said, sounding uncertain.
 
   “I am a Peaceful Being,” He smiled reassuringly; “I am Accomplished. A Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…” He knelt on Thackeray’s chest and placed the blade across his throat.
 
   Thackeray’s eyes flew open, “HOLY FUCK!” he cried, suddenly feeling sober. He struggled but he leaned on the blade and silenced him permanently.
 
   “I am a Gift from God…” He pushed down on the handles, making slight movements to encourage the blade edge through the windpipe and between the vertebrae, “I am a Wise Old Friend.” When he felt the blade’s progress stop at the thick fibrous spinal cord, he stood and carefully pulled the cheese knife free. “I am a Peaceful Being…” he repeated and flipped the lifeless body facedown, careful to keep it on the tray, “I am Accomplished….” He knelt and placed the blade on the back of the neck and leaned his weight on the two handles again, “A Gift from God,” he continued until he cut through the spinal cord and the head rolled free, “a Wise Old Friend…” He stood, “I am Jonas Alden.” He declared, and returned to his workbench for the hunting knife.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Lianna’s eyes narrowed slightly, “How about dreams?”
 
   She shrugged, “Nothing… lately, Jordan just got a new case… I guess I’m waiting for something to show up for that.”
 
   “You don’t sound terribly enthused by the prospect.”
 
   “I just thought I’d be farther along by now.”
 
   “Farther along how?”
 
   “I…” She sighed heavily, “I don’t get it, I was able to speak directly to Helga Lynch in my dreams…”
 
   “That rich elderly woman who passed away?”
 
   “Yeah, I just don’t understand why I could see and talk to her in my dreams…”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I… I can’t…” Catherine’s chin trembled and she shook her head.
 
   Lianna sat quietly with long legs crossed, her hands folded in her lap, “You have seen your daughter Chelsea in your dreams.”
 
   “Yes.” She cleared her throat, “That last time Helga appeared to me I saw her and my mother, but it was only at a distance, I didn’t speak to them.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “What and?” She sputtered, exasperated, “If I’m so psychic how is it I can speak to a complete stranger psychically but not my mother and daughter?” Lianna waited patiently and Catherine bit her lips together. “I just… every night I say it’s okay for people to speak to me in my dreams but not through me.” She drew in a calming breath, “I call to my mother to come to me…” Lianna said nothing and Catherine’s voice broke, “silently, you know… but she hasn’t.”
 
   “Is that a reflection on you? Or your psychic abilities?”
 
   Catherine shrugged and cleared her throat again, “I don’t know…” She added, her voice dropping to a strained whisper, “but I wish I knew.”
 
   “Okay then,” Lianna smiled, “I’m going to ask a friend of mine to attend our next session. Her name is Susan Barlow and she is a physical medium.”
 
   “And what’s a physical medium?”
 
   She snickered, “Good question, Susan is currently working with a retired homicide detective and together they help people bothered by lost or otherwise distressed souls…”
 
   Catherine’s brows arched high, “You’re kidding”
 
   “I am not. It sounds intense and from what she’s told me, that’s an understatement. We met in college and I can tell you she is the real deal.”
 
   “And she can help me?”
 
   “Maybe. From what I’ve read, people with psychic abilities go through the same process of questioning themselves, maybe she can help you, we’ll see, okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine nodded, okay.”
 
   She made a tentative appointment for her next session and when she returned the office she shared with Jordan, she found a note stuck to her monitor,
 
    
 
   “Got another torso in NJ, on my way to it. I’ll call you. Love, J.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cranbury, NJ
 
    
 
   The neighborhood was industrial in spite of the trees and green pastures; God only knows what’s being manufactured around here. Jordan could see FBI Scene Investigation Unit and police vehicles ahead and she pulled the bureau car over to the curb and parked.
 
   A state trooper approached as she exited the car, “Are you Agent Hawkins?”
 
   “I am.” She nodded, holding up her badge wallet.
 
   “There’s an Agent Fielding waiting for you.” He pointed to a cluster of people further down the road and she nodded her thanks.
 
   “Hey Mare,” she greeted her, “long time no see.”
 
   “Okay,” the bureau’s SIU supervisor looked disgusted, “this is gross.”
 
   “What,” Jordan looked over her shoulder at the tarp on the ground, “you say that like you’ve never seen gross stuff before.”
 
   Mary emitted a sound of disgust, “Yeah, but I’ve never seen a body with most of the limbs cut off.” They walked onto the short grass and each lifted a corner of the tarp.
 
   “Jeez…” Jordan sighed, “It looks like the first one, only a whole lot fresher.”
 
   “You’re kidding; you got a serial killer here?”
 
   “The first one had everything cut off just like this one, everything but the right arm, so I’m gonna’ go out on the one limb this torso has left and say yes.”
 
   “You know it’s technically not a torso if it still has a limb attached.”
 
   Jordan snorted and gave her a lopsided grin, “Oh, okay, so every time I reference it I should say, the trunk of a human body with a still attached right arm?”
 
   “Well,” Mary shrugged, “it sounds silly when you say it.”
 
   Jordan snickered and gazed at the ruin under the tarp; the torso lay on its back, the right arm extended at a right angle from the body. “It really is awful though…” the humor faded from her voice, “It does look pretty fresh, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, although it looks like he was drained before he was dumped here.”
 
   “So it would weigh less?” Jordan added, “Or so it’d be less messy to move around?”
 
   “Who knows?” Mary dropped her corner, “Lucas will pin it down but I’d say this guy was killed not more than forty-eight hours ago. And…” She pointed with her free hand, “See the wrist?”
 
   Jordan squinted down at the thin encircling bruise, “He was tied up.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s really all I can tell you… that and his junk is gone.”
 
   “Sliced off his genitalia…”
 
   “We’re still doing a ground search but we’re not finding any of his missing pieces tossed anywhere around here.”
 
   Jordan dropped her corner and looked around them as they walked back to the road. “I understand the commuter traffic is pretty brisk, so he had to have been dumped here during the night.” She turned a slow three-sixty, noting how trees lined the small pasture on two sides, the tall office building behind just visible above their tops. “All of the buildings are set really far back from the street around here.”
 
   “Some commuter in a high profile SUV saw it driving by this morning, I’m guessing it was her higher point of view that made her recognize something was off about the lump on the grass.”
 
   “Yeah…” Jordan sighed heavily, “good thing there’s not a lot of trash or god knows if anyone would have noticed it.” She shrugged, “Okay, well, I’ll be looking for your emails on this one; I’m gonna go interview the witness who called this in before I drive to his house. Wanna come with me?”
 
   “Sure, my guys can finish up here.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millburn, NJ
 
    
 
   She lay awake for several minutes before deciding to get up and go the bathroom, and when she got back to their bedroom, she stood at the window and pulled the curtain to one side. Long minutes passed while she stared out at the dark shapes of the trees. Since their last case, Jordan had moments when she caught glimpses of deep sadness in Catherine’s eyes. Something’s bothering her… she worried. Once they were both in bed she would pull the petite form in her arms and ask what was wrong, but Catherine always shrugged it off to a long day, And then she distracts me with sex… Jordan grinned at the darkness beyond the glass. But now we’ve got this new case… her smile faded, and she’s helping Bea on a big project too so we can’t take any time off right now… She let go of the curtain, letting it fall in front of the glass and went back to bed, sliding back under the covers.
 
   When bureau psychiatrist Dr. Lianna Sackette determined Catherine had what appeared to be a budding psychic ability to remote view murder scenes in her dreams, she gave her an affirmation of sorts so the images would be informational instead of frightening. Each night when they went to bed Catherine faithfully recited that her dreams could speak to her but not through her, and Jordan was grateful she found her newfound ability empowering. But then Helga Lynch spoke directly to her in her dreams… and since then… Now when she says her directive she stops… and it’s like something else is happening. She lay on her side and studied Catherine’s profile in the dark, I should schedule a session for myself with Lianna, see what she thinks… Her brow knitted in a frown; Catherine’s eyes moved beneath closed lids and Jordan noted how her respiration increased. She’s dreaming. She thought and adjusted the pillow slightly; content to watch over her until she fell asleep.
 
    
 
   The grass tickled her nose and when she raised her head, she squinted at the object in front of her, willing her dream eyes to focus; It’s an arm… she thought, A man’s arm… Her eyes traveled its length, and when she saw the hand and the forefinger pointing through the green grass, she raised her eyes to a white building and the blue sky beyond.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   The marine weather station had forecasted heavy winds and rain, and he had been careful to get an early start so he could get home far ahead of the storm. He delivered the torso by two a.m. then drove thirty miles to Belmar Marina where he docked his thirty-two foot cruiser, the Fair Winds and Following Seas. An experienced sailor since childhood when his father took him fishing, after Jonas purchased his own boat he spent all his weekends on the water. He had memorized the currents in Shark River and beyond the inlet into the Atlantic and he believed he could discern their complex, intimate properties, hearing them against the sides of his boat. Such swift currents this morning, he mused, fortunate to have them carry me home so quickly, ahead of the tempest.
 
   He sat at his workbench, putting the final buffering touches on his two-handled cheese knife. I may have to buy another one of these. He held up the gleaming, newly re-sharpened blade up to the light of the bare bulb hanging overhead. It really cannot hold an edge with this kind of work. He cocked his head to one said, listening to the marine weather channel app on his phone, It’s going to be a strong one. He placed the long knife on the tarp before picking up his hunting knife and checking the edge. Deciding it could use a brief touch up on the sharpening wheel; he turned back to his bench grinder and pulled the protective goggles back over his eyes. Focusing on the edge of the blade, he held it against the spinning sharpener disk.
 
   Currents… nature’s expression of algorithmic perfection. He pulled the blade from the grinder and held it close so he could inspect the uniformity of the re-honed edge. Created by barometric pressure, the physical pressure exerted by the earth’s atmosphere. Ocean currents are generated by wind, water mass, density, and the differences caused by gravity, temperature, salinity, and seismic events. He mentally recited the encyclopedia’s entry on oceanic currents he memorized as a child and a smile tugged at his lips, And I can feel them… He sheathed his hunting knife and stood, placing it next to the cheese knife and rolled them in the tarp.
 
   Wind largely generates surface currents, and their patterns are determined by the wind’s direction. Surface currents are also created by Coriolis forces from the Earth’s rotation and the position of landforms that interact with them. Surface wind-driven currents generate upwelling currents in conjunction with landforms, creating deepwater currents… He checked his taser for fully charged batteries then replaced it in the soft-sided tackle bag he now thought of as his Fishing Kit. I can hear them when I cut the engines… but even when they’re still running I can still feel them. I can feel their direction and speed. He pulled the small .38 revolver and checked the cylinder, verifying it was loaded before returning it to the bag and checking the side pocket for the palm-sized canister of pepper spray. Ocean currents resonate… they represent synchronicity and the connection that exists between every molecule.
 
   He pulled some long and short zip ties from the bags on a shelf under his bench and after placing the long ties in his kit; he made a loop with a short tie then looped another inside the first, careful to keep the loops big enough to easily pass over a man’s hand. He placed his makeshift handcuffs in the kit and zipped it closed. All of it, he mused and stood, all matter exists in this universal soup, organized with precise, algorithmic perfection. The drip pan was standing against the wall and he checked to make sure it was clean and dry before placing it back in the middle of the garage floor. But the world is peopled with the ignorant who chart their lives by dead reckoning. He planted his hands on narrow hips and slowly shook his head from side to side; So flawed, but my arithmos is immaculate, mathematical elegance.
 
   A gust of wind rattled the garage doors, disrupting his reverie and he grabbed his phone and kit, shutting off the lights and locking the door behind him as he headed for the house.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York Bight, Atlantic Ocean
 
    
 
   The captain nervously chewed his lip, resisting the urge to push the throttle any harder. He steered his trawler south-southwest, in as straight a course for Point Pleasant as possible. He heard the forecast for the squall headed their way but dragged his nets along the sandy bottom for another fifteen minutes, tempting the fates, before pulling them up and heading for home, Pop always said it, “Don’t fuck around; come about and make ye haste for safe harbor…”
 
   He spent the day trawling along the western edge of the New York Bight, an indentation along the coastline that extended northeasterly from Cape May Inlet in New Jersey to Montauk Point on the eastern tip of Long Island. The sea floor of the bight consisted mostly of continental shelf and included the Hudson Canyon, an undersea Pleistocene submarine canyon formed by the Hudson River during ice ages when the sea level was lower. The bight’s geography included a bend at the mouth of the Hudson River, a major concern of meteorologists studying tropical storm patterns along the east coast since storms created easterly cyclonic winds laterally along the New Jersey coastline. Here, squalls quickly blew into raging storms, and only novice sailors failed to recognize the well-traveled shipping lane could in a moment reveal its true nature; as the deadly and unforgiving Deep.
 
   Salvatore, “Sonny” Pescetti inherited his father’s fishing boat, The Horn of Plenty, when he was only twenty-three years old and for thirty-three years bad weather days were the only days he never set out to sea. His trawler cut through the rising waves and he scolded silently, Shoulda’ fuckin’ quit when I heard the alert… I fucking know better! The aged trawler had moored at the Fishermen’s Dock Cooperative in Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey since his father’s time, and he wished with his soul he and his boat were safely snug in her berth.
 
   He hugged the current, following it, letting it and the rising winds push the commercial fishing vessel even faster, and his stomach lurched in time with waves that slapped ever harder against the sides of his boat. He always left his marine radio turned up high so he could hear the latest weather updates while they worked and the gale force wind warnings had come in thirty minutes before, due to arrive within the hour, But that don’t mean it won’t get here in a minute. He looked worriedly over his shoulder for his son, his namesake, and flipping the switch to intercom, grabbed the radio mic, “Hey Sal!” He shouted, “Sally!”
 
   “Yo’,” he heard the crackled reply, “what’s up, pop?”
 
   “Where the fuck are you?”
 
   “Below, stowin’ our catch, whaddaya’ think?”
 
   He shook his head, sighing in relief, “Checkin’… we’ll pull-in in an hour… stay below.”
 
   A grueling forty-five minutes later, The Horn of Plenty pulled alongside the block-long packinghouse, empty due to the weather and regulations limiting the size of catches in order to protect dwindling over-fished species. His sole hand, his son, unloaded the few dozen orange baskets to a crew of three dockworkers, who weighed the fish and moved them down the conveyor belt to be packed in ice. He watched his cell phone for the email to appear with his packing slip; his son had convinced him it was a lot quicker and just as legal to check his electronically recorded catch against his own inventory instead of jumping from the boat to get a paper copy. He clicked it open the second it appeared on the screen; on this day, they came in with five hundred pounds of fluke, one hundred and seventy-eight pounds of sand sharks, and two sea robins weighing ten pounds, a modest haul to be sure.
 
   “Alright, Sal, shove off!” He waved to him and revved the engine, impatient to put in and secure his vessel before the storm arrived. He heard Sal call to him they were clear but just as he pushed the throttle he saw the dockworkers run back, yelling and waving their hands over their heads. He cut back on the throttle and called to his son, “What the fuck do they want?”
 
   He stuck his head in the cabin, looking bemused, “They say we got an arm in our catch?”
 
   Sonny turned his impatient frown from the shouting workers and back to his son, “An arm of what?”
 
   He shrugged, “I think they mean from a person.”
 
   The radio crackled to life, “Hey Sonny,” he recognized the harbormaster, Mark Belfi’s voice, “come on, Son, you know the drill; we have to report body parts.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and grabbed the mic, “Yeah, I know, let me put in before this fucking storm destroys my fuckin’ boat will ya’? I’ll come by after.” He jammed the mic back on its hook and gunned the throttle, “Jesus Christ! What’s the big fuckin’ deal?” He shook his head in exasperation, “It’s not like that never fuckin’ happened before…” He gave his son a look and steered his vessel from the dock, smiling when he heard Sal chuckle behind him.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “Those wars are unjust which are undertaken without provocation.
 
   For only a war waged for revenge or defense can be just.”
 
    
 
   - Marcus Tullius Cicero


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He was aware of the huge smile on his face and he chuckled softly. He pulled down the garage door and grabbing his kit from the car, entered the garage again through the side door. He placed it next to the rolled tarp of knives that waited for him on his workbench and unrolled it, taking a moment to straighten the blades before walking over to the catch he had carefully positioned on the drip pan.
 
   Darrel Lesous was of medium build and when Jonas tasered him, he only had to grab him by the waistband of his jeans when he fell to make him topple neatly into the trunk of his car. He gazed down at his catch with disgust; This man treated me like shit… and he was the one who fired me that day. His eyes narrowed, Asshole. Unlike Mitch, Jonas monitored Darrel’s emails to make sure he intended to knock back a few downstairs at Artie’s Bar before going home, and he hacked the motor vehicle commission’s database for Lesous’s vehicle registration so he could make sure he parked between his car in the parking lot and the bar across the street. The fact that I got the space right next to his car made it meant to be… Lesous mumbled something and he shoved his hip with the tip of his boot, rolling him onto his back so he could look up at him. “Hey, Darrel…” he called to him softly, “Do you remember me?”
 
   Lesous squinted and grunted softly, “You fucking lasered me!”
 
   “Tasered you,” he corrected, “I tasered you.”
 
   “Dude, whatever…” He struggled against the bonds on his wrist, legs and ankles, “What the fuck?”
 
   “Do you remember me?” he asked again.
 
   “Look,” Lesous glared up at him, “I don’t give a fuck who you are…”
 
   “I am Jonas Alden,” his head tilted to one side, “you fired me the day of the flash crash.”
 
   Lesous’s brow knit in a frown then arched high and he laughed, “Oh, you have got to be shittin’ me! “ He sneered, “Joanie? Is that you?” He laughed and struggled against the unforgiving plastic ties, “That’s what Mitch called you, right? Joanie?”
 
   Jonas closed his eyes so he could concentrate, “All I did was pause part of the program that morning so I could install the upgrades.” His voice was calm, but his hands clenched into tight fists at his sides, “I checked after, there was no way I or any other tech could have known the algorithm would go rogue.” His eyes opened and he stared down at him, “No one!”
 
   “We lost ten mil a minute!” Lesous sputtered, incredulous, “We almost lost the company that day because of you! REMEMBER?”
 
   “It wasn’t my fault, the al….”
 
   “OF COURSE IT WAS YOUR FAULT!” He shouted, veins bulging in his face and neck while he strained against the ties, “IT WAS YOUR FUCKING PROGRAM!” Jonas only glared at him and he emitted a sudden bark of laughter, “Look, I get it, you couldn’t take the pressure, but you still deserved to lose your job that day so don’t blame me!”
 
   “I did,” Jonas murmured quietly, glaring at the floor, “I did write that code, but you have no intellectual capacity to understand what an algorithm even is let alone…”
 
   “Really?” His voice dripped with sarcasm, “That’s your defense? I’m the stupid one? Well, okay then, if you’re such a fucking genius then it shouldn’t be hard for you to get a job at the Apple store...” He grunted, snickering, “or tech support at iTunes, that should be a fucking no-brainer.” His eyes suddenly bored into Jonas’s and he sneered, “Now untie me; your little stunt isn’t funny anymore.”
 
   “No,” he agreed, whispering, “it isn’t funny. SAEx paid me a fraction of what you got and I worked my ass off,” his voice rose, “so you could make even more money faster while doing NOTHING!” He shouted his face mottled with rage. Lesous stared at him in disbelief and Jonas fought to calm himself, “This is no stunt, understand? This… this is the end of you.” He spoke through tightly clenched teeth and turning on his heel, walked to the workbench and retrieved the two-handled cheese knife. “I’ve been practicing since Mitch,” He returned to stand over him, “and now I’m ready to pay you back too, in full, for how you treated me.”
 
   Lesous’s eyes opened wide, “Oh my god…” he whispered fearfully, “Mitch is gone because you killed him?”
 
   “Ahhh...” Jonas finally smiled, “Now you’re getting it!” He knelt, planting a knee on Lesous’s chest.
 
   “Holy fuck, wait… WAIT!” He shrieked, “YOU CAN’T BE FUCKING SERIOUS!”
 
   “You’re an asshole, Darrel,” he stated matter-of-factly, “and you spend your days screwing ordinary investors and big banks alike out of as much of their money as you can… but that’s over now, and you’ll never steal from or mistreat anyone else ever again.” Jonas quickly placed the blade against Darrel’s throat, both hands on the double handles.
 
   “YOU’LL NEVER GET AWAY WITH THIS!” Lesous screamed, his eyes wild.
 
   Jonas smiled, “I already have.”
 
   “It won’t last…” he sobbed, “you think you can get away with this forever?”
 
   He leaned his weight onto his hands and smiled when he felt the blade slice into the windpipe. He gazed down into Darrel Lesous’s eyes, watching life fade from them, “Forever.” He whispered.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   “Thankfully I got a hit on a fingerprint search.”
 
   “Where’d you find him?”
 
   “In the California Department of Motor Vehicles database; his name is Christopher Jonathan Thackeray, thirty-one years old, worked as a trader at the Barrett Group for the past two years. Found his car in a parking lot of a bar where he was last seen; the car was clean, like his home.”
 
   “No murder scene?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Leads from the bar?”
 
   “Co-workers saw him there, but no one remembers seeing him leave.”
 
   “Leads?”
 
   “Not really, no.”
 
   Stewart exhaled heavily, “Okay that sucks.”
 
   “Yeah, it really does.” Jordan stood, “I’ll keep you in the loop when the next one turns up.”
 
   He gave her a look, “Oh, great.”
 
   “You know there’s more coming.” She said as she left.
 
   “Yeah,” he muttered to his empty office, “I know.”
 
    
 
   She took the elevator back to her office and sat heavily at her desk. She checked her email and clicked open the one bearing the subject line, “Found an arm for you.” It was from the bureau’s chief medical examiner, Dr. Samantha Lucas:
 
   “Had assistant searching local and national databases for found body parts; a left arm has been recovered by a New Jersey commercial fisherman. I have requested the arm and DNA profile; fingerprints were not recoverable due to scavenging sea life. The arm was disarticulated at the shoulder and matching the appendage at that point to one of the torsos may prove futile due to scavenged flesh on that end as well. Only have forensic photos, (attached) and can only speculate, presently, that the appendage came from a male. Sorry, will likely have to wait for a DNA match. More when data comes in.”
 
   Jordan clicked open the file and sighed dejectedly at the pictures of a severed human arm and hand, the digits mostly stripped of flesh. Yep, those fingers definitely look snacked on…
 
   The door opened and Catherine entered, “Hey!” She greeted her, “what’s up?”
 
   “Got an ID on the torso and a commercial fisherman caught a left arm in his net.”
 
   “Wow,” Catherine sat at her desk, “from this uh, last… victim?” She sounded uncertain.
 
   “Probably.” Jordan noted her thoughtful expression, “What?”
 
   “It’s just… I saw an arm in a dream early this morning,” she booted her computer, “I’ll have to check my journal, but I’m pretty sure that’s what I saw.”
 
   Jordan’s brows raised, “Okay, that’s a good start.”
 
   “Really?” she scoffed, checking her email.
 
   “Yeah, it’s something, and I’ll take every little bit of info that comes in right now. Torso Number Two is Christopher Thackeray; thirty-one years old, worked as a trader at the Barrett Group for the past two years. I sent you what I have so far… His car and home were clean. He was last seen at a bar near work, no one remembers seeing him leave.”
 
   She read the email Jordan sent her, “Killed by the same person...”
 
   She shrugged as she typed, “That would be my bet. It could be two or more people working together… but unless it’s mafia or something that’s not how these things usually work. Both bodies were completely dismembered and emasculated except for the right arm, so I’ll be surprised if this left arm doesn’t belong to one of them. The torsos are obviously posed, but I haven’t got a clue why yet.”
 
   “Victims were both stock traders…” Catherine muttered, staring at her screen.
 
   “Yes, I’ve checked their email and social media pages and there’s nothing to link them together.”
 
   “Paul McConnell worked at the Getchell Exchange…” Her fingers flew over the keyboard, “and Christopher Thackeray worked for the Barrett Group.”
 
   Jordan was silent for a moment, watching Catherine’s eyes as they quickly scanned whatever it was she was looking at on her monitor, “What?” She finally asked.
 
   “Don’t know, really,” she frowned, “both exchanges are high frequency trading firms, but then,” she resumed typing, “the ones with the highest profits are all HFT’s now.”
 
   Jordan rolled her chair around to the side of her desk and opened a bottom drawer so she could prop a booted foot on it, “I’m focusing on the competition between traders for a suspect.” She shrugged, “I’ve been looking for disgruntled customers too but the victims have nothing in their emails or voice mails or anything else to point in that direction.”
 
   “Wow, GEX and BGX certainly rank high in the profits arena.” Catherine sounded distracted as she stared at the screen.
 
   Jordan gestured frustratedly, “The killer clearly has some kind of theme working here, but even if this is a trader or customer gone off the deep end, I have a bad feeling this is going to be like looking for a needle in a haystack the size of Nebraska.”
 
   “There has to be something in this culture…” Catherine mused, “It’s such an otherworldly existence these people live in. Although…” Jordan remained silent and she continued, “that CEO from the Investor’s Exchange’s …” She quickly clicked open a program, “Come here a minute.” Jordan rolled her chair next to hers and she pointed at the screen, “I have audio files of Bea’s briefings… and I bookmarked some interesting passages from Brandon Kimura’s talk that day.”
 
   “I’ve read about him,” Jordan nodded, “people love him.”
 
   “Some do, but investment bankers and traders do not. Listen to what he said here…” She adjusted the volume and clicked the play function:
 
   “Today, financial firms use sophisticated algorithms that fight for fractions of a penny. Designed by computer nerds and math geniuses, these programs exploit minute movements and long-term patterns in the markets, buying a stock at a dollar and selling it at one dollar and one-ten thousandth of a cent. Do this ten thousand times a second and the profits add up. Constantly moving into and out of securities for those minuscule slivers of profit, the traders at these exchanges end their day owning no stock, but they’re a whole lot richer… and that is what’s known as high-frequency trading.”
 
   Catherine stopped the recording with a click of her mouse, “He says it’s the traders who are making all the money, so I don’t know that you can dismiss their customers. What if there’s a customer out there who’s figured out how rigged the stock market really is and has decided to get even?”
 
   Jordan’s nose wrinkled, “What was it he said about computer nerds and math geniuses designing programs that exploit minute movements and patterns? They’re enabling traders to make miniscule profits but,” she shook her head, “it seems like a lot of work to make fractions of a penny… and if their customers knew what was really going on, why would they care?”
 
    “Okay, so the stock market's rigged, remember? It’s been rigged by stock exchanges, big Wall Street banks and high-frequency traders and the victims are every person who has an investment in the stock market.” She quickly clicked up a video of stock traders in colored coats shouting at each other against a backdrop of electronic ticker screens. “Remember this,” she pointed at the screen, “exists mostly as a photo op and stock trading today exists mostly in these,” she clicked up a picture of a black box, “robot computers. The bottom line here is that Bea’s group has figured out, and mostly from Kimura, that the insiders, the traders, are able to move faster than investors. They're able to see buy and sell orders and play them against other orders in ways that front run the order.”
 
   “Oy…” Jordan leaned back in her chair and stretched, rubbing her temples, “and what’s front run?”
 
   Catherine snickered, “It means high frequency traders are digitally able to identify orders to buy stock before they get to the market, then they rush ahead of the investor, buy up the shares and sell them to the investor at a higher price. Or if the person is looking to sell shares they run ahead of them and flood the market for sell orders so the seller has to sell their shares at a lower price to the predatory traders, who will then buy them and sell them to someone else at a higher price. And all of this happens in infinitesimally small periods of time. The fastest high speed traders have the advantage of only milliseconds and fractions of milliseconds, but it’s enough for them to identify what investors are going to do so they do it before the investors can at the investor’s expense.”
 
   “So it drives investor’s prices up.”
 
   “Investors pay a higher price, and that is what Brandon Kimura figured out. Granted,” she emitted a derisive snort, “it took him and his colleagues a year and a half of digging to figure out what I just told you.” She cued up another audio file, “This is from a news interview he did…” She clicked the play button.
 
   “The best analogy I can think of is ordering tickets to a concert; you order two tickets online for forty dollars each, but when you get to the theater the price of the tickets has now gone up to sixty bucks each.
 
   So I paid a visit to one of the most sophisticated hedge funds in the world and discovered they were also having the same problem of being front-runned… I was determined to get to the bottom of it because it just didn't feel right that people who are investing on behalf of pension funds and retirement funds should be getting bait and switched every single day in the stock market…”
 
   Catherine stopped the recording and Jordan said, “I’ve read about him; he left the bank he worked for, opened his own exchange and fixed the unfair speed advantage by figuring out how to slow everyone down and level the playing field, right?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “Do you suspect him… or someone who works for him?”
 
   “No…” Catherine chuckled, “I’m just saying he’s getting a lot of press right now about how rigged the market is, so what if some investor, or trader not working for an HFT firm, is out there who feels like he’s been betrayed by this industry…”
 
   “Okay…” Jordan surrendered, “but I’m still left with a really long suspect base I can only narrow down at the moment to someone in New Jersey.”
 
   “But both McConnell and Thackeray worked for HFT exchanges…”
 
   “In New Jersey… and that’s all I really have so far.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Belmar, NJ
 
    
 
   He had retrieved the wheelbarrow from his dock locker and loaded up his gear and bags from the car. The sun had just come up and he was careful as he guided the single-wheeled carrier in the growing light. A slightly stooped figure approached from farther down the floating dock and he recognized the marina resident,
 
   “Hey Bill, headed for the showers?”
 
   “Hey there, Jonas.” The older man smiled, “Yeah, gonna’ go into town for supplies later on.” He carried a towel and shower kit in his hands, “You headed out?”
 
   He nodded, “My boss said to spend down my accumulated sick and vacation time.”
 
   “Good for you,” he smiled, “life is short and you got a beautiful boat there, you should enjoy it.”
 
   They passed each other, “I sure will.” He assured him and they walked on.
 
   Considered one of the premier marinas on the Atlantic coast, Belmar Marina provided more than two hundred slips and Jonas parked the wheelbarrow next to his boat, the Fair Winds & Following Seas. Each slip came with electrical service and water hookup, and a specialized building landside provided showers, bathrooms and laundry facilities for marina residents like Bill who lived on their vessels.
 
   He quickly swung his gear bag onto the deck and grabbing the four large brown plastic garbage bags from the wheelbarrow, carried them onboard. He lifted the cushions on the aft lounger compartment and stowed the bags then quickly secured his wheelbarrow in the dock locker before jumping back onboard. He started the twin engines, letting them warm up on idle while he loosed the lines from the dock and standing at the wheel, slowly eased the thirty-two foot pleasure craft from her slip. He always strictly observed the speed limit in the marina and when he finally left it behind him he drew the salt sea air deep into his lungs and increased speed, heading east on Shark River.
 
   Ah, it’s beautiful… His smile was relaxed and he sat back in the cushioned seat, “I am a Peaceful Being,” he said, his words lost in the noise of the twin engines and sound of the waves against the sides of his boat, “I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…”
 
   It was his mother, Gwen Alden, who taught him what his first and last names meant. One night when he was six he had tried in vain, as he always did, to engage his father in play whether it was with his Tonka trucks or deck of worn playing cards. But Richard Alden was a standoffish man, and when young Jonas had yanked insistently on the plaid sleeve that fateful Saturday night, he was unprepared for the angry glare and hot stench of alcohol panted in his face when his father growled, “Fuck off!” Terrified, he had cried and his mother quickly came to his rescue, “Come, my Jonas…” She had taken him by the hand to the bathroom and sat on the closed toilet lid, holding him on her lap. “Jonas…” she whispered against the baby soft hair, “Do you know what your name means?” He vividly remembered shaking his head miserably and she had chuckled, “When you were born we gave you two very special and powerful names; Jonas means Peaceful Being, Accomplished, a Gift from God. And Alden means a Wise Old Friend…” She rocked him back and forth and crooned the words repeatedly until his tears stopped and he began to recite them too. “There now,” she had chuckled, “you feel better, don’t you?” He nodded and she hugged him tightly, “That’s all you need to remember, Jonas. Any time you’re feeling scared or nervous or sad, just remind yourself, in your mind, who you are, and you will find your strength again.”
 
   Richard Alden wasn’t a cruel man, not deliberately. He had fallen in love with and married the lithe and winsome Gwen while they were still in college, but he was shy and had never been the affectionate sort, either publically or privately. He drank, but only on Saturday nights and only while watching TV, where he spent every night after dinner. When he achieved inebriation he never became abusive, he simply retreated further into himself, if that was possible, and sitting stone-faced in front of the TV, continued drinking until he fell asleep. He always woke late Sunday mornings, miserably hung-over and spent the day and evening recuperating, leaving his son to play quietly in the backyard.
 
   When he turned seven, Jonas discovered the only thing that gave Richard Alden’s life any enjoyment was his fishing boat, the Amicus. Nearly every Saturday morning, his dad got up early and hitched the trailer with his boat to the back of his pickup truck and left to spend the day on the Seekonk River in Pawtucket, Rhode Island where they lived. On his seventh birthday, his mother presented him with a new lifejacket and told him he was finally old enough to go fishing with his father. He was scared, but she told him all he had to do was remember what his names meant and he would be fine.
 
   The twenty-foot Fiberglass craft was his father’s pride and joy, and it was only when he was on the river that Richard Alden showed any real animation. In fact, it was during his first trip with his father on the Amicus that Jonas saw him smile for the first time. Terrified, he had strapped himself into the seat next to him and sat mesmerized when he saw his father push on the throttle and smile into the wind as the craft glided across the water’s surface with exhilarating speed. He had little to say under any circumstances, but in spite of the cold emotional distance between them, it was Richard Alden who taught Jonas seamanship, how to fish and take care of the fishing gear, how to read currents, and to pay strict attention to the sky and weather reports. “Always respect mother nature,” he’d tell him, “she has no respect for you.”
 
   Gwen Alden died from breast cancer during Jonas’s eighteenth summer, one week after graduation. She had put off having the lump in her breast checked until it was too late and after only three weeks following the diagnosis, Jonas found himself alone in the house with his father until that September when he left for Brown University. The relationship between Jonas and his father remained cool and distant, but he would always be grateful for the only gift of any consequence, outside of his college education, that Richard Alden ever gave him; his love for boating and seamanship.
 
   Once clear of the inlet, Jonas steered the Fair Winds & Following Seas southeast, toward the bight. Draping an arm lazily over back of his seat he occasionally glanced starboard, watching the land recede into the western horizon.
 
   He graduated from Brown with honors and a Masters degree in computer science, and in the weeks leading up to the ceremony, he attended a job fair in the student commons and became intrigued by a banner that hung from the front of one of the dozens of card tables,
 
    
 
   BLOW PEOPLE’S MINDS
 
   Write the most exquisite, excellent, awesome code of your life at the SAEx.
 
    
 
   The recruiter certainly knew how to appeal to the computer nerds; “We have every freaking benefits package you could ever want, plus banker’s hours!” He had pushed the company’s brochures into his hands and when he finished his pitch by dangling a starting salary of one hundred thousand a year plus matching yearend bonuses Jonas had signed up on the spot. He didn’t care who he worked for, he was fascinated with the elegant nature of algorithms, all he cared about was writing code and when he finished taking his finals he moved to a dirt-cheap apartment near his new job at the Superior Alternative Exchange. He had been hired to write code that executed the firm’s daily transactions with blinding speed and he happily buried himself in the work. By the end of his first year, his salary doubled and by the end of his second, his annual salary increased again to three hundred thousand a year. After three years, when he realized his paychecks and yearend bonuses were piling up, he bought the Larson Cabrio.
 
   He bought the vessel as a kind of homage, remembering the fishing trips he and his father made to the lake, but when he realized how luxurious the onboard living amenities were compared to his apartment, he gave it up and lived on Fair Winds and Following Seas fulltime. During his off hours he poured himself into learning about his new boat and immersing himself in seamanship once again; he studied navigational charts and learned about tidal datums, sea surface topography and memorized sea grids before embarking on weekend adventures onto and beyond Shark River. Once he had the courage to venture out on the Atlantic, he became convinced nature possessed mystical elemental powers and that he, Jonas Alden, had the power to discern the mathematical secrets hidden in the ebb and flow that controlled life in and beyond the sea.
 
   Like most of the technologists at SAEx, Jonas mostly kept to himself, content to immerse himself in code. He was the head writer and while most of the other techs wrote code too they were mostly responsible for maintaining the workstations for the traders, either fixing or replacing the computers, monitors and keyboards on a daily, as needed basis. The class system at SAEx was common to high frequency stock exchanges everywhere; the traders treated the techs like their servants, and Mitch Ryan was no exception. Mitch considered himself an up and comer, a future bigwig in the making, and he treated those he considered beneath him accordingly. His cubicle was located on the same floor as Jonas and the other techs and he delighted in tormenting them whenever they walked by. Jonas only left his cubicle when he absolutely had to, but one day on his way back from the bathroom Mitch taunted him, calling to him in a singsong voice,
 
   “Oh Joanie! Have to go pee-pee didja’?”
 
   The other traders laughed and snickered but Jonas ignored them. Jerry, a neighboring technologist, rolled his chair into Jonas’s cubicle and extended his middle finger in Mitch’s general direction, “Mitch the Bitch is such an asshole…” He murmured quietly, “He thinks he’s a big fuckin’ deal right now because he was mentioned briefly in High Finance magazine.” Jonas only looked at him and he continued, “Didn’t you see it? These fuckers can only rake in the mountains of money they do because of us and yet we don’t make anywhere near what they do…”
 
   Jonas had shrugged, “I make three hundred k a year plus…”
 
   Jerry shook his head, his lips pursed in annoyance, “You know how much they get? Try seven figures,” he hissed, “most of them start at three mil a year.”
 
   When Jerry rolled his chair back to his cubicle, Jonas looked up the magazine article online. He had never cared about the stock market, all he cared about was writing code and for the first time in his career, he finally learned how what he did for a living served the traders of SAEx. He read and reread Mitch’s brief mention where he spoke boastfully of the superiority of the new stock market, “We should praise and give thanks to the revolution of high frequency trading for improving security and increasing profits for investors.” He bookmarked the article then devoured everything he could find on high frequency trading and when he went home, he spent the night online learning everything he could about the stock market.
 
   It wasn’t until Mitch humiliated him again, the following day, that sleep-deprived Jonas became angry, but instead of telling him to go fuck himself, he remotely accessed Mitch’s workstation. Careful to conceal his intrusion from his employer and activity from the other techs, he looked at everything Mitch Ryan did as a trader for SAEx, and smiled when he found Mitch’s personal investment accounts. He didn’t know if what Mitch was doing was legal or permitted by the company or not, but his smile grew wider when an idea occurred to him. He set up an investor account for himself in another name and then, copying Mitch’s example exactly, set up an offshore account for depositing daily profits. He wrote code that hid in the background and executed the same buy and sell orders Mitch made during his workday. He had invested his entire savings in his experiment and the following week he watched, in stunned amazement, the enormous profits both he and Mitch were making that ranged anywhere in the volatile marketplace between ten percent on some days to as much as forty-five percent on others. He was staggered by the amounts of money made by a business model that made so much for so few. But as the days passed he found himself obsessively watching the stock ticker at the bottom of his screens in nervous apprehension of the next soaring increase or sickening drop in the market. As his understanding deepened and he began to grasp how his algorithms wantonly manipulated the market with blindingly fast, malicious and mindless greedy purpose he understood, for the first time, what was really going on on Wall Street.
 
   Jonas booted up the autopilot and tapped on a stored heading. When it engaged, he sat back again in the cushioned seat. That’s when I got nervous… Mitch was certainly a greedy bastard, but I’ll never understand how he could bear all that pressure day after day and still manage to be such an arrogant ass. Despite the fact Jonas was paid a good salary and had no debt, watching the daily rollercoaster that was the stock market and knowing his algorithms were an integral part of creating the chaos that existed in a reality of its own time and space proved too much for him. No wonder I blew it. He slumped in the seat and leaned his head back, closing his eyes. When he entered the partial hold so he could upload some minor updates in the program that ran SAEx, another part of the program, still running, appeared to run wild, causing the flash crash that nearly ruined the company. The rogue error was hidden deep in the code, and when the program spun out of control, Jonas had panicked and for the first time, chanting his personal mantra failed him. The firm’s leaders had come down to yell at the traders to shut up while Mitch and his cronies screamed profanities at Jonas and the other techs to fix the program and he had sweated profusely for nearly an hour before he was able to stop the rogue code and return his algorithms to normal operation.
 
   “But it lives…” he said, unaware he was speaking aloud. After Darrel terminated him that day, he went home and studied the crash for a week before he came to the startling conclusion that his code specifically, and algorithms in general were, with an error the size of a nanobyte, capable of at least mimicking life, Capable of spontaneous generation. Abiogenesis... He silently recited the encyclopedic description he’d memorized, the natural process of life arising from non-living matter… Scientific hypotheses about the origins of life can be divided into three components, the geophysical, the chemical and the biological.
 
   “But there is another hypothesis,” he murmured, his voice lost in the noise of the engines, “and it’s mathematical.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millburn, NJ
 
    
 
   It looks like a mannequin in a department store. She stood over the torso and parked her hands on her hips as she stared down at the right arm, extending from the torso at a ninety-degree angle. Her eyes trailed along the arm and hand and she followed the extended forefinger to the tree it pointed at directly in front of her. She looked behind her, saw a two-lane road, and walked into the middle of the deserted roadway, her hands still on her hips as she turned to look in one direction and then the other. Just this road and lots of trees… When she turned back to where the torso lay she noticed a distant white office building over the treetops. She blinked, and suddenly realized she was in a different location. She was now standing in a grassy field. She turned a slow three-sixty and stopped when she saw a two-story white stone house with multi-paned windows at the far end of the field.
 
   Catherine opened her eyes and smiled when she realized her nose was within inches of Jordan’s. She carefully rolled away and checked the time on her phone; Ten more minutes… Light had begun to fill the room from the curtained window and she gingerly sat up, trying not to wake Jordan. She grabbed her journal and pen from the nightstand and made an entry for the dream. At least seeing the torso didn’t freak me out so… She made a record of all the details she could remember and quickly sketched the layout for both areas before returning the pen and journal to the nightstand. Jordan slept on and Catherine rose from their bed and stretched as she crossed to the window, yawning as she pulled back the curtain to look out at the backyard. Her eyes opened wide mid-yawn when she saw the deer munching on the new grass within a few feet of the glass. She gasped aloud when the deer raised her head, briefly regarding her before lowering it again to munch on more grass.
 
   “Morning…” Jordan mumbled.
 
   She turned to her, whispering, “Hey, good morning,” she pointed out the window, “come see the…” She turned back but the backyard was empty.
 
   “Come see the what?”
 
   Catherine looked out the window, surprised, “A deer was standing right outside the window munching on the grass…” She snorted and craned her neck, her nose close to the glass as she searched for the deer, “but she’s gone already.”
 
   “Huh…” Jordan stretched and checked the time on her phone, “I’m getting up, it’s almost time anyway.”
 
   She walked around the bed, “I’ll get Cam up if you want the shower first.” She wrapped her arms around the slender waist and tilted her head for a kiss, “And I should tell you I had a new torso dream.”
 
   Jordan had dipped her head for a kiss and she stopped, “Really?”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York Bight, Atlantic Ocean
 
    
 
   He had set the autopilot GPS for 39.33N, 73.20W, the coordinates for U-869, also known as the U-Who, a German U-boat sunk off New Jersey’s coast in 1945 with all fifty-six hands lost. The current there flowed in a circular northeasterly direction and he liked the idea of feeding his catches to the fishes two-hundred and thirty feet over the sunken Nazi submarine, sunk by her own crew firing a homing torpedo that historians speculated likely malfunctioned and homed in on itself after being fired on an American target.
 
   He yawned and stretched in his seat, tilting his head back to feel the sun on his face. He lazily scanned the horizon, pleased he could still see no other vessels on the water in any direction. When the autopilot disengaged and beeped loudly, indicating his arrival at the programmed location, he cut the engines and let the Fair Winds and Following Seas coast to a stop on the moving water. Humming contentedly, he unbuckled the seatbelt and grabbed a pair of rubber work gloves and a safety harness and line from a compartment under the wetbar between the cockpit and bridge deck. He shrugged into the harness and buckled it, checking the shoulder and waist straps and for comfort and safety before snapping the clip on the end of the attached nylon line onto the boat’s rail. He pulled the gloves on his hands and stood before the aft lounger seat, checking again to make sure he was still alone then checked the water for current direction. He lifted the cushioned lid and pulled the first brown garbage bag free.
 
   He leaned over the portside and tore a large hole in the plastic, “I am a Peaceful Being,” he intoned softly; “I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…” He held the bag by the bottom and watched as Darrel Lesous’s left leg and foot, separated at the knee, dropped into the water. He watched impassively as the two pieces floated several feet from the boat before sinking then moved to the aft side and opening the gate to the swim deck, checked his safety line before kneeling on the water level deck to rinse out the bag. He worked out daily and was physically fit, but he had read enough stories of lone boaters falling in the water and drowning when their vessels floated out of reach, so he had carefully measured the line on his harness to make sure if he slipped he wouldn’t fall in the water. He still, however, gripped the deck’s handhold for support as he swished the bag in the saltwater and when he straightened, he bunched and twisted the plastic in his gloved hands, squeezing the water away.
 
   He stood and went back to the wetbar to get a new plastic garbage bag and stuffed the torn and soiled one inside. He left it on the deck and retrieved another bag from the lounger. Repeating the process, he tore a hole in the bag and watched as Darrel Lesous’s left arm and hand slid from the bag and dropped into the water with a loud plop. Again, he made his way to the swim deck and rinsed the bag, then wrung away the water and stuffed it in the clean bag too. He repeated the well-established routine with the bag containing Darrel’s other leg and when he pulled the fourth and final bag from the lounger compartment, he stood portside and heard himself sigh heavily. He tore a large hole next to the knot at the top of the bag and turning it upside down, watched Darrel Lesous’s head, clothes and severed genitals drop into the water. He respected nature and he was always careful to conceal and dump his catch’s personal belongings in drive-thru garbage cans in the towns where he left the torsos, removing cell phone batteries and disposing of them appropriately in the recycle container at home. His head cocked to one side, thoughtful as he watched Darrel’s hair float on the briefly on the water’s surface until the cranium slowly sank beneath gentle waves.
 
   My vanquished foe… He expected to feel exhilarated but realized he only felt numb and he exhaled heavily, It was a long night, I’m just tired. When I put in I’ll take a nap before going home. The clothes and genitals floated away from the boat and he was watching when the deflated penis and testicles were suddenly yanked under, Feeding the fishes… he thought, and tiredly returned to the swim deck to rinse the bag. If only Mitch had kept to himself… if only he’d left me alone. If only I’d never read that article…
 
   He returned to the main deck and closed the gate behind him. Several minutes passed while he stood, regarding the horizon, So… he thought, vengeance was mine, and now I am done.
 
   “We gave you two very special and powerful names,” he heard the distant memory, “Jonas means a Peaceful Being, Accomplished, a Gift from God. And Alden means a Wise Old Friend…”
 
   “Yes,” he said aloud, “I am a Peaceful Being, I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend…” He continued to stare at the horizon and another long minute passed when his head cocked thoughtfully to one side, But I’m not finished, am I? Why stop with him when I could stop them all. I can… I can… He closed his eyes tightly shut and concentrated; I can clean out Wall Street like an infected wound… and just make it all stop. Opening his eyes, he carefully stuffed the used garbage bag in with the others and stowed them again in the storage container under the aft seat cushions. He sat in the cockpit, fired up the engines and headed back, feeling the boat cut through the water. Not unlike how the ocean cleans, like tsunami floods devastate in the blink of an eye, created and destroyed, all by the minute factors that regulate life and death at sea.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   “And this is my friend, Susan Barlow.”
 
   “How do you do…” Catherine smiled, she had nearly burst out laughing when she shook the petite woman’s hand; she had expected someone tall like Lianna and Jordan.
 
   “Have a seat.” Lianna closed her office door while Catherine and Susan sat next to each other on the sofa, “I said last time I was going to ask Susan if she could attend our next session,” She sat down in a chair across from them, “thanks for coming Susan, I know you’re flying off to New Orleans after this.”
 
   “Really?” Catherine turned to her, “Li said you were working with a retired homicide detective…”
 
   She nodded, “Yep, we have a new case we need to get to, but these cases are people dealing with really intense situations so I can only work them two months of the year.”
 
   “Yikes,” Catherine’s brows arched, “that sounds scary.”
 
   “Sometimes it is,” she shrugged, “people can stay mean or messed up even after they die. But…” Susan Barlow was an attractive woman and she smiled, “I came here because you have abilities, and Lianna wants me to see how I can help.” She settled back in the cushions, “I’d like to talk a little about the things you can do to help deepen your understanding of what your abilities are and how to use them but there’s a woman patiently waiting…” She waved at the area behind Lianna. “Who really needs to talk.”
 
   Catherine’s nose wrinkled and she squinted at the empty space, “Really?”
 
   “She has a mother energy… and she’s…” Susan appeared to be listening and she grinned, “She says she and your daughter have been appearing to you in your dreams, every night when you ask?” Her voice trailed away and she looked to Catherine for clarification.
 
   Catherine looked stunned and she inched away, suddenly skeptical, and leaned an elbow on the arm of the sofa, “So you’re channeling my mother right now?”
 
   Susan smiled, glancing back at the spot, “She says so…”
 
   “Then what’s her name?”
 
   Susan paused for a moment and said, “She just said, tell my daughter Louise Bernard wants to know if she enjoyed seeing the deer this morning.”
 
   Catherine’s jaw dropped and she looked from the space behind Lianna to Susan, “What?”
 
   “She’s showing me a deer through a window. Did you see that?”
 
   “I did!” Catherine blurted, shocked, “I did! I looked out the bedroom window and there was one right outside the window this morning when I got up!” Her eyes suddenly brimmed and her chin trembled, “Okay… I’m, uh…” her voice wavered and she shook her head, “Wow.”
 
   Susan sat quietly with her hands in her lap, “She says she and Chelsea are happy… And she says they are happy you and your son are happy with…” She paused for a moment then added, “Jordan and that they are both at peace.” She looked at her, “She wants to know; did you forget this? She told you via an… uh…” Susan’s brow furrowed, “she says, an older woman, in spirit, relayed this to you already; that they were at peace, did you forget that?”
 
   Tears slipped from Catherine’s eyes, “No,” she said in a quiet voice, “I’d never forget that.” Lianna held out a box of tissues to her and she dragged two from the box, “Thank you.” She wiped her face, “But if I’m so psychic then why doesn’t she just come and speak to me herself?”
 
   “Again, she says they do appear to you in your dreams… She says she has come to you in your dreams since her passing and it’s not her fault those dreams only feel like ordinary dreams to you and not your… She’s doing this to me;” she held up her hands and made quotation marks in the air, “your special psychic dreams.” She turned to her, “She’s funny, your mother.”
 
   Catherine emitted an amused snort, “Yep, that’s her.”
 
   “She says they do watch over you and your son but they don’t speak to you directly because they’re afraid all you’ll want to do is spend time with them in their world and not live in your own.” She paused for a moment before adding, “Your mother and daughter want you and your son to be happy in this life, in the here and now of this world, do you understand?”
 
   Another tear slipped from Catherine’s eye and she nodded, “Yes, I do… really, I do.”
 
   “She says you’ll know when they’re checking in on you by the white feathers?”
 
   “White feathers?” Catherine repeated uncomprehendingly.
 
   Susan shrugged, “That’s what she said.”
 
   “Uh, okay.”
 
   “Alright then…” Susan drew a deep breath, exhaling audibly, “Now we need to talk about your abilities.”
 
   “Okay.” Catherine cleared her throat and blotted at her eyes again.
 
   “I’ve asked my own guides to give me some insight here as to your psychic abilities and I’m getting that you’ve had these abilities your entire life, but you shrugged them off and concentrated on your math skills so you could put off having to deal with both your psychic ability and sexuality while you were growing up. Is that true?”
 
   Catherine was silent for a moment, considering her words, “About my sexuality, yes, I’d agree with that, although I don’t remember feeling like I was psychic, I never saw dead people or anything.”
 
   “Yes, that’s because your abilities are starting out as psychic impressions you’re getting while you sleep, back then you would have brushed them off as merely dreams. I suspect the other stressors in your life simply pushed your psychic awareness into the background until your life settled and you were ready for it.”
 
   She snuck a look at Lianna, “Well, that’s certainly true.”
 
   “So,” Susan stared down at the floor for a moment, “I’m getting that you help your partner by seeing crimes scenes either after or while they are happening, but you can also sometimes see the perpetrator?”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded, “but I feel like I’m not being terribly helpful yet.”
 
   “Ah,” Susan flashed a smile, “Good word; yet. You keep a journal for your dreams?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. And you’ve been having psychic dreams about a case you and your partner are working on right now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, then try doing this; after you have one of these dreams, try going to the crime scene itself, while the body’s still there, if you can, and see if you can pick up any impressions. Touch the body, if that doesn’t freak you out…” She shrugged, “It’s okay if you can’t or if you need to work up to that, it’s perfectly understandable.”
 
   “Are you ready for that, Catherine?” Lianna asked.
 
   She nodded, “I think so, Jordan’s always very protective about keeping gruesome pictures and the like away from me, but we see gross images in movies and on TV all the time that look quite realistic… I think I’ll be okay doing that.”
 
   “Good,” Susan nodded, “regardless, trying touching different things in the environment; the ground, trees, walls, whatever; close your eyes and see if anything comes to you. This is called psychometry.” She shrugged, “Keep at it for awhile, even if nothing happens, if you have that ability too it may develop over time.”
 
   “Do you have this ability?”
 
   “I do,” she nodded, “but I don’t use it very often unless the dead are being uncommunicative or are otherwise confused…” she shrugged again, “and that does happen from time to time. Lianna gave you an affirmation to say at night before bed?”
 
   “Yes, I say it’s alright for the dead to speak to me in my dreams but not through me.”
 
   “That’s good, it’s vital they keep a safe and respectful distance. Now, when you go to these crime scenes and start touching things, remember…” She said, her eyes boring into Catherine’s, “as of right now to always remind yourself as you’re touching these things, that the residual psychic impressions may speak to you and not through you, right?”
 
   Catherine nodded, “Right.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bridgewater, NJ
 
    
 
   The wind distorted her voice and she turned to the side, cupping her hand around the phone, “What?”
 
   “I said I got came back from a session with Lianna and saw your note about the new torso.”
 
   “I just got here.” Jordan looked over her hunched shoulder at Mary and her team as they hurried to bag the latest torso before the blustery wind blew away more evidence, “So how’d your session go?”
 
   “Really well, Lianna asked a friend who’s a psychic medium to come and she said it would be a good idea for me to go the dump sites while the body is still there and see if I can pick up on anything.”
 
   Jordan’s brows shot up high on her forehead, “You’re kidding…”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “Well, she’s a psychic medium so why doesn’t she come do it?”
 
   “She has a case in New Orleans she’s going to, and this is really my job anyway.”
 
   Jordan worriedly chewed her lower lip, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   “I do… it’ll be okay, Jordan, I think it’s the next step I need to take so… where are you?”
 
   She gave her the address and looked back across the street at the line of FBI vehicles parked along the road, “I’ll see you soon.”
 
    
 
   Catherine followed the GPS instructions and when she turned onto Frontier Road, she could see the FBI vehicles ahead. She saw Jordan’s tall distinctive form and pulled their van over, waving to her as she parked and when she got out of the car and she greeted her, “Special Agent Hawkins…”
 
   Jordan cocked an eyebrow at the formality but still smiled back, “Doctor Bernard…” She gestured over her shoulder, “Mary’s team already bagged the torso but it’s still here in the coroner’s van.”
 
   Catherine peered around her shoulder and swept the hair from her eyes, “I don’t suppose the wind’s very helpful.”
 
   “Particulate matter has most certainly blown away…” Jordan walked with her to the cordoned off area, “but then Lucas hasn’t had any luck with any of that anyway.”
 
   “It was found right in there,” Catherine pointed, “sort of tucked in and under the trees?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   She nodded, “Looks familiar from the dream this morning.”
 
   Mary stepped around her van and waved to them, “Hey there!”
 
   Catherine stepped off the road, “Hey, Mary, is it alright to approach?”
 
   “Sure, we’re done here, go ahead.”
 
   Jordan followed Catherine beneath the cluster of trees that lined the road, “So when I saw it,” she kept her voice low, “it was here.” She motioned with her hands, pointing, “It was lying on its back and the arm was straight, at a right angle to the body and pointing at this tree.”
 
   Jordan nodded, “And that is exactly what it looked like when it was found.”
 
   Catherine parked her hands on her hips, “Okay, so… this tree…” She walked over to it and closing her eyes, placed her hand flat on the trunk. Jordan waited silently and after a long moment, she pulled her hand away, “Huh… nuthin’.”
 
   Jordan took a quick look behind her to make sure no one was near, “Are you trying some new psychic thing?”
 
   “Yes, it’s called psychometry but I don’t think I have it.” She turned to her, “Can I touch the torso?”
 
   Her eyes opened wide, “Can you t…? No… Catherine, I don’t think that’s…”
 
   “I’ll obviously use a glove so I don’t contaminate the evidence.”
 
   “What? No!” Jordan sputtered emphatically, keeping her voice down, although Catherine’s determination still impressed her.
 
   “How about just the bag,” Catherine peeked around her slender form, checking for FBI personnel looking their way and placed a hand on her arm, “I’ll be alright, I swear.”
 
   Jordan looked deeply into her eyes and relented, “Alright, but I’d really prefer to draw the line at you touching the bag, let’s not open it, alright?”
 
   Catherine grinned, “Thanks for looking out for me.”
 
   Jordan’s gaze was intense but she still smiled, “Every time…”
 
   “Well,” she turned, looking around her, “first let me reenact what I did in the dream.” She walked to the middle of the road and Jordan followed, looking anxiously for oncoming cars.
 
   “You walked into the middle of the street?’
 
   Catherine looked in both directions and when she turned back to the trees she nodded, “Well, everything really does look exactly like it did when I dreamed it.”
 
   “It matches the sketch you drew.”
 
   She shrugged, “Okay, now the bag.”
 
   Jordan walked with her to the medical examiner’s van, “Are you sure you want to do this?” She muttered.
 
   “It’s just a bag, Jordan, and I’m seeing the torsos now, I swear it’s not any worse than what we see in movies or TV.”
 
   Jordan opened the van doors and motioned to the body bag left on the van’s floor just inside.
 
   “Thank you.” She murmured and extending her hand, touched the dark plastic. Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep breath and waited. Now, she again repeated silently, you may speak to me but not through me. A long moment passed and she focused on her breathing, Okay, so… this really may not be my forte... Something flashed in her mind’s eye and she frowned, “Oops, wait…” she mumbled. The white house from her dream that morning flashed and she squinted closed eyes, It looks different, I’m seeing it from the front this time… same paneled windows though... grassy field… long straight driveway. She attempted to approach the house in her mind’s eye but the image abruptly evaporated.
 
   “Anything?” Jordan whispered, keeping a nonchalant lookout for approaching personnel.
 
   She shrugged, “I saw the house from this morning.” She backed up and swung the doors closed. “It must mean something but I don’t know what yet.” She turned to her, “Maybe it’s the victim’s house?”
 
   Mary approached, “Hey,” she waved her tablet; “I scanned the fingerprints with that cool new laser thingy before we bagged it and sent them in.”
 
   “Got a hit already?” Jordan asked.
 
   “I sure did.”
 
   Catherine touched her arm, “I’m gonna go back to the van and write some notes.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan turned back to Mary, “So?”
 
   “Darrel Lesous.” Mary spoke while she tapped furiously on her tablet, “I’m sending you this file as we speak.” She hit send and handed Jordan the tablet. “See? IAFIS got him, apparently Mister Lesous has a DUI felony hit and run record from earlier in his life.”
 
   The FBI’s Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System maintained a database of fingerprints from law enforcement, civil, federal and military agencies nationwide and Jordan sighed in relief, “Good.” She tapped the screen, “This is his New Jersey driver’s license, I’m going to head over to his house in… Fair Haven. Can you follow and get your team started?”
 
   “Sure,” Mary sighed, “then I’ll be done early since you and I both know I’m not gonna’ find a damn thing in his house let alone a crime scene.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan agreed, handing the tablet back to her, “at least you’ll be home in time for dinner. Can one of your guys take my bureau car back for me? I need to take Catherine with me to snag anything with a hard drive in his house.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Thanks, the keys are in the ignition, I’m just gonna get my stuff out then I’ll go. Meet you there?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Catherine sat in the passenger seat and Jordan dropped her briefbag on the floor between them and cautiously slid behind the wheel, protecting her knees until she could adjust the driver’s seat back to accommodate her longer legs.
 
   “Sorry…” Catherine mumbled absently still tapping on her tablet.
 
   Jordan snickered, “It’s okay, I got the habit now.”
 
   She saved her notes and leaned over her seat, “So, hello again…” she tilted her head for a kiss.
 
   Jordan obliged her, “Mmm, yes, that’s better.” Smiling, she dug her own tablet from her bag and tapped the screen, “Since we have identified the victim I thought we could stop by his house on the way back.” She tapped open the file Mary sent her and handed it to Catherine, “How quickly do you think you could find out where he works?”
 
   Catherine gave her a crooked smile, tapped rapidly on the tablet’s screen, and handed it back to her.
 
   “Okay, do that again, I forgot to time you.”
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “I am…” She grinned, “So Mister Lesous worked at the Superior Alternative Exchange in Red Bank, New Jersey.”
 
   “SAEx pronounced ‘sax’… and guess what SAEx is known for?” Catherine asked, her tone teasing.
 
   Jordan began tapping on the screen, “I’m sure I don’t know.”
 
   “SAEx was the origin of the nasty flash crash Brandon Kimura talked about during Bea’s lecture series.”
 
   “Oooo…” Jordan looked up briefly from the tablet so she could make a show of looking impressed but she shrugged, “Okay, I don’t get it; I take it flash crashes have become rather common nowadays and Lesous is third in a string of murders, so…”
 
   “Okay, so I’m not sure how or if SAEx’s flash crash could impact your case,” Catherine conceded, “but their crash was a particularly nasty one and… I’d just really love to get my hands on their code and have a look at what happened that day.”
 
   She snickered, “I just texted Stewart for the warrants I need on this one, if something comes up during the interviews I can get another one that gives you access to that. Otherwise, you’ll just have to hope the victim had that in his hard drive…” She tucked the tablet back into her bag. “Or maybe he’ll have something at home.” She started the engine and they clicked their seatbelts into place. When she shifted the van into drive and checked the mirror behind them for traffic, a sudden gust of wind buffeted the car, “Jeez, this wind is gonna blow in the next storm before we can get…”
 
   A small cloud of white blew across the van’s hood and Catherine gasped aloud, “Oh, my god!”
 
   Jordan squinted out the windshield, “What the…?”
 
   White bird feathers blew briefly against the windshield before the wind blew them off and away and Catherine uttered a soft choking sound.
 
   Jordan looked over at her, her eyes growing wide in alarm, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded, wiping at her eyes, “I had a pretty intense session with Lianna,” She sniffed and chuckled, smiling, “I’ll tell you on the way.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fair Haven, NJ
 
    
 
   Jordan kept sneaking looks at Catherine and nearly missed the turn the GPS navigator kept telling her to make.
 
   “Watching the road?”
 
   Jordan grinned, “Yes.”
 
   Catherine snickered, “What?”
 
   “I’m just… really happy you found some…” she shrugged, “I don’t know, some comfort and… got to connect to your mother, that’s all. Even if it was through another medium.”
 
   Catherine held out her hand and Jordan took it, “I’m sorry you weren’t there.”
 
   “Me too.” Jordan leaned and without taking her eyes from the road, placed a kiss against the back of her hand. “You’ve seemed out of sorts lately…”
 
   “Well…” Catherine gave the hand a squeeze before releasing it, “ever since Helga Lynch did the talking for my mom and Chelsea… It just really started to bug me; for the first time I can talk to a dead person in my dreams but I can’t talk to my own mother?” She shook her head, muttering, “So frustrating.”
 
   “But the deer…” Jordan sounded amazed, “that still blows me away… and then the white feathers?
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine chuckled softly, “that really was wonderful.”
 
   The GPS announced their arrival and Jordan pulled their van over to park in front of a large two-story house. “This has to qualify as one of those McMansions.”
 
   Catherine emitted a snort, “Wow, it barely fits on the property doesn’t it?”
 
   Jordan could see the FBI vehicle that turned onto the street behind them in her side mirror, “Good, Mary’s here.” She turned to her, “I’m going to ring the bell, if someone’s home you’ll probably want to wait here until Mary finds a computer or something.” Catherine looked puzzled and she added, “Telling family members about a loved one’s murder can be really upsetting to watch.”
 
   “Oh,” she nodded, “okay.”
 
   She waited for Mary to pull up behind her before giving Catherine a quick peck on the lips, “I’ll call you if it’s okay to come in.” She exited the van and waited for Mary, “Hey…” She greeted her.
 
   “Hey,” Mary called back and they walked up the short path of paving stones to the front door. “George should be right behind me.” She said, looking over her shoulder, “Although I really don’t think we’re gonna find anything here.”
 
   Jordan rang the bell and they waited a moment before she rang it again, and then tried the door. “It’s locked… now what?”
 
   “Well,” Mary sighed, pulling a lock pick gun from her pocket, “the owner was murdered so you don’t need a warrant for me to use this, right?”
 
   Jordan watched as she inserted the tip of the device into the lock and rapidly pulled the trigger several times until she was able to turn the deadbolt back. “Whoever invented that must be so rich right now.”
 
   “Or in jail.” Mary unlocked the handle beneath the deadbolt and pushed the door open.
 
   Jordan entered first, her hand reaching back to rest on the butt of her holstered service weapon, “Hello? FBI!”
 
   They stood in the middle of the foyer and Jordan sighed, “Okay, well, it all looks very neat and clean and…”
 
   “Expensive.” Mary added.
 
   “You can say that again.” Jordan said as her phone vibrated in her jacket pocket. The caller ID indicated Catherine was calling her and she answered, “Hello…”
 
   “Jordan, I uh… accidentally hacked Darrel Lesous’s email accounts…”
 
   Her eyes opened wide, “Already?”
 
   “Well, yes, I am just sitting here… anyway, he has emails from a Cindy Thomas, and she lists this as her primary residence so she’s a girlfriend or something…”
 
   “And you accidentally checked her out already too?”
 
   “Uh… yeah. Anyway, she’s away visiting family in New Mexico.”
 
   “So,” Jordan looked at Mary, “this house is empty.”
 
   “Until tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay, well, Mary and I are gonna’ verify that and I’ll call you when you can come in and have a look at whatever electronic devices he has here.”
 
   “Okay, um…” Catherine paused for a moment, “should I keep accidentally finding stuff while I wait?”
 
   Jordan smiled broadly, “Yes, please.” She hung up and looked at Mary, “Well, shall we go confirm this house is devoid of any evidence, including people, living or not?”
 
   Mary gestured grandly, “After you.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Belmar, NJ
 
    
 
   It was noon when he secured Fair Winds & Following Seas in her slip and went below, collapsing in exhaustion on the bed, forward of the stairs. He fell asleep immediately and when he awoke six hours later, he decided to spend the night and walked to the 9th Ave. Pier Restaurant for dinner, a place he frequented nightly when he lived at the marina. He ate a Pier Burger and a cucumber salad and walked back to his vessel, securing it for the night.
 
   He connected his laptop to the marina’s wifi and began his research anew. I need to fish higher up the food chain… He stared at the screen, appearing to look through the empty browser window, his hands hovering over the keyboard. When he started writing code, he realized early on that even though creating algorithm was his gift and his life, it was merely a part of the creation ritual. He also loved how he felt preparing to write, tidying his already neat desk, getting a covered mug of coffee, then sitting in front of the monitor with his hands held over the keyboard.
 
   Disposing of Mitch Ryan was a sloppy affair, but he made up for it the next time by taking care to gather and organize his tools, and after researching how to dismember animals online, he composed a structured ritual on the whiteboard in his living room. Designed to conserve time, his own energy, and still complete his task as neatly as possible, he knew he functioned at his optimal best when his ritual became routine, leaving him room to further refine and create avenues of new thought and ideas.
 
   Disarticulation was easy if you had the proper tools…
 
   When he dismembered the bodies and set up each torso, severed head and limbs, he compared it to executing steps in a ritualized dance, placing the body parts inside the drip pan placed next to the drain in the center of the garage floor in such a way as to maximize drainage.
 
   Everything is ritual.
 
   He always bagged the severed parts first, arranging the bags in a neat semicircle in the trunk of his car, and he always drew latex gloves on his hands when he pulled the folded tarp from its cellophane bag and cut a new piece for the torso.
 
   Torso preparation is key…
 
   After he packed his gear bag for the boat and locked up the house he always backed his car into the garage to where the torso lay, placing it in his trunk on top of the custom-cut tarp, his gloved hands carefully placing it within the semicircle of bagged limbs.
 
   The symbolism may never be understood, but directionality is still important.
 
   The locations he chose were remote, and he always programmed a secondary location in his phone in case of unforeseen circumstances. He disposed of the torsos between 2 and 4 a.m., a period most likely to insure deserted roads so he could quickly extract the torso from the trunk and position it before driving to Belmar.
 
   Christ fed the multitudes with just a couple of fish, but I am feeding multitudes of fish with just a few limbs.
 
   He stared down at his hands, still hovering over the keyboard.
 
   It’s ritual, and all of this is sacred… Yes! It’s a sacred ritual.
 
   He sat up and shook his hands out at the wrist and the heavy sigh that left him transformed into a yawn.
 
   Still tired… He powered down the laptop and stood, Time enough for this tomorrow.
 
   When he decided to buy a boat, he spent four months researching models and manufacturers; debating how long the boat should be, if it should have single or dual engines, and the quality of onboard amenities. Every night he ended his research with a search for a name for his new vessel. After scanning famous literary works of seafaring voyages online, he remembered reading Melville’s Moby Dick, after his father began taking him out on his boat, the Amicus. He had memorized many passages and he searched online for a particular quote, "Let me square the yards, while we may, old man, and make a fair wind of it homeward." As a boy, he was unsure what the passage meant and he waited until he was on the boat before asking his father. “Fair Winds,” he told him, “it means add on all sail and make a safe journey home.”
 
   When he finally decided on purchasing the Larson Cabrio 330 he had chosen the name, Fair Winds, but that night he began rereading Bowditch's American Practical Navigator, and came across the term following seas. The famed encyclopedia of navigation defined it as, "A sea in which the waves move in the general direction of the heading." He quickly searched online for following seas and found a listing for Fair Winds and Following Seas. He was directed to a site for naval history and found it was a nautical phrase of good luck; a blessing to one who departs on a voyage in life and he frantically called the boat dealer, leaving a breathless voice mail that he needed to modify the name to be stenciled on his new boat.
 
   He crawled under the blanket on the bed and placed his head on the pillows near the bulkhead. Finding the name for this vessel and discovering its meaning was just as important, and prophetic, as discovering my own.
 
   Even after his son started going out with him on his boat, Richard Alden still spent Saturday nights getting blind drunk in front of the TV, and during the summer months Jonas would put up his pup tent and spend those nights camped out in their backyard. He would lie on his back in his sleeping bag, his head sticking out the opening so he could gaze up at the night sky.
 
   Discovering ritual and prophecy… like finding the rhythm in code.
 
   He closed his eyes, listening to the sounds of water slapping outside the hull just inches from his head, unaware of the smile that touched his lips.
 
   Listening for messages, hidden in the waves…
 
   Gwen Alden always brought a bedtime snack of milk and cookies out to his tent, “What are you doing?” He could always hear the smile in his mother’s voice. Back then, he’d say he was trying to crack the code in the configuration of the stars, But I was a boy then, and now I am a man and I know the right answer. It’s like watching for patterns and rhythms when I write code; I’m listening for patterns in the chaos…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 3
 
    
 
    
 
   ““It is impossible to suffer without making someone pay for it;
 
   every complaint already contains revenge.”
 
    
 
   - Friedrich Nietzsche


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Red Bank, NJ
 
    
 
   “Have a seat and he’ll be right with you.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jordan nodded and stepped away from the receptionist’s desk. “I really hope no one at SAEx has been paying attention to the news.”
 
   “At a stock exchange?” Catherine scoffed, “I think the stock tickers and news feeds are all they watch.”
 
   “Well, and porn, don’t forget porn...” Jordan paced slow circles around her, “We really need to find something here… I need a break in these cases.”
 
   “Don’t worry; I can retrieve everything on his hard drive.”
 
   The grin was professionally brief but genuine, “I know you will.”
 
   Two men entered the lobby, “You’re from the FBI?” The taller of the two asked.
 
   Jordan held up her badge wallet, “Special Agent Hawkins and this is my associate Doctor Bernard.” She could see both men’s brows arch high when she introduced Catherine and the shorter man stepped forward, his hands conspicuously stuffed in his pockets.
 
   “I’m Tim Dean, I’m the Director of Human Resources here, and this is Bill Wilson, Vice President of Commodities. We understand you’re here about Darrel Lesous, but he is not at work today.”
 
   “I know,” Jordan handed Wilson the document she held, “Mister Lesous has been murdered and I’m here to execute this warrant.” She watched as the men’s jaws dropped and even the receptionist gasped aloud. “It permits Doctor Bernard to copy his hard drive…”
 
   “I can’t believe it.” Wilson took the document and stared down at it, whispering, “Darrel’s dead?”
 
   “Yes,” Jordan gestured to the doorway, “Shall we?”
 
   Wilson recovered himself quickly and handed the warrant to Dean, “Read this.” He said brusquely, “Come this way.” He led them from the lobby and into the office area, to Lesous’s cubicle. “This is it,” he waved a hand distractedly, “Darrel was a trader and a division manager but he preferred to keep an eye on the troops on the main floor here.” Jordan only looked at him and he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “We have the two floors above us too. Corporate’s on the top floor…”
 
   While he spoke, Catherine sat at the workstation, it was running but rather than interrupt for a password she simply hacked her way in, It’s not like they’re paying any attention to me anyway.
 
   “And how long did Mister Lesous work here?”
 
   “Uh… nine years…” The HR manager said sounding distracted as he rapidly scanned the warrant.
 
   “He have any enemies here?”
 
   “NO.” Wilson said, emphatic, “We all work very hard here and we try to party when we can… we’re a family.”
 
   “Really?’ Jordan looked surprised, “I thought stock exchanges were competitive, dog-eat-dog environments.”
 
   Dean looked nervously at Wilson and the taller man’s eyes narrowed, “Not here.”
 
   Catherine retrieved even the deleted data from the hard drive and sent everything she could legally touch to the bureau’s non-networked servers. “I’m done here.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan nodded and turned back to the men, “Any other employees not here at work today?”
 
   “People do come and go, Agent Hawkins.” Dean finally finished reading the warrant and rolled it in his hands. “They give notice and…”
 
   Wilson turned to him, “Mitch Ryan didn’t, he just left.”
 
   “He’s a trader here?” Jordan asked.
 
   “He was; he just stopped coming in a few weeks ago. That happens but damn infrequently; everyone signs confidentiality agreements so when…”
 
   Dean cut him off, “We simply assumed he got a new job elsewhere.”
 
   Jordan nodded, “Good at his job?”
 
   “Oh yeah, aggressive motherfucker…” Wilson stopped awkwardly, “Sorry. Excellent numbers, always surpassed his quota, very driven… has a real feel for how to work the market.”
 
   “He left before or after the company flash crashed?”
 
   He exhaled heavily, “That was one fucked up day… But he left after… Mitch left after the crash.” He stood with his hands stuffed in his pockets and shrugged, “A couple of other guys left too but they gave notice, we know what exchanges they went to. I think they just lost confidence and got scared.” He shook his head, “I thought Mitch was made of sterner stuff though. It surprised me when he wouldn’t even return my calls or emails.”
 
   “Okay, well then we’ll need to have a look at Mister Ryan’s workstation too.”
 
   The Human Resources Manager held up a finger, “Uh, no, I believe your warrant covers Mister Lesous’s workstation only.”
 
   “And besides,” Wilson added, “we emptied out Ryan’s cubicle as soon as it was clear he was gone.”
 
   “And where’s his workstation?”
 
   “Recycled, when we suspect an employee of going to a competitor, as a precaution, we always have our techs remove and manually destroy the hard drives and delete their company investor accounts and passwords, user names, all of it.”
 
   “That’s alright,” Catherine smiled brightly, “I can still retrieve the data from your servers.”
 
   Wilson’s face fell, “You still need a warrant for that.”
 
   “And that’s right.” The HR manager agreed, sounding smug.
 
   “Okay, then,” Jordan said, “that’s the plan, I’ll need to shut down SAEx and post agents throughout the building…” The men’s eyes flew open wide, “to make sure no one tampers with your servers until I can get a warrant letting Doctor Bernard search them for Mister Ryan’s deleted files.”
 
   Catherine watched Bill Wilson’s face and the small twitch that tugged spastically at the corner of his left eye.
 
   “You can’t do that.”
 
   Jordan dug the phone from her pocket, “Oh, I can, and I’ll start by clearing out this floor, just let me get this new warrant going…”
 
   She began scrolling for a number on her phone when Wilson suddenly hissed, “Alright… STOP!” He glanced around worriedly, “We’ll give you access, but you’ll have to sign confidentiality agreements…”
 
   Jordan looked up from her phone, “Seriously?” She stepped close to the SAEx vice president, her tall frame in boots making her slightly taller than him, “Let me explain to you again why we’re here; I’m from the Federal Bureau of Investigation and I’m investigating the murder and dismemberment of one of your employees…” She watched the color drain from the man’s face and she continued, “And at the moment, I have a strong suspicion Mister Lesous’s murder, as well as two other gruesome torso murders I’m investigating could have been committed by another one of your employees, Mitch Ryan. Now, you can either help us or I can shut down SAEx and really search this place from top to bottom for every kind of evidence. And you and I,” she gave the HR manager a thin smile, “and Mister Dean here, all know there are going to be at least a few of your loyal employees who will leak this to a friend who will in turn inform the media and I doubt any of that will be good for business.”
 
   Tim Dean swallowed convulsively and Catherine bit the smile from her lips when she saw his large Adam’s apple bob comically up and down his throat.
 
   “I’m, ah…” Wilson’s voice sounded raspy and faint and he cleared his throat, “I’m sure we can find you a workstation to use.”
 
   Catherine piped up, “I’d prefer to conduct my research in your server room.”
 
   Wilson drew a deep breath, avoiding eye contact with either Catherine or Jordan, and waved to a young man watching them surreptitiously from over the top of his cubicle, “Come here a minute, would you Jerry?”
 
   A young thin Asian man left his cubicle, “Yes?”
 
   “Take these people to the server room and give them access.”
 
   His eyebrows bounced high on his forehead, “Really?”
 
   “Just get me in with your admin password,” Catherine said, “I’ll do the rest.”
 
   Wilson gave the HR manager a curt nod, “Accompany them.”
 
   The HR manager's Adam’s apple bobbed nervously, “Yes… certainly.”
 
   Jordan followed Catherine as she followed Mr. Dean down a long hallway, keeping her eye on Bill Wilson as he hurried to the elevator, Rushing off to tell the corporate executives, who will most certainly call the lawyers. As they passed the sea of cubicles, she noted the traders either were watching them with interest or were completely oblivious, No in-between here…
 
   Mr. Dean was silent and Jerry used a keycard to access the server room and stepped inside, holding the door open.
 
   “Thank you.” Jordan gave him a smile that grew wider when she saw him blush.
 
   He hurried to a workstation jammed between racks of servers and sat, his long fingers flying over the keyboard, “Here you go…” He stood and motioned awkwardly for Catherine to sit.
 
   “Thank you.” She murmured and sat, her eyes locking onto the screen as her own long fingers flew over the keyboard.
 
   “So,” Jordan turned to the young man and held out her hand, “hello, I’m Agent Jordan Hawkins, I’m with the FBI.”
 
   “I know,” he shook her hand and looked nervously at the HR manager, “I mean, I heard you… out there.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Jerry… Jerry Han.”
 
   “Did you know Darrel Lesous?”
 
   “Not really, no. He’s a trader, I’m a tech, we don’t mix much.”
 
   “How about Mitch Ryan?”
 
   The young man licked his lips and shook his head slowly from side to side, “No.”
 
   “Okay,” Jordan nodded and pulled her business card from a jacket pocket, handing it to him, “thank you. Call me if you think of anything.” He took the card and Jordan noted the anxiety on his face when he shot a look at the HR manager who stood silently, his arms folded stoically across his chest, I probably won’t be hearing from anyone around here.
 
   “Okay,” Catherine piped up brightly, “all done here.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York, NY
 
    
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   Catherine looked around her monitor, “What?”
 
   “I just got Mitch Ryan’s financials… and he’s definitely a victim and not our suspect. His bank accounts, credit cards… nothing’s been touched since he disappeared from SAEx.”
 
   “You said his neighbors hadn’t seen him in weeks.”
 
   “Yeah, but I didn’t think that was suspicious since his neighbors didn’t know his name or really who I was talking about until I showed them the picture on his driver’s license and even then only about half of them said, ‘oh, yeah, that guy.’ Although they all had townhouses with electric garage doors, so it figures they’d only see each other driving past in their cars.” She slumped in her chair and swiveled it to the side of her desk so she could see her, “How about you and Mister Ryan’s hard drive?”
 
   Catherine wrinkled her nose, “Nothing helpful, I’m afraid… his company account was tampered with but when I tried tracing this odd code I was led on a wild goose chase to China.”
 
   “China?” Jordan sat up and rolled her chair next to hers.
 
   “Yeah, see this?” She pointed to her screen, filled with Chinese writing.
 
   “Oh, my god...” Jordan groaned, “He was hacked by the Chinese?”
 
   “No,” Catherine shook her head, “I can read it, they are Chinese characters, but it’s nonsense, like someone just copied and pasted stuff.”
 
   “I don’t get it, no one’s touched his money… why hack him?”
 
   “I don’t know, but he was monitored for a while by his hacker, I’m still trying to figure it out, but whoever hacked Mister Ryan is very good at covering his tracks.”
 
   “Dammit.” Jordan leaned back in her chair and stretched until the vertebrae popped, “Lesous and Ryan… like the other victims, they had friends but when you talk to them they don’t seem to know much about each other.”
 
   “Fear of intimacy… isn’t that stereotypical for men?’
 
   She shrugged, “I guess, and these stock traders don’t seem to have much going on with either real friends or intimate relationships…. Find anything on Lesous?”
 
   “Nope, hard drive was clean; a real company man, everything was neatly organized and on the up and up.” Her nose wrinkled again, “But their emails… the language they use is so aggressive.”
 
   “I know,” Jordan sighed, “if they weren’t already dead they’d all make excellent murder suspects. They’re so embarrassingly macho; they’re always killing it, or him or them… and they’re always gonna fuck competitors to death.”
 
   “Stock trading,” Catherine shuddered, “what a horrible way to live.”
 
   “That reminds me…” Jordan glanced at the time on her screen and rolled her chair back to her desk, “I want to call that tech.” She had asked Wilson, Dean and the young tech for their business cards and she called Mr. Han on his cell phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Yes, Mister Han, this is Agent Hawkins from the FBI, we spoke this morning?”
 
   “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “Are you in a place where you can speak freely?”
 
   “Oh, sure, I’m out at lunch right now, go ahead.”
 
   “Good, I was calling to see if you had remembered anything unusual about Mitch Ryan or Darrel Lesous’s behavior before they disappeared.”
 
   “No, it’s true what I told you before, us techs and the traders don’t mix socially and at work we only write code for the company and fix their workstations. Both Lesous and Ryan were hardcore, very aggressive traders who totally focused on their jobs…”
 
   His voice trailed off and Jordan waited a moment before prompting, “And?”
 
   “Well, Mitch Ryan was a complete asshole, just insulting to everyone… we all avoided him but it was hard because his cubicle was on our floor.”
 
   “You think he had enemies?”
 
   Jerry hesitated, “Honestly? From what I’ve seen I think his behavior, along with every other trader, is par for the course.”
 
   While Jordan was on the phone, Catherine opened and reread Lesous’s company emails. There’s just nothing suspicious here… She sighed heavily and closing the window, reopened Mitch Ryan’s company account and scanned his datastream from the weeks prior to his disappearance. The tampering in this code… Her lips pursed together in annoyance, Too bad I can’t do the psychometry thing on it…
 
   Jordan hung up, “So that was a bust.”
 
   “Nothing, huh?”
 
   “Nope, just the usual; traders are aggressive assholes and all they think about is business and money.”
 
   “It’s interesting Lesous and Ryan were both careful not to write anything at all in their emails about the flash crash that day…”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Nope, and there was nothing in the deleted files I recovered either. The only reference to the crash I could find for either one of them was from Lesous to the corporate bigwigs. That Jerry Han you spoke was promoted to head writer that afternoon.”
 
   “And the previous head writer?”
 
   “Fired. He got a nice severance package and Lesous said to instruct HR to give him a neutral reference when he needed it.” Her voice trailed away as she stared at the email.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was very good, when Mister Han looks to see what I did and reports to the powers that be he’ll report I only copied Ryan and Lesous’s files…”
 
   Jordan’s lips twitched in a smile, “But?”
 
   “I did manage to get a sneak peak at the error code from their flash crash.” Jordan’s brows arched high and she hurried on, “It was brief, I swear,” she held up a hand, “I was scanning data and it just flew by…”
 
   “At supersonic speed…” Jordan teased, “but you still saw it.”
 
   “Well…” Catherine folded her arms across her chest, “yes. And I did slow it down so I could get a good look at it as it went by.” She briefly held up a hand again, “I swear there’s no way their tech guys will ever know I did.”
 
   Jordan grinned, snorting, “Okay, and?”
 
   “Their code is simple, straightforward, and absolutely built for speed…. and when it went rogue, I think they were lucky they were able to stop it when they did. When you write an algorithm to function that fast, the smallest error can make the whole go crazy in the blink of an eye .”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I think Mister Kimura is right, with stock exchanges writing code to function ever faster these flash crashes will keep happening.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   Easiest catch yet… he thought, effortlessly lifting the still unconscious slightly built man and dropped him on the oil tray. During his research, he learned the average one hundred and fifty pound human housed approximately five and a half quarts of blood and he had taken care to order an automotive drip pan that would hold as much. Made of a tough black rubber material, it had funneled corners for neat and easy pouring over the drain although he siphoned off most of it using a short section of garden hose from the pan to the drain. I cannot have leaking bags.
 
   He had backed his car into the garage to empty the trunk of his catch and he drove it back out again, closing the garage door and locking it before reentering through the side. He regarded his fifth catch impassively; Robert “Bobby” Kanther was a vice president at Straight Edge Exchange and Jonas had tasered him in the company parking lot, confidently taking his catch there once he had jammed the wifi-controlled security cameras. This is the first one to wet his pants. He thought, noting the large wet stain darkening the slacks.
 
   Jonas repositioned the now groaning and groggy man on the pan and guessed his catch weighed one hundred thirty pounds, One-twenty, once I drain all the parts… he concluded and walked over to the workbench to retrieve the new two-handled cheese knife.
 
   “Wha… what the fuck, dude?”
 
   Jonas heard the slurred speech and returned, standing over his catch, his head cocked to one side.
 
   Bobby Kanther rolled onto his side and blinked, staring at Jonas’s shoes, “Wha… the fuh…” He repeated. He struggled against the plastic ties that bound him and when he raised his eyes and finally saw the two-handled cheese knife Jonas held at his side, he began to cry, “Oh, Jesus…” his throat closed and his voice became a high-pitched squeak, “fuck, oh, holy shit… Dude! Oh, my god… No, please!”
 
   “Do you know me?”
 
   “NO!” He shook his head wildly from side to side, “I swear! I don’t know… I really don’t… I don’t know… please!”
 
   He stepped closer, “I am a Peaceful Being, I am…” he hesitated.
 
   Throughout his life, he had never looked up his names to see for himself the words his mother told him were hidden in them, It’s funny I never looked them up before… The night before he had searched various websites for name origins and he discovered his mother had omitted a couple of the meanings of his first name. He had stared at the screen for a long time before finally deciding it was his fate to discover the full truth at this time. Folding his hands contentedly in his lap, he closed his eyes, modifying the mantra he had chanted his entire life until the new order was committed to memory.
 
   “I am a Peaceful Being,” he began again, “I am Destroyer, I am He Who Oppresses,” he smiled down at the bound man and recited his mantra in a quiet, soothing voice while his catch stared up at him uncomprehendingly, “I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend.”
 
   “Uh…” Bobby Kanther whispered his voice barely audible, “okay.”
 
   He knelt and pushed his catch onto his back, firmly planting a knee on his chest to hold him still.
 
   “Oh, please…” Kanther pleaded, “Come on, dude!” The man sobbed, shaking violently, “DUDE!” He screamed.
 
   “I am going to cleanse the market like the ocean tide.” He placed the wide blade across the man’s throat, “I am.” He whispered and grasping the handles in his hands, pushed the blade deep into the man’s throat, “I am… Jonas Alden.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Milburn, NJ
 
    
 
   Huh.
 
   She blinked. This time she stood at the end of the long driveway that cut through the sloping grassy field; at the opposite end stood the white stone house with multi-paned windows, Same house. She turned to look behind her and saw the driveway disappear into the trees and when she turned back to the house she nervously licked her lips, Okay, clearly, I need a closer look. She began walking up the long driveway to the house and stopped, What’s that? She cocked her head to one side, listening, Is someone crying? She noticed the white garage next to the white stone house and strained to hear where the sound was coming from, fear pricking at the nape of her neck. Come on, we need to get closer…
 
   She began to walk again when she noticed a white feather lying on the graveled drive in front of her.
 
   Hey!
 
   She bent to pick up the feather…
 
   Her eyes flew open and her smiling lips pursed in a sudden annoyance, “Nuts.” She grumbled.
 
   It was dark and she sat up, grabbing her journal and pen, she padded silently from the room. She went into the kitchen and flicked on the light over the stovetop. Standing at the counter, she recorded everything she could remember about the dream, again making sketches of the house and garage and layout of the property from her new point of view then turned off the light. When she walked through the living room, she saw the light come on in their bedroom and smiled when she saw Jordan peer from the doorway.
 
   “You okay?” She whispered.
 
   “Yeah, I just had a dream,” she waved the journal and pen in her hand, “I didn’t want to wake you, sorry.” She tilted her head for a kiss and flicked off the light, pulling Jordan back to bed.
 
   “Okay.” Jordan had pulled on the pajama bottoms she left on the foot of their bed and she slid them back off, “So what’d you get this time?” She asked, admiring Catherine’s nude frame as she slid back under the covers.
 
   “I saw that house again.” She opened her journal to the pages with the sketches, “The first time I saw it I thought it was going to turn out to be the victim’s house, but now I’m pretty sure it belongs to your suspect.”
 
   “Really?’ Jordan said, “You can really draw, Catherine…” she said, admiring the artistically drawn images of a house and garage.
 
   She grinned, “Thank you.”
 
   “We should get you some art pencils…”
 
   Catherine turned the page to the layout she had drawn of the property, “This is another overhead view; I was here,” she pointed at the end of the long straight driveway, “And when I tried to approach the house I heard crying.”
 
   “The victim?”
 
   She shrugged, “The victim? The suspect? I don’t know. I admit I got scared and when I looked down I saw a white feather lying on the gravel…”
 
   Jordan grinned, “Your mom watches over you even in your psychic dreams now?”
 
   “Susan said she told her it wasn’t her fault I wasn’t seeing her in my psychic dreams too. I understand why now. I guess the feather’s a good way to remind me when she’s around.”
 
   “She’s looking out for you.”
 
   “Yep.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   CMark… The HFT exchange, Comprehensive Markets. And so it shall be. He checked to make sure he had all the information he needed on the specialized spreadsheets he had designed for tracking the four CMark executives he chose as potential targets. He shut down his laptop and stood, grabbing the remote for the TV.
 
   He had lived on the Fair Winds & Following Seas for four. months when he overheard two techs at work go on and on about the killing they made in the real estate market, one had purchased a townhouse and the other bought a house in foreclosure with a pool. He had stayed out of the conversation, as he always did, but one of them draped his arms over the cubicle partition and told Jonas he made enough, he should take advantage of the buyer’s market too. At the time, Jonas had only shrugged, he never engaged in friendly banter with his co-workers, but he did start looking for distressed properties online that night, more from curiosity than anything else. When he found the place on Olde Noah’s Tavern Road, he fell in love at once with the privacy and quiet and wrote a check for the reduced purchase price.
 
   He turned on the TV and stretched, rotating his neck, his eyes scanning the bare walls and open doorway leading to the kitchen. Farmhouse surrounded by trees, he mentally recited the realtor’s property description, the picturesque twenty acres is perfect for horses or a private estate. The soil tested poorly for farming, the house suffered from decades of neglect so the property had been for sale for more than a year when he found it and had the old two-story stone house fully restored. He furnished it sparsely and when he embarked on his mission, he moved the long wooden kitchen table he purchased online into his living room, placing it and his office chair in the middle of the room and set up his laptop and large monitor on it. He moved the elliptical trainer from in front of the TV to the side of the room, next to his free weights, strategically placing it so he could still use the equipment daily while watching TV. He even moved his bed to a back room on the first floor, leaving the fully restored upstairs bedrooms and office unheated and unused. Centralized, he thought, turning the TV back off and left the remote on the table, and fully optimized.
 
   He pulled on a jacket and left the house, looking up at the clouds as he walked to the garage. He entered through the side door and pulled a pair of latex gloves from the box on his workbench. He pulled them on his hands while he gazed at the body parts he had stacked, teepee-style on the drip pan; the torso was upside down, resting on one shoulder to allow blood to drain from the neck and he had propped the other limbs around it, cut ends down, to maximize drainage.
 
   A sufficient amount must be gone by now… He peered at the short section of garden hose he used to siphon the blood and fluids from the pan to the drain in the middle of the garage floor. Time to pour what’s left in the pan down the drain. He set about bagging the body parts in the four dark plastic garbage bags and lined them up by the garage door. He had already bagged the shoes and cut up clothing, and destroyed the cell phone after he removed battery and tossed it in his recycle bin. He bagged the phone, wallet, keys and the other items he found in his catch’s pockets, placing them in a small bag filled with fast food refuse. He left the small colorful bag next to the garbage bags, intending to place it next to another fast food bag on the passenger seat so he could toss both in a trashcan at some fast food restaurant on his way to the Fair Winds & Following Seas.
 
   He stripped off the gloves and discarded them in the trashcan next to his workbench. He emitted a huge yawn and fished out his phone, checking the time. I’ll have to get some sleep before I head out… He locked the garage on his way out and walked tiredly back to the house, Then I’ll load up the car… It’s going to be a tight fit, but there should be enough room.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Secaucus, NJ
 
    
 
   “Robert Kanther.”
 
   Jordan looked surprised, “Wow, that was fast.”
 
   “I know,” Mary grinned, clutching the device to her chest, “I just love my new fingerprint scanner. An employee for one of these companies around here was getting in her two-mile walk for the day and found it.” She followed them down the tree-lined road to the blue tarp tucked between the trees. “I think it’s been out here for at least a day, Lucas should be able to pin that down.” She waved a finger at them, “I sent his info to both of you in an email.”
 
   “Ooo, thank you...” Catherine began tapping furiously on her tablet, “I’d still like to see the torso.” She said, sounding distracted.
 
   Mary arched her brows high at Jordan who shrugged, “Yeah, she’s doing that now.”
 
   “Okay.” Mary gestured, “We’re ready to transport, so whenever you’re done.”
 
   “Thanks,” Catherine said and handed her tablet to Jordan, “I’ll only be a minute.”
 
   “So…” Jordan murmured, turning to look at the street, “We are on Hartz Way and this is the fourth victim found in an industrial neighborhood nearly identical to all the other dumpsites and…uh,” Catherine pulled some latex gloves from her pocket and she held up a hand, “where’d you get those?”
 
   “From the box in the car, of course.” She pulled them on her hands and bent to lift the corner of the tarp.
 
   Jordan’s eyes flicked nervously from Catherine to the torso, “You’re sure you wanna’ do this?”
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine’s nose wrinkled, “I saw one in a dream already and it looked just like this, like a mannequin.” She looked up at her, “It doesn’t look real.” She looked back down at the torso; the neck, left shoulder and both hip joints had raggedly cut edges and matted pubic hair surrounded a dark patch, “It’s so much work to sever the head and limbs,” she murmured, “why emasculate him too?”
 
   “Sex and power…” Jordan shrugged, “they’re considered the same thing by lots of people.”
 
   “So he takes away their power when he cuts off the genitals.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Alright now, I am gonna…” She reached a hand towards the victim’s extended right arm, the stiff fingers pointing into the trees.
 
   “Catherine,” Jordan hissed, “I really don’t think…”
 
   She looked up at her, “I won’t contaminate it if I’m wearing the gloves, right? Just two fingertips, I swear.” Jordan pressed her lips together in a thin line and remained silent while Catherine placed the tips of two fingers on the dead man’s hand and closed her eyes, You may speak to me but not through me. “So…” she whispered, “what are you pointing at?” The flesh felt like hard plastic through the gloved fingertips and she drew in a deep breath and waited; A car trunk… and… and… cables… lots and lots of colored cables… She drew in another breath but the images faded. “Well,” she shrugged and stood, “I could see the trunk of a car and lots of cables.”
 
   “Jumper cables?”
 
   She shook her head, “I don’t know.”
 
   Jordan dropped the tarp back over the remains and wrapped an arm around the small shoulders, “Everything gets better with practice.”
 
   “I hope so…” She stripped off the gloves, “Didja’ see what I pulled on him so far?”
 
   “Oh… no, hang on a second.” Jordan held up her tablet and tapped the screen, “Okay, so Robert… Bobby Kanther, according to his LinkedIn profile, was Vice President of U.S. Sales for SEEx, Straight Edge Exchange, in Edison, New Jersey.”
 
   “That’s thirty miles from here.”
 
   “And he transported him from wherever it is he prepares the torsos and dumped him here.”
 
   Mary called to them from her van, “All set?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks Mare,” she waved, “we’re done.”
 
   They got back in the car and Jordan handed Catherine’s tablet back to her, “Can you log in with my user name and password and get the warrants going for his financials?”
 
   “Of course.” Catherine clicked the seatbelt into place and began tapping on the tablet again.
 
   When Jordan started the car, she could see Mary waving both arms overhead as she trotted over and she slid the window down, “Hey… what’s up?”
 
   “You’re not gonna believe this,” she groaned, “two more torsos just came in.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Pawtucket, RI
 
    
 
   Still exhausted, he yawned and blinked as he drove, I slept all afternoon and all last night and I’m still tired… He had managed two catches in one night but he had to taser the first man twice to keep him quiet in the trunk while he waited to seize the second from another bar two hours later. The second catch was true providence. He had decided to attempt two in one night but he had given the plan a low probability for successful outcome given the increase in variables that could interfere with the narrow timeline. But he exited the bar as soon as I was ready, right on time, as though he was delivered to me by the Hand of Fate. And although his first catch was breathing when he cut his head off, he never regained consciousness like his second catch did.
 
   He had prepared his catches and loaded the car then retired to his bed to sleep until nightfall when he rose to eat and research his next catch before leaving to deliver the torsos and then headed for the marina. After feeding the fishes with all eight bags of body parts, he returned the Fair Winds & Following Seas to the marina and spent the remainder of the day below deck sound asleep. When he woke, he was still exhausted so he spent the night and the following morning, after breakfast, instead of driving home he found himself making the four-hour drive north to Pawtucket.
 
   When Richard Alden graduated from the University of Rhode Island, he left as a newlywed and with a master’s in chemistry he used to get a job at a plastics company he worked for until his retirement. He was only fifty-eight when dementia began the slow consumption of his brain but he successfully hid the gradual and worrying onset of symptoms affecting his memory, sleep and behavior for several years until the day his neighbor spotted him standing naked on the deck of his boat in his driveway, screaming, “Cock-a-doodle do! My little cock’ll do!” The neighbor had called the police, and Jonas was grateful for his father’s involuntary hospital stay until he got conservatorship of Richard Alden’s person and estate, and with the help of a social worker, placement in a specialized Alzheimer’s facility near his home in Pawtucket.
 
   He parked and got out, heading for the lobby of the Pilgrimage Care facility. When he entered, a young receptionist greeted him with a bright smile.
 
   “Mister Alden,” she said warmly, “how are you?”
 
   He cleared his throat, “Fine, thank you.”
 
   “Here to see your dad?” She asked, picking up the receiver and pushing buttons on her phone. He nodded and she murmured, “Mister Alden’s son is here for a visit...” He could hear distant talking and when she hung up, she smiled again, “It’ll just be a few minutes.”
 
   “Thank you.” He repeated and stepped into the waiting area, choosing to stand by the window rather than sitting on one of the uncomfortable-looking leather couches.
 
   Ten minutes passed before a nurse came out to greet him, “Mister Alden?” she held out her hand, “Hi, I’m Melissa; I can take you back to see your dad now.”
 
   “Thank you.” He shook her hand and followed her through the locked double doors she accessed with a keycard.
 
   “He’s having a good day,” she said, her voice conversational, “he’s quite lucid at the moment.”
 
   Jonas murmured, “Those moments can be fleeting.”
 
   “Just come get me if he gets feisty. As the dementia progresses he’s becoming more verbal but he’s also getting crankier.” She gave him a reassuring smile, “As you already know.” He only nodded and she continued as they walked down the wide linoleum corridor, “He’s gone from being completely mute to snide and profane, frankly. Right now he’s being pleasant,” She gave his arm a pat, “perfect timing for a visit.” She stopped in front of Richard Alden’s room and knocked on the door before entering, “Hey, Richard…” She greeted softly as she entered, “Your son came in to see you.” Jonas entered the room, standing awkwardly and Melissa waved a hand as she left, “I’ll leave the door open for you, but you can close it if you like.”
 
   He stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets, “Okay, thanks.”
 
   She left and Jonas walked over to the window and stood next to his father. Richard Alden had been tall once, his wife Gwen had described both her husband and son as being lanky and strong but now, the frail pajama and bathrobe-clad specter before Jonas sat slumped in the recliner, a mere shell of the man he had once been.
 
   “Hey, pop.”
 
   “Yah…” Heavy, grizzled gray eyebrows twitched amid a sea of wrinkles, “hey yourself.”
 
   Jonas drew in a deep breath, these visits didn’t usually last long or end well and he steeled himself, “How have you been?”
 
   “Who cares?” he grumbled, staring out the window at an enclosed grassy area populated with wheelchair-bound patients parked next to benches under shady trees.
 
   Jonas was quiet; Maybe this visit is going to be briefer than usual.
 
   A long moment passed and Richard Alden asked, “Still have your boat?”
 
   “I do. I just came from the marina.”
 
   “Oh, my,” He father said in a mocking singsong voice, “aren’t we fancy? Marina. You shoulda’ bought a sport fishing boat.” He emitted a disdainful, contemptuous snort. “But you’re some kinda’ high falutin’ pussy now, aren’t ya’? You shoulda’ got a boat you can trailer… Buying one so big you have to pay for a berth…” He was becoming increasingly agitated and his voice rose, “Now that’s what I call a stupid fucking waste of money!”
 
   Jonas drew a deep slow, calming breath; I am a Peaceful Being… “So you don’t want to go fishing with me?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Have any dates lately?”
 
   He twisted slightly in the chair to look up at him, “What’s that?”
 
   Jonas continued to stare out the window and his eyes squinted in concentration, “Wasn’t there a Missus Katzman…” His brow furrowed as he searched his memory, “Kurzweil… Didn’t she ask you out on a date once?”
 
   “Fuck no.” He said gruffly, “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”
 
   Jonas suddenly smiled, chuckling, “Why not? I’d think you’d be quite a catch…” He continued to stare out the window but his voice trailed away and the smile faded from his lips.
 
   He turned in the cushioned seat in a sudden flare of anger but when he opened his mouth to shout and curse, Jonas turned to look down at him and he froze. Richard Alden had looked his son in the eye only a dozen times or so in his life, but what he saw there now, in eyes the same color as his own frightened him. “You’d better go.” He grumbled and turned back to the window.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cedar Knolls, NJ
 
    
 
   She had stopped at a drive-thru for their lunch and Jordan crumpled the burger wrapper one-handed and stuffed it in the paper bag beside her, “At least Cedar Knolls is closer than Piscataway…”
 
   “Yeah, will Stewart mind going there for the other one?”
 
   “He’s going by helicopter,” Jordan chuckled, “so I doubt it… he’s been in admin a long time now, he really does enjoy the occasional field trip out of the office, even if it’s for a torso.”
 
   Catherine looked ahead at the line of FBI vehicles in front of them, “I’ll bet Mary goes on vacation after this is over.”
 
   “Hopefully we can too.”
 
   She gave her a hopeful glance, “Really?”
 
   “A long weekend, if nothing else.” Jordan followed the FBI vehicles onto Malapardis Rd. “Oh, jeez…” she moaned. The industrial road was crammed with a dozen police cars and TV vans and she pulled over and parked behind Mary’s van, “Stay here ‘til I come get you, okay?”
 
   “Will do,” Catherine slipped her ice tea back into the cup holder and pulled the tablet out of her bag, “Have tablet, will travel.”
 
   Jordan slid out of the car and Catherine grinned when she heard her lock the door before shutting it. When she caught up to Mary she said, “Got your fingerprint scanner?”
 
   “I know,” Mary held up the device with one hand and pulled a pair of latex gloves out of her jacket with the other, “I’ll do that first.”
 
   Jordan fished her badge wallet out of her jacket and held it up for the police sergeant who approached.
 
   “Agent?”
 
   She held out her hand, “Hawkins.”
 
   “Russell…” He nodded and shook the proffered hand, “thanks for coming. We have a secure perimeter, and now the media’s seen your FBI vehicles I’m sure they’d like an interview.”
 
   “Well, they won’t be getting one from me.” She said, walking briskly and ducking under the yellow crime scene tape.
 
   “I’ve heard about these murders on the news,” he followed her, glancing at the news cameras; “I can’t believe we got one here now.”
 
    
 
   Stewart sent Jordan and Catherine texts, letting them know he had arrived at the other crime scene and he and Catherine exchanged texts and emails as information about the torso in Piscataway was discovered. More than an hour passed before Jordan came back to the car.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, sliding back into the driver’s seat, “the media is not budging and we need to get the torso out of here, so you won’t be able to try the psychometric thing.”
 
   “That’s okay.” Catherine’s nose wrinkled, “it’s odd the press never turned out for the ones prior to this but Stewart said this time someone saw the reports of two torsos found and it went viral through the news agencies.”
 
   “Well then, that figures.” She clicked her seatbelt into place, “I don’t know about you, but I need to pee, and I’m thinking when we get back we should just grab Cam from daycare and go home for the night, I can get some work done after he goes to bed.”
 
   “Me too.” Catherine clicked her seatbelt into place, “To both those things; I’d also love a restroom right now... Drive and I’ll tell you what I have so far…” She tapped the screen on her tablet, “Mary was very sneaky and sent me the ID from this victim and I have stuff on Stewart’s too.”
 
   “Okay.” Jordan turned on the engine and made a u-turn, heading back the way they came.
 
   “So, who you had here was John McChristy, VP of Strategic Relations for BuzzTrade in Parsippany, New Jersey and Stewart’s case was Eric Bachman; VP of Market Development at Threshold Exchange in Wall Township, New Jersey. His torso was found, guess where…”
 
   “Tucked in some trees on an industrial road?”
 
   “Yes, on Possumtown Road in Piscataway, New Jersey.”
 
   “So,” Jordan clicked on the turn signal and pulled into a fast food drive thru and parked, “the first three torsos found were all traders at stock exchanges, and now we have, in rapid succession three more torsos, only these are all vice presidents at stock exchanges.”
 
   “That’s right,” Catherine said, “Mister Kanther was a VP too, wasn’t he?” They hurried from the car and she added, “Remind me to get another ice tea before we go.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He can’t leave unnoticed, the security there is pretty good. He parked the car and wearily got out, locking the door and headed for the house. And if I remotely shut down their security camera feeds and magnetically locked doors their patients could just walk out… It might cause sufficient chaos if they left all at once but I’d still be seen when I went in to get him, I could be recognized. He entered the house, closing and locking the front door behind him. I could wear a disguise… if I told him I was taking him to his boat he’d likely go with me. He walked down the hall to the bathroom to relieve himself, If he was lucid… and that’s a big if… Perhaps if I told him I trailered his boat there, he’d at least go out to the parking lot with me to see it, wouldn’t he? Then I could taser him and put him in the trunk… He relieved himself and flushing the toilet, stopped at the sink to wash his hands. When he straightened to grab the small hand towel hanging under the mirror he saw his reflection and froze, his hand dripping water mid-reach, suddenly seeing his father’s eyes staring back at him.
 
   “You do have your father’s eyes… and more than that, you have your father’s tall angular, wiry build. But you have my hair…” His mother always teased, grabbing his dark thick curls and pulling him close so she could plant a loud kiss on them.
 
   But he’s demented now… If I’m like him so much, how much longer do I have?
 
   He stared into the eyes reflected in the mirror until he saw his cubicle at SAEx. He had the job for a few months but still exchanged weekly emails with his ex-college roommate and only friend, Don Kaufman. Both graduated with degrees in computer science but Don was ambitious and leapfrogged his way through four stock exchanges until he landed a job as a code writer in a premier exchange in the south tower of the World Trade Center, the first to fall on September 11, 2001. Jonas had received an email from him saying he thought he had just experienced his first earthquake when he looked at his second screen and saw the small news window he kept tucked in the upper right hand corner showing smoke billowing from the middle of one of the twin towers. He remembered the confusion he felt, looking from Don’s email to the live video feed of the second jetliner hitting the north tower. Mortality, realized in the blink of an eye. Who is to say how much time any one of us has left? He bent over the sink and turning on the faucet, splashed cold water on his face.
 
   When he straightened, he grabbed the towel to dry his face and hands and gazed back into the mirror. “It’s time to grow up now…” He heard his mother’s voice and smiled. “Who are you?” She asked.
 
   “I am Jonas Alden,” He said, his voice soft and gentle, “I am a Peaceful Being, I am Destroyer.” His eyes drifted closed, “I am He Who Oppresses, I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend.”
 
   “You know how to stop them… and you can, Jonas…. You must.”
 
   Agreed; taking my catches one at a time is not an efficient methodology. “I need a new strategy,” he said aloud, “to act in the Shortness of Time to accomplish my goal.” He opened his eyes, “A code would do that…” He stopped, turning abruptly from his reflection he left the bathroom and hurried to his laptop in the living room, “And I can do that... I can write the code that stops them all.”
 
    
 
   He worked feverishly for two days, stopping often to draw on the three whiteboards he’d mounted on the far wall in his living room. Using the rogue bit of code that caused the flash crash at SAEx, he imbued his new code with the capacity to run wild in the datastreams controlling Wall Street. Don’t pollute it with revisions… he scolded silently, keep modifications to a minimum. He had connected his laptop to a larger monitor and fixed his eye on the rows and rows of seemingly endless code as it streamed past.
 
   After another hour passed, he lifted his stiff and cramped forefinger from the page-down key and drew a shaky breath. He rose from his swivel chair and blinked as he shuffled tiredly to the window and looked out. Once the program initiates it will be impervious to shutdown. “But more than that,” he said aloud, smiling tiredly, “I have given it the capacity to live on its own; I have imbued it with Life... Abiogenesis.” He said, appearing to speak to the grassy field beyond to glass. “The only way they’ll be able to stop it is to rip out their black boxes and start over.”
 
   The smile that touched his lips was tender, “And after all this time I finally understand why I left my catches where I did. I wanted the placement to be symbolic…” He suddenly erupted in laughter that faded after only a moment and he tiredly placed his hands and forehead flat against the glass, “I was afraid the symbolism would never be understood by the world, but it turns out I was the last to see it.”
 
   But now I see and I understand… and once my code initiates, Wall Street will destroy itself. His eyes turned to gaze at the far end of the field, “But first, I must let go of my old purpose.”
 
   He pushed himself away from the glass and headed for the front door, pulling on his jacket as he left. He tramped over the damp grass, heading to the far end of his field, following a path made by deer. He followed it to the property line and surrounding trees and approached the tree that had fallen during a storm two years previously. He had used the wheelbarrow to take the body to the back of his property and left it behind the fallen White Ash. His nose wrinkled in curiosity and disgust; the flesh had either been eaten or rotted away and all that remained of Mitch Ryan was his skeleton and his clothes. Jonas hunkered down, his hands resting on his knees, and long minutes passed while he stared at the remains.
 
   On that fateful night, in his anger he had sliced off Mitch Ryan’s privates and when he decided to discard the body at the far end of his field, he stabbed the severed genitals with his filleting knife and jabbed the blade into Mitch’s chest so they’d stay put until he dumped the body behind the tree. I guess they’re long gone now… probably rotted or dragged away by scavenging predators, like crows or a fox….
 
   Well then, he straightened, good, this should go a lot faster…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millburn, NJ
 
    
 
   Once she realized she was pressing her nose into the back of Jordan’s sleeve she smiled, but when she pulled away, she clutched the arm and Jordan turned to her, pressing a finger to her lips. She peeked around her arm again and saw they were standing in front of the white garage, but now the doors were open and she squinted, taking a step away from Jordan to peer around the car that was backed up to the open garage doors, the rear wheels parked on the threshold. She could hear movement inside and Jordan stepped in front of her again as they approached, her gun held at the ready in front of her and Catherine stayed behind her; What is that? She wondered, her eyes squinting again and she blinked, straining to make out what was sitting in the middle of the garage floor. They took another step closer and Catherine suddenly gripped Jordan’s arm hard when she recognized the limp two feet and hand atop a grotesque teepee of stacked limbs, propped against an upside-down torso.
 
   “OH!”
 
   Catherine sat bolt upright and Jordan jumped from their bed and grabbed her service weapon from the nightstand.
 
   She clamped her hands over her mouth, “I’m so sorry!” She said in a muffled voice.
 
   Breathless, Jordan dropped her hands to her sides and nodded, “S’okay…” she drew a calming breath, “bad dream?”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, what I saw in that garage was pretty creepy.” She turned on the lamp on her nightstand and grabbed her journal and pen. “I’m gonna’ jot it down real quick while it’s still horridly fresh in my mind…”
 
   “Sure.” Jordan returned her service weapon to the nightstand. “I’m gonna’ go to the bathroom.” She turned to go, “Sure you’re okay?”
 
   Catherine looked up from the page she furiously wrote on, “Yes, you were there to protect me.”
 
   “Funny,” Jordan shuffled to the door, “I thought I was in bed.”
 
   Catherine smiled as she wrote, “Same difference.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Catherine sat with her elbows on her desk and her earbuds tucked in her ears. She was watching an interview with Brandon Kimura that aired on the news the night before.
 
   “It only took a tiny fraction of a second for my trade to reach the next exchanges on the network, but the high-speed traders were able to jump in front of me, buy the stock and drive the price up before my order arrived, making them a small profit of just one or two pennies.
 
   The interviewer said, And that’s happening to everyone's trades millions of times a day.
 
   Kimura nodded, And that adds up.
 
   You make it sound like a scam.
 
   What else would you call it? One hedge fund manager said, ‘I was running a hedge fund of nine billion dollars and we figured out our inability to make the trades the market said we should be able to make was costing us three hundred million a year.’
 
   And that’s three hundred million dollars a year in someone else's pocket.
 
   And it’s not even illegal, that's the thing that's so shocking about all this because it should be.
 
   Earlier you used the word front running. Front running's illegal, is it not?
 
   Unfortunately, this form isn’t; it's legalized front running. It's crazy that it's legal for some people to get advance news on prices and what investors are doing. It's just wrong and we knew the only way to beat the high-frequency traders was to take away their millisecond advantage that allowed them to find the slower trades and beat them to the exchange. I had a really smart guy working for me that had an idea how to do it and he said, ‘You're probably better off trying to go slower.’
 
   And that meant what?
 
   It meant finding a way to send the order to the exchange located the farthest away first, and send the order to the one that's located closest to you last. So stagger when you send them out with the goal of arriving at all places, as close to the same time as possible.”
 
   Stewart knocked and stuck his head on the door, “Ready?”
 
   Jordan stood, “Hey Stewart, yep, we’re ready.”
 
   Catherine pulled the buds from her ears, “Hi Stewart,” she smiled, “enjoy your trip to New Jersey?” 
 
   “Oh, yeah,” he grinned, leaning on the open door, “the best part was being able to fly there and not sit in traffic.”
 
   She shut down her workstation, grabbed her phone and tablet and together she, Jordan, and Stewart crossed the hall to the large auditorium with its wide, curved wall screen.
 
   “Can I go first?” He pointed at the podium, “I have a department head meeting after this.”
 
   “Of course,” Jordan sat next to Catherine in the front row, “tell us all about Mister Bachman.”
 
   “Okay,” Stewart connected his tablet to the podium and grabbed the remote, “just let me open some files here…” He clicked open a picture file of the victim’s driver’s license, “Are you alright with seeing crime scene photos now Catherine?”
 
   “Yep,” she nodded, “I really am.”
 
   “Great.” He stood to one side of the screen, “So this is Torso Victim Number Six; Eric Bachman, Vice President of Market Development for the Threshold Exchange in Wall Township, New Jersey.” He clicked open a bookmarked browser page for Threshex that opened to the victim’s biography page. “You know if you look at these company websites their employees are either ordinary traders or vice presidents of some made-up-sounding bullshit department.” Jordan and Catherine snickered and he continued, “With some help from the brilliant Doctor Bernard,” he turned to give her a slight bow, “we know from the victim’s email and social media pages he was likely abducted from The Cocktail Exchange two nights ago as that was the last place he was seen by anyone…” He clicked open a slideshow of the crime scene in the middle of the wide screen, “until his torso was discovered by a carload of carpoolers on Possumtown Road in Piscataway, New Jersey. It was found on the side of the road, lying under some trees.”
 
   He clicked past the crime scene photos taken by Mary’s team, “As with all the others, this torso has been emasculated and the head, both legs and left arm removed.” He closed the open windows on the screen, “And that’s really all I have. I’ve already forwarded everything to you both on this one,” he shrugged, “and I really don’t have anything of any personal observational value to add other than it was nice to get out of the office…”
 
   Jordan stood and joined him at the podium, plugging in her tablet he when unplugged his, “It is curious though; the first three victims were all traders, then we have three more come in, the last two on the same day and these three are all VP’s at high frequency exchanges.”
 
   “He’s upping his game.” Stewart said.
 
   “For sure,” Jordan tapped open some files, “but why?”
 
   “Your killer has to be a pissed off customer, Jordan.” He lifted a shoulder in an exasperated shrug, “Why would a trader kill other traders and then suddenly go after executives from a bunch of different companies?”
 
   “Mitch Ryan and Darrel Lesous worked at the same company.”
 
   “And Ryan is for sure a victim in this?”
 
   “Mister Ryan is definitely missing.” Jordan said, “His parents and sister live in Milwaukee, they haven’t talked to him since Christmas and his bank accounts and credit cards show no activity since he suddenly stopped coming to work and he hasn’t been seen by anyone who knows him.” She lifted a shoulder in a half-hearted shrug, “So yeah, I’d say he’s a victim too.”
 
   “Then you’d better get started investigating every customer starting at Ryan and Lesous’s exchange and see if any of them have the other exchanges in common for doing business.”
 
   Jordan shook her head, “As a motive, it’s a pretty weak one, and we’ve checked their company and personal emails for unhappy customers and there’s just nothing there, Stewart.” She turned to the screen, “Our torso was John McChristy, Victim Number Five and Vice President of Strategic Relations at BuzzTrade in Parsippany, New Jersey. Given what his FaceBook page said that night, we think he was abducted from the nearby Tipsy Cow Bar & Grill. Like everyone else, his torso was found in some trees in Cedar Knolls, New Jersey.” Stewart shook his head but she continued, using the remote to click open more files center screen. “Victim Number Four; Bobby Kanther, Vice President of US Sales at Straight Edge Exchange in Edison, New Jersey. Possibly abducted from the employee parking lot, we can’t say conclusively as the security cameras very conveniently lost their wifi connectivity during a thirty minute period the night of his disappearance. His torso was found in Secaucus, New Jersey on Hartz Way.”
 
   “So how is any of this helpful?” Stewart checked his watch, sounding exasperated.
 
   Jordan snorted and walked around the podium, folding her arms across her chest and stared up at the wide screen and the dozen or so files she had scattered across it. “Well, none of it is yet. I think the only thing that matters here is that the killer is rending his victims down to torsos with only the right arm still attached.” He shrugged and she said, “It’s obviously symbolic, but of what?” She waved her hand at the screen, “The only thing these victims are pointing at are the trees they’re dumped in…”
 
   Catherine had been sitting quietly throughout and she suddenly became aware of a tingly feeling in her hands, “What if they’re pointing at something else?”
 
   Stewart turned to her, “But they’re not, they all pointed at trees.”
 
   While they spoke, Jordan opened the photos of the torso found in Wall Township and Catherine stood, pointing, “Was the one you went to pointing inward, away from the road at the trees?”
 
   Jordan clicked through the picture files until she stopped on one taken farther away, clearly showing the victim’s arm pointing away from the trees and towards the street.
 
   Stewart craned his neck to look up at the screen, “No… it was pointed at the road. So if positioning was important to the killer he must have been in a hurry on that one... although what symbolism could there be in pointing at a tree?” He sounded skeptical, “Leaving the right arm attached certainly means something to this killer, but I think he’s leaving the torsos on these roads because they are tree-lined streets in industrial areas where he can have enough privacy, in the middle of the night, to dump his victims.” He checked his watch, “That’s it, I’m late, I gotta’ go.” He waved over his shoulder as he left, “Good luck figuring out your wacko…”
 
   Catherine crossed to the podium and plugged in her tablet.
 
   “You can disconnect mine…” Jordan said.
 
   “Not necessary.” Her voice sounded distant as she tapped furiously on her screen. “So maybe what we need to understand the placement of the killer’s victims is a different point of view.” She looked up at her, “Every time I have one of my weird dreams I always try to both write a description of what I saw and draw some pictures too. For these dreams I’ve been drawing aerial views of what I think is the suspect’s home, right?”
 
   Jordan returned to her seat, “Right.”
 
   She placed three windows of Google Earth satellite maps side by side across the top of the wide screen. “These are the locations for the first three victims…” She added three more maps just below, “And these are the sites of the last three, our most recent.” She sat next to Jordan again, “For all but Mister Bachman, found in Mill Township, the arms are…”
 
   “Hey…” Jordan pointing, “They all pointed at trees but behind all those trees are white office buildings…” she turned to her, “and Bachman is pointing across the street to a huge white office building behind trees too.”
 
   Catherine smiled and using the remote, zoomed in on the first map until the company identifiers appeared, “This very large building on Grover’s Mill Road is owned by Stealth Networks…” She stood and quickly crossed to the podium. She tapped rapidly on her tablet’s screen, opening a browser window, “And Stealth Networks is…” She flashed Jordan a brilliant smile.
 
   “Holy shit,” Jordan groaned, “it’s a datacenter.”
 
   “It is.” Catherine muttered as her fingers flew across her tablet’s screen as she zoomed in on each location on the other five maps, “All of these torsos were dumped with their accusing fingers pointing at datacenters. Two of the six are owned by The Vanguard Network, and the other four by Stealth.” She shrugged, “Who knows if that breakdown is significant though,” she tapped back to the web browser, “look at the long list of datacenters Stealth Networks has just in New Jersey.” She snorted, “And as I recall, I did see the tops of big white buildings in my dreams when I saw the torsos but I didn’t think it meant anything because I’d look from the torso’s hand to the tree, to the tops of the trees, and the white building behind it and the blue sky above that…”
 
   “Okay, well,” Jordan pointed, “Plainsboro Township… it’s an hour drive, but let’s hit that one.”
 
   “Where the first torso was found?”
 
   “Yes,” she stood and crossed to the podium to disconnect her tablet, “Paul McConnell… let’s go see the one he was pointing at.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Plainsboro Township, NJ
 
    
 
   “Grover’s Mill Road…” Jordan muttered under her breath, turning into the wide driveway. “Didn’t the aliens land in Grover’s Mill in War of the Worlds?”
 
   “In the radio broadcast, but that one was in West Windsor Township…” Catherine briefly squeezed her eyes closed in concentration, “about five miles from here, I think.”
 
   Jordan pulled up to a gated guard shack and stopped, “It looks like the datacenter Jeffers took over... I guess they all look alike.”
 
   “They all serve the same purpose,” Catherine shuddered at the memory, “leasing space for thousands of servers.”
 
   A guard stepped out of the shack, his hands either resting on or holding up his heavy utility belt, “Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes,” Jordan held up her badge wallet, “I’m from the FBI and I need to speak to the building manager about a tour.”
 
   “This is a privately owned, high security building… no admittance for a tour.”
 
   “I appreciate that.” She smiled, noting he was armed. “But if you don’t make that call I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice in a murder investigation.”
 
   Catherine waited while the guard ingested his options and pulling the two-way radio from his belt, called in to his command center, “Yeah, I got the FBI here says they need to come in about a murder investigation.”
 
   Jordan and Catherine exchanged secret smiles and she turned back when the guard approached the bureau car again.
 
   “You can go in, park in a visitor spot by the lobby.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jordan waited for him to raise the gate then drove slowly into the large parking lot. “The aerial view didn’t pick up the razor wire on the cyclone fence around this place…”
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine’s voice was quiet, “It certainly gives it a creepy vibe.”
 
   Jordan parked and by the time they approached the huge glass doors a balding man greeted them.
 
   “Please come in.” He held the door open for them then held his hand out to Jordan, “I’m Stanley Hanchett; I’m an engineer and the building manager here.”
 
   Jordan introduced herself and Catherine and slipped her badge wallet back into her jacket pocket, “I appreciate your time,” she smiled, “Doctor Bernard and I are investigating a murder…”
 
   “Oh, I know!” His eyes grew wide, “The Torso Murders! I’ve been following that story, so gruesome, the first one was found right out on our road out here.”
 
   “Yes,” Jordan nodded, “we’re getting a feel for the neighborhood so I was hoping you could give us a tour of your facility.”
 
   “Oh, most certainly,” he nodded, “come with me.” He led them across the cavernous lobby and through two huge metal doors, “This building,” gestured, “is one of twenty-one datacenters owned by Stealth Networks…” They followed him as he walked down a long corridor lined with rows and rows of blinking servers. “I’ve been here for seven years now, long enough to see this industry really boom.”
 
   “And what industry is that?” Jordan asked.
 
   “The principle business of Stealth is to provide the fastest speed to HFT exchanges.” He turned to them, “That’s high frequency stock exchanges.”
 
   Catherine bit the smile from her lips at the man’s slightly condescending tone and when she craned her neck to look around her, she suddenly gasped, “Wow!”
 
   Jordan followed her gaze, “Wow is right.”
 
   Above their heads, attached to the ceiling was a maze of cages, packed with cables, Oh jeez, Catherine stared in awe at the jammed metal cages, I think that’s what I saw when I touched the torso… Wires and cables of every color were bundled and stuffed inside barred metal boxes; thick blue cables entwined amid thin white, red and orange wires. “Those blue ones are high quality fiber optic cables.”
 
   “Why, yes they are.” Mr. Hanchett looked surprised, “There are literally hundreds of miles of cable and wire in here, connecting our customers to…”
 
   “But the high speed optical cables all connect to these little black boxes.” Catherine pointed to them, caged in locked black mesh cabinets, stacked six feet high, each one with dozens of cables trailing up from their backsides and disappearing into the caged mass above.
 
   “That’s right,” he enthused, “we use Dedicated Wave Fiber, a state-of-the-art optic fiber, and all of our colocation facilities have fully redundant environmental, security and power systems so we can insure full performance twenty-four, seven, three-sixty-five.” He led them on a slow walk down a row of the black cages, red lights blinking dully behind the black mesh screens. “Network reliability and security is, of course, our first priority in all our optical amplification facilities.” He clasped his hands together as he walked and he turned back to them, coming to a stop, “Which is why our facilities are spaced one hundred and twenty kilometers apart…” Neither Jordan nor Catherine said anything and he added, “It significantly lowers both network latency and cost.”
 
   Catherine smiled politely, “Yes, and that’s saying a lot considering Stealth Networks spent nearly four hundred million dollars laying that high-speed fiber optic cable all the way from the futures market in Chicago to the exchanges here in New Jersey in the straightest line possible, just so they could shave a few milliseconds off the fastest route.” She pointed through the dark mesh at the boxes and stickers identifying the fiber service platform, “This is the American stock market now, it's just computer signals going into a box.”
 
   “Uh…” Mr. Hanchett suddenly felt uncomfortable, “yes, that’s correct.”
 
   “And Stealth leases their high speed access to high-frequency trading firms for a mere twenty million dollar annual fee.” Her smile was pleasant and she turned to Jordan, “The sums involved are quite vast and add up to tens of billions of dollars a year.”
 
   “But this building is enormous.” Jordan said, noting privately how perspiration began beading on the building manager’s bald head. “So why is this place so big if the stock exchange is now just a box?”
 
   Catherine waved a hand at the devices, “It has to be enormous in order to house all the equipment owned by the high-frequency traders who want to be physically near the exchange so they can get information from it more quickly than you or me.”
 
   Jordan turned a slow circle, taking in the endless rows of stacked servers and densely packed bundled cables, “Holy merde.”
 
   Mr. Hanchett opened his mouth to speak but Catherine beat him to it, “Remember, it's a couple of millisecond edge they need to do that, and the way they do it is by minimizing the physical distance between themselves and the exchange.” She pointed at the bundled cables overhead, “Literally, the high speed fiber optic cable that is carrying the high frequency trader’s trading decisions to the actual exchanges is just shorter and faster than everybody else's cable. So HFT firms are happy to pay the twenty million to get physically closer,” she waved her arms in a wide arc, “leasing space for their servers here, so they can get the signals from the exchange before everybody else, and then find out what the prices are before everybody else.”
 
   “So their servers are within a few feet of the exchanges,” Jordan pointed, “which are these black boxes… The trader’s proximity makes them physically close, and the high speed fiber-optic cables,” she pointed overhead, “make them faster than everyone else.”
 
   The color had drained from Mr. Hanchett’s face but Catherine just smiled and continued, “Yes, it’s physics; light traveling over distance still takes time, but to a trader in the stock market now, the difference between getting the information in three milliseconds as opposed to four milliseconds is the difference between knowing the prices before everybody else and not.”
 
   “And that’s how they’re skimming eleven billion a year in profits.”
 
   Catherine nodded, “Precisely.”
 
   “Being able to stand here and see it really helps all that make sense.” She smiled; acutely aware Mr. Hanchett was extremely uncomfortable.
 
   “Well, now…” he held up his hands in protest, “wait a minute, that’s…”
 
   “HFT traders are buying and selling stock in less than a half a millionth of a second, Jordan. It’s hard for us to understand that one millisecond is a long time for a computer when we need one hundred milliseconds just to blink our eyes really fast. For a human mind, one millionth of a second is imperceptible, and the algorithms used by HFT firms can execute and complete stock trades, by the thousands, a million times faster than the human mind can make a decision.”
 
   Jordan’s phone vibrated and she pulled it from her pocket, “It’s Mary.” She answered, “Hey Mare…”
 
   Catherine drew in a deep breath and turned to Mr. Hanchett, “Nice place you have here.” She said her tone conversational.
 
   “Yes, well…” he shrugged, “I’m not really sure how I can help you any further so…”
 
   Jordan hung up, “Thank you for your time, Mister Hanchett.” Her smile was professional, “I’m afraid we have to go.”
 
   “Oh,” he nervously gestured the way they came in, “not at all, I’m sure you’re quite busy… glad I could help…”
 
   Once they got back in the car, Jordan leaned across the seat to plant a kiss on her lips, “Thank you, I finally, finally feel like I understand this whole high speed stock market thing now.”
 
   Catherine chuckled, “Mmm, you’re very welcome; trying to explain these concepts during sex just doesn’t work.”
 
   “Not for understanding Wall Street, no.”
 
   “So? What’s up with Mary?’
 
   “Mary’s on her way back from Middletown… She just collected a skeletonized torso from an industrial neighborhood there.”
 
   “It’s bony right hand pointing at a datacenter?” Catherine asked drolly.
 
   Jordan grinned, “Probably.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Dr. Lucas held out her hand, “Doctor Bernard.”
 
   She shook it, “Please call me Catherine.”
 
   She smiled, “Only if you call me Sam.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jordan pointed to the torso on the autopsy table, “So that’s it?”
 
   “Yes.” She followed them to the remains, “he was left in the open, there’s evidence of scavenging; bite marks on the bone and remaining sinew. And in this area, at this time of year, it would only take a couple of weeks to skeletonize so I can’t pin down at TOD for you, not yet anyway.”
 
   Catherine looked down at the discolored bones with interest; I think I know where you’ve been.
 
   “Most of the flesh is gone; obviously, the remaining stubborn tendons and sinew were cut at the shoulder and hip joints with a serrated blade. The head and limbs were then simply pulled and twisted off from the torso.” Dr. Lucas continued, turning to some x-rays mounted on a lightbox on the wall, “The cervical vertebrae show nicks at the C2 and C3 made at time of death…”
 
   Jordan had followed and stood next to her and Catherine quickly pulled a latex glove from her pocket and pulling it on her hand, took a deep silent breath, Okay so, hurry up now; you may speak to me but not through me… and touched the skeletonized hand. Are you who I think you are? She asked silently and waited. Behind closed eyes, she could see a gray fog envelop her inner vision… So, is that it? After a moment, the fog seemed to lift and looking down, she could see a full skeleton, clothed in a torn and rotted shirt and tattered slacks and when she looked up, she saw the white house… She opened her eyes, the images had come to an abrupt halt and she quickly withdrew her hand. She quietly stripped off the glove inside out and tossed it into a trashcan as she crossed the room to join Lucas and Jordan.
 
   “He was stabbed in the throat,” she continued, “you can see the nicks in the bone here,” she pointed, “and here, by something very sharp and narrow. The ribs show evidence of stabbing too.” She pointed at another x-ray, “And that can be seen here… and here. DNA analysis will take a couple of weeks.” She turned to Jordan, “I take it you think you know who this is, can you get me a sample from a relative?”
 
   “From either his sister or parents, I’ll have an agent from the Milwaukee bureau collect it.” She looked down at Catherine, raising an eyebrow in query but Catherine only returned the glance with an innocent look. “So,” she turned back to Lucas, “what are the odds that skeletonized torso is Mitch Ryan?”
 
   “Because the skull is absent I can only guess the victim could be Caucasian, however, based on the pelvic girdle, the torso is definitely male.” She turned back to the table, “I can infer the victim’s height by utilizing an established formula that multiplies the length of the humerus,” she pointed at the long arm bone between the shoulder and elbow, “in centimeters by 32.69 and then adding 59.4 centimeters to the total, I can give you an approximate height of 170.18 centimeters.”
 
   Jordan planted her hands on her hips, “Okay, but how tall is that?”
 
   “Five foot seven.”
 
   “Mitch Ryan’s height listed on his driver’s license.”
 
   “It’s not a positive ID, Jordan. I won’t sign off on who this is ‘til I can match the DNA to a family member.”
 
   “I know.” she gave her a pat on the back, “Have you already sent me your work on this one?”
 
   “It’s all in your inbox,” she turned to Catherine, “yours too.”
 
   “Thanks, Sam.” Catherine smiled and followed Jordan out the door.
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   When they got to the elevator Jordan grinned, “So?”
 
   Catherine gave her a shy look, “So what?”
 
   “I saw you touching it…”
 
   “Nuts.” Catherine looked back at the door they just exited, “Did Sam see me too?”
 
   “Don’t think so.” Jordan snickered, “Get anything?”
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded, “it’s Ryan.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “I'm for truth, no matter who tells it.
 
   I'm for justice, no matter who it's for or against.”
 
    
 
   – Malcolm X


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bethlehem, NJ
 
    
 
   He was careful to jam the wifi security cameras just long enough for him to enter the four-story underground parking garage beneath Stealth’s office building and park as close to Boehne’s Mercedes as possible. He didn’t want to arouse suspicion so he closed the jamming program, restoring full function to the security cameras as soon as he cut the engine. He used his cell phone to broadcast the signal that jammed wifi, but he brought his laptop too; he had hacked every digital tool and application used by Mike Boehne, the CEO of Stealth Networks. This would have been more of a challenge if their corporate offices had the kind of security their datacenters do. Jonas smiled, careful not to chuckle aloud as he booted up his laptop, sitting on the passenger seat next to him.
 
   According to Mr. Boehne’s private emails, he and his fiancé/secretary were going out for a late dinner after his late video conference with a subscriber in Tokyo. Careful not to hack the conference call itself, he instead hacked Boehne’s cell phone and monitored the texts sent between Boehne and Teresa, the fiancé, and watched for when the call ended so he could activate the program on his laptop that tracked the physical location of Boehne’s cell phone once he left the office.
 
   He placed his phone next to his laptop and waited, slumping down in the seat while he checked for the taser in his right coat pocket, and revolver in the left. I am a Peaceful Being, he thought, gazing down at his laptop, I am Destroyer, I am He Who Oppresses, I am Accomplished, a Gift from God, a Wise Old Friend. The Dark Fiber that carries on the evil Wall Street has become… Its extinction is near.
 
   He waited almost thirty minutes before Boehne sent his fiancé/secretary a text saying the conference call had ended and to meet him at the elevator. Jonas followed the beacon that blinked on his map of Stealth’s corporate offices, watching intently as the signal from Boehne’s cell phone moved from the topmost floor down through the building. When it passed the ground level, he reactivated his program that jammed the wifi security cameras. He exited his vehicle, walking rapidly past Boehne’s car and concealed himself behind a concrete support. He heard the elevator arrive with a familiar bell sound and the doors slid open. He could hear a man and a woman talking and Jonas stole a quick look around the pillar to make sure the couple was alone and the man looked like the pictures Jonas had studied of Mike Boehne. That’s him. As soon as they passed his hiding spot he ducked down behind the parked car and walking quietly in his sneakers, caught up to the couple and tasered the woman in her lower back.
 
   Mike Boehne jumped at the loud clacking noise and turned to Jonas, looking confused, “What…?”
 
   He jammed the taser into his chest and pulled the trigger, watching as Boehne twitched and jerked as he fell to the concrete, his neuromuscular control incapacitated by the clacking electrical current. Jonas quickly grabbed the woman by the arm and dragged her limp form unceremoniously between two parked cars. Returning to Boehne, he dragged him to his own car and popping the trunk lid with his remote, heaved the unconscious man inside.
 
   He quickly secured him with his trusty plastic ties, muttering, “That will hold you…” and slammed the trunk closed.
 
   He saw no one else when he left and his smile was relaxed as he pulled his car out onto the street, knowing the signal that jammed the security cameras would lose contact a block from Stealth’s building. If the oblivious security guards look at them at all, all they’ll notice is the staticky white noise that filled their screens on the garage level cameras have cleared and come back online.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Jordan and Catherine had just booted up their workstations when Jordan’s phone rang.
 
   “Hey, it’s Stewart,” he spoke in a rush, “a CEO of some big ass company called Stealth Networks in New Jersey got abducted overnight… the bureau task force is up and running, I’m on my way there now, want to attend in case it’s your guy?”
 
   “Crap,” Jordan jammed the phone between her ear and shoulder and she began furiously typing on her keyboard, “No, we’ll check in from here.”
 
   Catherine had opened her copies of Ryan and Lesous’s company datastreams to study and she peered worriedly around her monitor.
 
   “Think it’s your guy?”
 
   “I think he’s been escalating to something like this, yes.”
 
   Catherine waited until Jordan hung up and simply cocked an eyebrow in query.
 
   “Someone abducted the CEO of Stealth Networks.” Jordan watched Catherine’s eyes open wide.
 
   “Oh, my god…”
 
   “Yeah, Stewart wants us to join up with the task force, but I think we’ll get farther on our own.” She accessed the bureau file already begun on the case by the FBI’s kidnapping task force and quickly scanned the first page, “Initial police report says the CEO, Mike Boehne had a late night conference call with a subscriber in Tokyo and he left with his girlfriend/secretary, Teresa Morgan for a late dinner just before midnight… Teresa says they were walking to his car in the building’s underground garage when she was evidently tasered.” Jordan shook her head in both sympathy and frustration, “All she remembers is that it hurt… she didn’t see anyone.”
 
   “Do you want me to try a psychometry thing in the garage?”
 
   “No,” Jordan shook her head and stared at her screen for a moment. “I think we need to start over.”
 
   “Really?’ Catherine sounded bemused, “From where?”
 
   Jordan sat back in her chair, “Well,” she folded her arms across her chest, “let’s start at the beginning and go have a look at what we think was the abduction site for our first victim…”
 
   “Mitch Ryan.”
 
   “We don’t know exactly when he was killed or if he was last seen at work or in Artie’s Bar like Lesous, but he was first, he was killed and left intact somewhere and only recently made into a torso. The first killed… this whole thing may have started off as a mistake but maybe we should still begin there…”
 
   Catherine warmed to her approach, “But McConnell was the first torso…”
 
   “The first one found.” Jordan brows bounced temptingly, “Say he killed Ryan first, then decided he had a taste for it, maybe… and the next time, for McConnell, he’s prepared.”
 
   “Prepared for abducting and killing and has a ritual for preparing the torsos?” Catherine’s face twisted in disgust, “Jordan, I saw the torso and body parts stacked teepee style in his garage…”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she sounded distracted while she typed, “he’s bananas, for sure.” She stared at the screen for a moment then suddenly stood, “Let’s go have another look at Artie’s Bar.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Red Bank, NJ
 
    
 
   They exited the bar, “Well, that was a bust.” Catherine sighed.
 
   “If Ryan was a mistake, somehow, then the killer was very lucky no one around here has any exterior cameras at all.” Jordan grumped, looking up and down the street.
 
   “This was only one of two neighborhoods out of the six suspected abduction sites that had businesses with no exterior security cameras.”
 
   “The Stealth building had wifi security cameras on all their garage levels…”
 
   Catherine stared at the parking lot across the street, “And they were all jammed during the abduction last night.”
 
   “Those programs are too damn easy to find online.” Jordan grumped. “So he has a plan after his first kill and is smart enough to figure out he has to case the area first.”
 
   “So he would be smart enough not to pull this on a street with hard-wired cameras.”
 
   “Yeah… most of our victim’s co-workers saw them last in the neighborhood bar after work, or they at least think they saw them there.” She turned to look up at the four-story building behind them, “SAEx has the top three floors of this building and Artie’s Bar is their hangout on the ground floor and they all park in that big lot,” she turned, pointing, “across the street. Bad lighting… it’d be dark at night.” Catherine waited patiently while she thought aloud, “McConnell and Thackeray were the second and third killed, maybe he had a scare somewhere in there and he decided to come back here, a place he knew had no security…”
 
   “For Lesous?”
 
   She shrugged, “Or anyone who came out alone.” her voice trailed away as she turned a slow circle, scanning the store fronts on both sides of the street and gestured at the liquor store next to the bar, the double glass doors propped open, “Let’s have a look in here.”
 
   Catherine followed her inside Wine & Spirits Liquors and Jordan winced at the piercing door activated bell chime when they entered.
 
   An older man entered from an open doorway behind the counter, “Can I help you?”
 
   She held up her badge wallet, “Yes,” she pointed to the security camera above his head that pointed out the door towards the street, “we’re investigating an abduction case… does that work?”
 
   He turned to glance at the camera mounted on the wall behind him, “Oh, hell yeah, I didn’t get those for kicks. You wanna look at the tapes?”
 
   Catherine winced internally, Oh, please not VHS tapes.
 
   “If we could,” Jordan smiled, “yes, please.”
 
   “You bet,” he returned the way he came, thru the open doorway behind the counter; “this way…” he waved over his shoulder.
 
   They followed him and Jordan looked up at the camera as they passed, “It says it’s high def, is it?”
 
   “Oh yeah, it’s pretty good, I got three of them on eBay and my son got ‘em all hooked up.” The back room had a desk and plastic chair and he sat briefly and clicked open the camera icon on the desktop, “I don’t do passwords and stuff.” He stood and waved his hand at it, “It’s pretty easy software to use…”
 
   Catherine took his place on the chair and began clicking open files.
 
   “Is it that guy that got kidnapped last night?”
 
   “No, actually,” Jordan turned to him, “it’s someone else who’s been missing for a while.
 
   “Huh.” He grunted when they heard the electronic door chime in the store. “Have at it.” He waved a hand and left.
 
   Jordan turned back to Catherine, “How far back do they go?” She asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “Well,” she murmured, “since we don’t know when Ryan was taken, let alone if it was from here...”
 
   “But we know when Lesous was…” Jordan peered over her shoulder, “Do the recordings go back that far?”
 
   Catherine slid the grimy mouse across a worn mouse pad and smiled, “Yes…” She clicked open the file for that night and began playback.
 
   Jordan held her breath, the camera was angled in such a way that customers standing at the counter were photographed from the mid-chest up so the entryway beyond could also be recorded. “Too many variables…” she muttered under her breath, “through the window, the glass doors… this’ll never work.”
 
   They stared at the screen, watching as customers entered and left the store and Catherine squinted, “You can clearly see cars when they drive by…”
 
   “But not the plates…”
 
   “Well,” Catherine reached in her coat pocket and pulled out a flash drive, “not on this thing, no.” She plugged in the drive to a USB connector and copied the entire software program and camera files. “I’ll bet we can boost the images with some better software at the bureau.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He parked in the garage and checked to make sure the plastic ties around the groggy CEO’s thighs, ankles, and wrists binding his hands behind his back were snug and secure. Once Stealth Networks was behind him he had been careful to stop where there were no security cameras and opened the trunk long enough to remove the battery from Boehne’s cell phone. Now that he was safe at home, he removed the other personal items from Boehne’s pockets before again slamming the trunk lid closed. Exhausted, he retreated to his bedroom to take a nap. He slept for hours and when he awoke and blinked at the bright sunlight streaming in his window, he suddenly panicked and ran to the garage to see if his catch had escaped.
 
   He was panting when he burst in the side door; Calm yourself… he scolded silently, See? The trunk is still closed; he’s still in there… He stood at the back of his car and closed his eyes, silently repeating his mantra until his breathing and pounding heart slowed. Sliding a hand in his pants pocket, he activated the trunk release on his remote and lifted the lid. He cocked his head thoughtfully to one side as he calmly gazed down at his catch. Mike Boehne’s face was tear-stained and his nose had run, leaving dried snot tracks across his right cheek where it drained.
 
   “What do you want?” He asked, his voice sounding like rustling dry leaves.
 
   Jonas noted distantly the dark stain on Boehne’s crotch; He wet his pants too, just like… His brows knit in a frown, unable to remember which of his previous catches had also urinated.  Oh well… he has been waiting a long time.
 
   Mike Boehne cleared his throat, “I said; what do you want?”
 
   “I need your user names, passwords, everything you use at Stealth.”
 
   “No.” Boehne said hoarsely, “I can pay you whatever you want, name your price…”
 
   Jonas drew a slow deep breath in through his nose and walked to his workbench. He withdrew his black serrated folding knife from his kit and returned to the trunk. Boehne lay mostly on his back and wordless, Jonas quickly opened the man’s pants.
 
   “Hey, whoa!” Boehne was scared and his voice shook, “I said I’ll pay you whatever you want, okay?”
 
   Jonas yanked down the slacks and boxer shorts, exposing his privates then snapped open the folding knife in front of Boehne’s face, its black blade glinting dully in the light of the bare overhead bulb.
 
   “Look, LOOK!” Boehne cried, his eyes wide with fear, “just name your price, NAME IT! I’ll pay whatever you want, I SWEAR!”
 
   “I have no need of your money,” Jonas said calmly, “only access. Tell me the user names and passwords that will give me complete and total access to Stealth Networks, or I will cut it off.”
 
   “OKAY, OKAY!” In a voice that quaked uncontrollably, he told Jonas everything, his corporate administrator user name and password as well as the secret user name and password he created for himself no one knew about, including the board of directors. When Jonas slammed the trunk lid closed, he was reciting his offshore bank passwords and account numbers and when he heard his abductor leave the garage, he burst into tears.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   While Jordan drove them back, Catherine sent the data on her flash drive to a talented video technician at the bureau via her tablet, asking for a rush analysis clearing up the images on the license plates outside the liquor store’s glass doors and windows for the night Darrel Lesous disappeared.
 
   He had finished by the time they got back to their desks and Catherine called him, “We’re looking at it now, thanks Ken,” she grinned at the data on her screen, “you are a massive help.” She hung up and turned to Jordan, sitting beside her, “So?”
 
   She pointed at the screen, “Well, we can see the cars pulling in and leaving the parking lot more clearly... Kenny has software that recognizes letters and numbers when you highlight them and he just plugged the field right into the motor vehicle commission’s database.”
 
   “Ooo,” Catherine enthused, “so you can see the registered owner info… nice.”
 
   “He says all we need to do is pause the payback and click on the plate to see the ID…” Her voice faded as she stared at the screen, pausing and clicking on the license plates.” Several minutes passed while she clicked on cars entering and leaving the parking lot across the street until she groaned, “Oh, this is still going to take a while.”
 
   More minutes passed in silence as they stared at the screen while Jordan clicked the mouse on and off until, “Hey…” she paused the video.
 
   “What?”
 
   “This car pulling out of the lot… didn’t it just pull in a few minutes ago?” She dragged the cursor back until she found it.
 
   Catherine noted the time, “It pulls in at 11:23 and leaves twenty-two minutes later…”
 
   Jordan pushed the time forward again and froze the playback on the image of the car leaving. “Okay,” she clicked on the plate, “let’s see who you are.”
 
   “Jonas Alden!” Catherine’s jaw dropped, “Oh my god, that’s the head writer who got fired over the flash crash at SAEx!”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “So,” Catherine licked suddenly dry lips, “why go to the bar all the SAEx employees hang out at if you’ve been fired?”
 
   Jordan stood and grabbed the jacket she tossed over the back of her chair, “Why go there at all and then sit in the parking lot for twenty-two minutes, and then leave?”
 
   “No one saw him in the bar that night did they? I think they would have remembered him if he did…”
 
   “All excellent questions...” She grinned and absently patted her hands over her gun, keys, phone and badge wallet, “I’m gonna go ask him and see what his answers are.”
 
   “Hey,” Catherine stood, “don’t you think you should have someone go with you?”
 
   “Stewart’s part of the abduction task force now...” She bent to give her a quick kiss, “I’ll call the local PD for back up if I need them.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He had used Boehne’s private user name and password to access Stealth Network and laughed aloud when he realized the CEO was serious when he said no one knew he maintained private, complete and total access of his company. He must have been quite a code writer in his day. He spent hours familiarizing himself with Stealth algorithms before uploading his program. And now it lies in wait, he smiled, gazing at the graph on his large monitor; It looks like a high speed electrocardiogram, buzzing at the low spectrum of existence… he grinned, for now. His eyes dropped to the smaller screen on his laptop just in front of it and he watched the countdown to program initiation, And when it is finally released on the Network, it will hardly be noticed until the moment it executes Wall Street, like a bullet to the brain, he snorted, although by comparison even that’s too slow… He stopped abruptly and froze so he could focus on the thought. A long minute passed and he grinned again, Yes, a bullet to the brain… perfect.
 
   He checked his program a final time to assure himself it would execute precisely as written, then got up and retrieved the cleaning kit and his gun. He methodically cleaned and reloaded it just like the videos taught him. A .38 can be just as lethal as a .357 magnum when fired at point blank range. His head cocked to one side, I wonder how much of a mess it will make.
 
   He returned to his laptop and watched the timer counting down for several long seconds before he went to the front door; A new symbol is now required to reflect the beginning of a new era... He nodded, engrossed by this thoughts, The execution must be symbolic, a bullet to the brain, like my code once it has entered Wall Street, stopping it utterly in an instant. The stock market is full of bastards and thieves and no one is doing anything to stop them. No one, but me.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   As soon as Jordan left, Catherine called Bea to tell her of their progress and to ask if they could finally get a warrant for the rogue code that caused the SAEx flash crash if Jordan arrested Alden. She then went back to working on the concealed code in Ryan’s SAEx datastream. So what if it was Alden that was secretly tracking him? What if, for whatever reason, he hacked his company account… She scrolled through the subtly altered code from the beginning and paused when she saw the tiniest hiccup in the algorithm. Hang on, I saw this last time, but now that we think it was the head writer who hacked Ryan, now let’s say that’s just part one of a sneaky hack event by a smart company code writer… She marked it and continued the scroll again. Several minutes went by when she slammed back in her seat, staring at the screen, “Oh my god, I get it! He spread it out through the algorithm but structured it to interact as one set… Oh, my god,” She groaned, “it’s like that movie…” She snatched at her desk phone and frantically called Jordan, The call is coming from inside the house! SAEx’s head code writer hacked both Lesous and Ryan… He killed them and turned them into torsos…


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   He dragged Boehne from the trunk of his car and left him on the black drip pan in the middle of his garage floor while he pulled his car out of the garage and closed the door. When he returned through the side door, his smile was indulgent when he caught Boehne struggling weakly against the plastic ties, “It’s ironic,” he said in a quiet voice, “I positioned their right arms so they pointed accusingly at datacenters. I didn’t even realize most of them were yours.” He stood over him, “Your datacenters… and your signal amplifiers are the minions, the enablers who give HFT’s the secret power over Wall Street.” Boehne was silent as he looked up at him. “I know now when I positioned my catches the symbolism was not meant for the common man, it was meant for me, so I could see what I needed to do.” He suddenly smiled and chuckled, “And all I needed to do was capture the network and turn it against itself.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” Mike Boehne rasped, “what do you want?”
 
   “I’m going to take down Spread Networks and Wall Street in less than the blink of an eye.” Although frightened, Boehne still looked at him disbelievingly. “Remember that big flash crash at SAEx?” His smile was pleasant, “I was the father of that… inadvertently, of course, but I did create the code that caused the crash that day. I managed to stop it, but later I realized what everyone called a rogue code was actually the genesis of Life itself.” He gazed at the far garage wall, not seeing it, “Digital Life, but Life nonetheless. I’ve decided to call it Algorithmic Biogenesis. My code is going to take down Wall Street the instant before the closing bell today.” He grinned down at him, “Everyone in the market will know something bad has happened, but they won’t know for sure until the opening bell sounds tomorrow morning and nothing happens.” He chuckled, “The algorithm I’ve created is digital life, and given the slightest push, it will generate… procreate on its own. After it destroys Wall Street and the technologists of the world understand they cannot stop a living code we’ll finally be able to get on with the business of actual living… and I can return to writing code fulltime.” His smile was sublime and he drew in a slow deep clearing breath, “I’ll spend my remaining sentient days writing living code and studying digital life and how it interacts with our world… digital reality existing in its own time and space.”
 
   “Holy fuck.” Boehne whispered.
 
   Jonas looked at him as though he had forgotten he was there, “Do you know who I am?”
 
    
 
   It had started to rain when Jordan pulled off the road and into the trees; she had checked the satellite map while she was stuck in traffic and was disturbed by how closely the overhead view appeared to match Catherine’s sketches in her dream journal. I have a very bad feeling about this. She drove down the graveled driveway, carved in a straight line through the woods until it made a sharp right turn around a dense grove of mature White Ash and Eastern White Pines. The second the bureau car emerged from the woods, she slammed on the brakes. The driveway continued in a straight line through a gently sloping green pasture that ended at a white house with multi-paned windows.
 
   She quickly shifted into reverse and retreated into the safety of the woods, backing the car off the graveled drive and between two trees. She cut the engine and called the local police department. She identified herself and asked to speak to the shift supervisor, again identifying herself and telling her she needed backup to take a serial murder suspect into custody at 32 Olde Noah Hunt Road, in Howell Township. The moment she hung up her phone rang and she jumped even though she could see it was Catherine calling her.
 
   “Hey, I…”
 
   “It’s him, Jordan!” Catherine said in a rush, “I know it is, I’m such an idiot! It didn’t even occur to me to check the aerial view of his place until I found the hacks in his code!”
 
   “I know,” Jordan unbuckled the seatbelt and pulled it free, “I’m here; hiding in the woods at the end of his driveway and from what I could see the house looks just like your sketches.”
 
   “Oh, my god…”
 
   “Yeah,” the rain began to pound on the car’s roof and she raised her voice slightly, “I’ve called for backup so that’s why I’m waiting here in the trees.” She twisted to look in the back seat, “Wish I’d thought to grab a rain slicker, it’s really starting to come down over here.”
 
   “Good…” Catherine sounded relieved, “I mean that you’re waiting for help, that’s good.”
 
   “Excellent work as always, Doctor Bern...” Jordan froze in her seat, What’s that? She cocked her head to one side, listening, is someone crying?
 
   “Jordan?”
 
   “I gotta’ go…”
 
   “Are the police there?”
 
   “Yeah, just about, I’ll call you back in a few…” She snatched the car keys from the ignition, “Love you.” She hung up and turned the ringer and vibrate modes off her phone before slipping it into her jacket pocket. She got out of the car and manually locked the door before quietly pushing it closed and slipped the keys in her other jacket pocket. Walking cautiously onto the graveled driveway, she walked until she exited the trees and could look down the straight sloping driveway to the white garage and house. I could swear I heard someone crying… She absently patted one hand over her service weapon and the other over the spare magazine she kept on the back of her waistband. She stepped off the graveled drive and onto the flattened grass, I wish the rain would fall more quietly… she groused silently, running her hands back over her now rain-soaked hair, pushing it from her face and uncovering her ears. She strained to hear past the falling rain and when she heard the distant crying sound again, she took off running.
 
    
 
   “It’ll be quick, I promise.” Jonas assured him, “and more painless than the death I gave your predecessors.” He rolled him forward onto his stomach and pressed a foot against his back to hold him still, “They all had to watch when I cut their heads off, I’m putting a bullet in the back of your brain first.”
 
   Boehne began sobbing as soon as Jonas pulled the revolver from the back of his waistband. “PLEASE!” He shrieked, “PLEASE JESUS GOD PLEASE DON’T KILL ME!”
 
   A clap of thunder sounded overhead and Jonas smiled broadly, “See? Even the heavens are watching and sending their approval.”
 
    
 
   Jordan ran the length of the long driveway as fast as she could in the pounding rain; she had half assumed Alden had already killed Mike Boehne until she heard the crying, and as the skies darkened overhead in the strengthening storm, she could see light filling the garage windows and she pulled her weapon.
 
    
 
   Boehne was shaking violently as he sobbed and wailed; writhing on the dip pan and Jonas slid his booted foot higher on his back and against the back of his neck, “Hold still, you don’t want me to miss do you?”
 
   Jordan kicked in the door, “FBI! HANDS UP!” she shouted; her service weapon held extended in both hands, pointed at Alden’s chest.
 
   Both Boehne and Jonas yelled in surprise but Jonas still managed to swing his revolver from Boehne to Jordan.
 
   “Don’t!” Jonas shouted and struggled to lower his voice, “Don’t, let me finish, please.”
 
   “Finish what?”
 
   “Let me destroy Wall Street. This is my last catch, I promise, he is the perfect example… the perfect symbol to the world of how corrupt a system the stock market is.”
 
   Rain dripped off the end of Jordan’s nose and gun, “It’s over now, Jonas, put the gun down and you can explain it everyone, okay?”
 
   “No.” He kept the gun trained on her, “I am stopping big banks and traders from screwing over every investor in this country, not the one small moral independent exchange that exists, not the FBI, no one can stop the flash traders or make a difference for good, only me, I’ve written the code… understand?”
 
   “I get it,” she said, keeping her tone conversational, “Wall Street is rigged and you want revenge, but how can you justify killing people?”
 
   “How can I…” He looked genuinely confused, “They deserved it.” He shrugged, “I didn’t know if I was going to make a difference, in the beginning I had no expectation I could stop the cruel disregard for basic decency, for common courtesy… the single-minded greed let alone the massive skullduggery… the all consuming and consumptive tumor that is Wall Street!” His voice grew in intensity and he calmed himself. “I only sought justice, vengeance, retribution... and I can stop it now… I can. I have written the code.” He gave Boehne a shove with his foot, “His datacenters and string of signal amplifiers will infect the entire global market in one tenth of a millionth of a second…”
 
   “Look,” she shrugged, “I didn’t say you weren’t smart.”
 
   “It’s all ready to go,” he said, his voice reassuring, “his company’s encryption was easy enough to crack, he’s only here now as a symbol of the frailty that Wall Street ultimately is.” He snickered, “The instant before the closing bell sounds, it will be done and Wall Street will be no more…” His smile was benevolent and he shook his head in slow self-appreciation from side to side, “all from my humble laptop… All of them; the central banks, the stock exchanges, none of them give a damn about American business and if it was possible; they care even less about the individual investor. The only thing any of them have ever cared about is how much money they make each day and that is all. The American investor is as ignorant and helpless as sheep, blindly trusting that an utterly rigged and untrustworthy market will treat them fairly and let them make a few pennies each day toward their child’s college fund, or their retirement while the traders are taking millions of their money.” His laugh was both sad and ironic, “They’re all such deluded fools.”
 
   “Yeah, except that’s over now, Jonas. Put the gun down before the cops get here.”
 
   He frowned, considering her words, “Don’t you know who I am?”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded, “I know.”
 
   “I am a Peaceful Being…” He said and pointed the gun to his head, pulling the trigger.
 
   Jordan quickly looked away, flinching when she heard the shot. She looked back when she heard him fall and drew a deep, careful breath before checking the body.
 
   Boehne lay limply on the drip pan and sobbed quietly, facedown, “That fucking asshole’s crazy!”
 
   She could hear a vehicle come to a skidding halt on the gravel outside and holstered her weapon, “More help is here, just relax now.” She muttered and returned to the doorway, fishing her badge wallet out of her jacket pocket.
 
   Two officers rushed from their vehicle, their weapons drawn, “I’m Lieutenant Gordon Walker…” the elder man introduced himself.
 
   “Agent Hawkins,” she said, holding her ID up for them to see, “the suspect is dead so don’t touch anything in here… but does one of you have a pocket knife or something to cut the plastic ties off the hostage?”
 
   The second officer holstered the gun he held in shaking hands and fumbled in his large cargo pocket, “I gotta’ Swiss Army knife with a pair of wire cutters on it.”
 
   “Great.” She motioned him inside.
 
   He ducked past her and was halfway across the garage floor when he saw Alden’s body and splattered blood and brains. “Oh shit.” He squeaked, and tiptoed the remaining distance to the hostage.
 
   “Lieutenant, this is a crime scene for a serial murderer.” Jordan pointed at Boehne, “I need you to move the hostage to your car ‘til the paramedics arrive and make sure no one comes in here ‘til the bureau’s scene investigation unit arrives, okay?”
 
   He nodded, “Understood.”
 
   While she spoke the other officer cut the plastic ties from Mike Boehne’s wrists, ankles and thighs and the lieutenant helped him half drag half carry the weeping CEO out to their patrol car. She closed the door behind them and looked up at the gray sky, relieved the rain had stopped.
 
   She could see more police cars speeding up the long drive and she called after the lieutenant, “I’ll be in the house if you need me, have some of your officers guard the driveway out at the road, okay? Once the media gets wind of this they’ll be crawling all over this place.”
 
   “NO!” Boehne suddenly twisted in their grasp, “NO! NO PUBLICITY! It’ll kill us! Our stock will be worthless!”
 
   Jordan stood for a moment longer, watching the shouting man in both sympathy and some bewilderment then headed for the house.
 
   She pulled her weapon again, although she seriously doubted anyone was inside, and opened the door. Gun held at the ready, she entered cautiously, straining to hear the slightest sound while her eyes swept the rooms for any movement. She entered the living room, taking quick inventory of the exercise equipment, small couch, TV, and the laptop and large monitor on the ranch style wooden kitchen table sitting prominently in the middle of the room. A swivel chair sat before it and Jordan quickly approached. It’s running… She stared down at the screens; the program’s name, Eve of Destruction/Atom of Rebirth topped both, the large monitor displayed a graph with what looked like a flickering EEG signal and in front of it, the laptop’s screen had a timer counting down.
 
   “Dammit.” She muttered aloud and dug her cell phone from a jacket pocket. One-handed, she dialed Stewart. “Hey,” she greeted him, still holding her weapon extended towards the open doorway, “I found the torso murderer, he just killed himself but he’s running a program that’s gonna take down Wall Street just before closing bell at four o’clock today.”
 
   “Holy shit!” Stewart suddenly sounded as if he was running, “It’s almost one now! What do you need?”
 
   “I need Catherine here at my location… right now.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York City, NY
 
    
 
   Catherine was still studying what she now knew was Alden’s algorithm, looking for more cleverly written code when her phone rang. When she saw the caller ID, she didn’t bother saying hello.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Hey there, yeah, I’m fine, listen, Stewart is coming to get you, I need your brain to diagnose what Alden has going on his laptop.”
 
   “You arrested him?”
 
   “I was going to, but then he killed himself.”
 
   “Oh, my god!”
 
   “It’s okay,” Jordan stared down at the screen, “the hostage is still alive, so it’s all good… except for what I’m seeing on Alden’s computer here.”
 
   Stewart suddenly burst in the door and Catherine jumped and yelled, still clutching the phone to her ear.
 
   “Sorry!” Stewart held up his hands in apology, out of breath, “Sorry!”
 
   “I take it Stewart’s there now?” Jordan asked drolly.
 
   Catherine sputtered, “Yeah!”
 
   “Grab your stuff, he’s gonna bring you and Bea out here, okay?”
 
   “Okay…” she swallowed audibly, “I’ll see you soon.” They hung up and she was barely able to grab her jacket, purse, phone, and tablet when Stewart grabbed her by the hand and dragged her out the door.
 
   “Come on,” he rasped, “We’re going up to the roof.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Howell Township, NJ
 
    
 
   Jordan explored the rest of Alden’s house while she waited, her service weapon held at the ready even though it became increasingly obvious it was empty. She checked the kitchen and room at the rear of the house Alden clearly used as his bedroom before exploring the vacant rooms upstairs. When she finally returned to the living room and holstered her weapon, she flexed her hand and shook it out at the wrist, groaning softly, The place is in great shape, but he didn’t have an eye for decorating, did he?
 
   Several whiteboards were stacked against the wall, What have we here? She squinted at the neat writing that completely covered the whiteboard, Oh jeez, Catherine’ll have to tell me what this is… She pulled the cuff of her sleeve down over her fingers to tilt the board forward and flipped past two more boards filled with codes and formulas and stopped. The title at the top of the board was, Protocols for Catch Research. Her eyes scanned the list, “Wow, so this is how he chose and grabbed his victims…” She flipped to the last board and winced, Dismemberment and Disposal Protocols/A Ritual for Organization, Neatness and Efficacy. “My god.” Jordan said aloud as she scanned Alden’s list of tools needed to kill, how to first decapitate, then sever limbs and genitalia, and how to stack them teepee style on his drip pan to maximize fluid drainage. He wrote when to wear gloves, collect personal effects, bag body parts and… Her brows arched, Oh… he dumped them from his boat. “So Lucas may be able to match that arm found in the ocean to one of the victims after all.”
 
   She got out her phone and made a lengthy audio file to be transcribed for her report and when she heard the approach of the rotors, she knew her phone would ring shortly and she went out to stand on the front porch to wait.
 
   When it rang she answered, “Hey Stewart, I hear you coming.”
 
   “Okay, I can see you, we’re gonna put down in front of the house.”
 
   She hung up and watched as the FBI helicopter pilot landed in the grassy field, powering down the rotors while Stewart, Bea and Catherine exited.
 
   She waited until they were close enough for her not to shout, “Hello,” she greeted them with a smile, “sorry you had to land in the wet grass.”
 
   “I’m just grateful this storm’s a fast mover,” Stewart said, “I hate flying in crappy weather.”
 
   Catherine noted Jordan looked dry but still somewhat bedraggled by her run down Alden’s long driveway in the rain and she shuddered again as she regarded the long sloping drive and the white house from her dreams, now surrounded by police and FBI vehicles.
 
   “Hey, Bea,” Jordan greeted the Cyber Division leader, “thanks for coming.”
 
   “Are you kidding?” She scoffed, “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything.”
 
   “This way,” Jordan gestured to the front door, “to Stock Market Armageddon…”
 
   “That’s not funny Jordan.” Stewart scowled.
 
   “I know.” She shrugged and followed them inside.
 
   They stood in front of Alden’s kitchen table in the middle of his living room and regarded the two monitors.
 
   “Hoy crap…” Stewart groaned, “There’s less than two hours on his countdown.” He turned to Catherine, “Can you crack this before it runs out?”
 
   “Oh, my…” she whispered, “that pulsating graph looks pretty scary.”
 
   Jordan gestured at the wall, “You might want to have a look at his whiteboards first.”
 
   She had spread out the three boards with the mass of code written on it and both Catherine and Bea moved to stand in front of them. An uneasy silence fell over the room and Jordan watched how Catherine’s eyes swept from one board to the next, pouring over and seemingly through condense and concisely written code.
 
   “He incorporated the error from the flash crash in his new program.” She pointed at the bottom of the middle board.
 
   Stewart crossed his arms nervously over his chest and chewed a thumbnail.
 
   “But I’m not sure where the failsafe is.”
 
   “Are you sure he’d have one?” Jordan asked.
 
   “He planned to still be around after he took the stock market down, didn’t he?” Bea had parked her hands on her hips and her voice had a droll quality to it, “It would make sense he’d still want control over it so he could blackmail everybody the day after.”
 
   Jordan looked skeptical, “I don’t think blackmail was on his radar.”
 
   “So this is The Eve of Destruction.” Catherine murmured under her breath and stepped closer. “Can I touch this?”
 
   “Well,” Jordan shrugged, “can you do it through your coat sleeve?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” she pulled her sleeve down over her fingertips. Her eyelids fluttered closed and she breathed quietly and deeply in through her nose, You may speak to me but not through me… She saw a hand, holding a marker… the hand wrote in a peculiar cadence, at a particular speed, the letters and numbers precisely formed and the flash crash code flickered in her eyes… like when I saw it that day in the server room, only…
 
   Jordan stood next to Stewart and she heard him whisper, “What is she doing?” under his breath.
 
   “Shut up.” She whispered back.
 
   Without a word, Catherine returned to the table and adjusting the swivel chair to her height, pulled herself up to the table, keeping her hands in her lap while she studied the screen.
 
   Stewart whispered hoarsely, “The countdown has less than two hours on it.”
 
   “Will that be enough time?” Jordan asked.
 
   Bea set up her own laptop on the table next to Alden’s and plugged in a cable connecting the two, “Let’s hope so.” She turned to Stewart, “How about seeing if there are some more chairs in this place?”
 
   “Sure.” He hurried from the room
 
   “Wait…” Jordan followed, “he has chairs in the kitchen.”
 
   “Can I work from yours?” Catherine asked.
 
   “Of course you can,” Bea gestured distractedly, “that’s why I brought this stuff.”
 
   “I believe the pulsations on the graph indicate his program is already online at Stealth Networks…” Her voice dropped to a mumble as she accessed Alden’s laptop from Bea’s and typed furiously for several seconds, “Oh yeah, that’s just what he did.”
 
   Jordan and Stewart returned with three wooden chairs from the kitchen, “Can’t you just unplug it from the Internet?” Stewart asked.
 
   “No, he’s already has digital tendrils in the network to prevent that. His program’s already been uploaded into Stealth, it’s just waiting there for the final countdown to finish and initiate full activation. Any disruption in this feed,” she pointed to the pulsing graphic, “will trigger the program to start immediately and bypass the pre-closing bell activation about three millionths of a second before four o’clock.”
 
   Stewart had begun to pace nervously behind them and he moaned, “Oh, my god…”
 
   Bea hooked up Catherine’s tablet to her laptop, “I’m gonna rig this to record everything that happens digitally so we can study the hell out of it later.”
 
   “Fine by me...” Catherine muttered, staring at the screen. Her fingers flew over the keyboard for long minutes.
 
   Jordan kept her voice low, “Gonna’ let more experts have a look at it when this is all over?”
 
   “Oh, hell no...” Bea pulled one of the kitchen chairs next to Catherine, “This code is brilliant,” she quietly, “there’s no way I can ever let this go public.”
 
   She looked surprised, “Why not? Just to private contractors, I mean. If Alden could write code like this aren’t there a whole lot of other people out there who can too?”
 
   “Stop it.” Stewart whispered worriedly. More long minutes passed in silence until he asked, “Should I order pizza?”
 
   “That graph looks like an EEG,” Jordan stared at the flickering green line, “but the spikes are so small, it’s looks more like buzzing… from an insect.”
 
   “If only…” Bea shook her head from side to side.
 
   “Gotcha’.” Catherine suddenly whispered and turned to Bea, “If you agree I’ll shut it down.”
 
   Bea squinted at the screen and scanned the newly written code, “Uh, huh…” she muttered, seeing how Catherine hacked Alden’s code and subtlety rewrote it to withdraw the program currently floating in Stealth Networks servers and shut down. “Be my guest.” She stood, grinning.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, WHOA NOW!” Stewart’s eyes flew open wide, “You are absolutely sure you can take this thing offline and Wall Street won’t crash?”
 
   Catherine nodded, “Yes, Alden used the rogue code that flash crashed SAEx. He must have studied it for some time before figuring out how to incorporate it into his program… Remember he did figure out how to stop the rogue element of that code. I can stop it now just like he stopped the flash crash that day.” She pointed at the screen, “I rewrote his code in such a way that his program will recognize the directive to initiate the program to withdraw and shut down.”
 
   “Initiate?” He face drained of color, “But that means be active, or wake up and go or whatever… right?”
 
   “It’s okay, Stewart, it’s going to initiate a command to withdraw from Stealth and shut down.”
 
   “And if you’re wrong, Wall Street blows up?”
 
   “It won’t.”
 
   Jordan rolled her eyes, “Jeez, Stewart, have a little faith.”
 
   He turned panicked eyes at Bea, “Are you sure it can be deactivated?” His voice shook, “Shouldn’t we check with someone first?” He turned back to Catherine, “No offense.”
 
   Catherine’s smile was sublime, “None taken.”
 
   “Check with who?” Bea snorted, folding her hands across her chest, “The best cyber brain on the continent just told you she cracked it…” She pointed at the countdown on Alden’s laptop, “You wanna’ keep discussing this while the clock ticks down?”
 
   Stewart had begun to perspire and he waved his hands distractedly, “Jesus, I know, Bea! For chrissakes! I’m just sayin’…”
 
   “It’s alright now.” Catherine stood and stretched.
 
   He turned to her, exasperated, “What is?”
 
   “Alden’s program, I deactivated it.”
 
   Jordan was watching when she took the program offline and she snickered, “Yeah, just now while you were busy trying not to have a coronary.”
 
   Bea pointed at the screen, “See?” She snorted, “I guess someone has quite the investment portfolio…”
 
    
 
   Mary had arrived with her scene investigation unit and Jordan went outside to talk to her while Bea and Catherine copied files and shut down the collection of devices on Alden’s kitchen table.
 
   She saw her and walked over, “You know, Agent Hawkins,” she said, stripping latex gloves off her hands, “it’s a damn good thing you caught your guy in there.” She nodded to the garage, “I have paid top-dollar for a non-stop flight to Hawaii that leaves next week…”
 
   The helicopter pilot had restarted the engines and Jordan turned briefly at the noise before turning back to her, grinning, “Then I’ll be expecting a nice Hawaiian shirt for my troubles, Agent Fielding.”
 
   “Hey, Jordan?” Stewart climbed down the front steps of the house, Bea and Catherine in tow, “Bea and I are gonna head back, can Doctor Bernard head back with you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Catherine waved goodbye to them and greeted Mary, “His house has hardly anything in it, hopefully it won’t take long to process.”
 
   “From your lips to God’s ear…” she scoffed and grinned, heading back to the garage.
 
   Jordan and Catherine walked in silence down the long driveway, and halfway to the car she finally asked, “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I am.” Jordan an arm around the petite shoulders, “It’ll be getting late by the time we get back, should we stay in the city tonight? We have our emergency overnight bags in the van and we can tell Cam we’re having a surprise mini-vacation…”
 
   “It’s not that late,” Catherine wrapped her arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze, “We can stop for a pizza dinner on the way home, he’d love that just as much. I’d rather we all slept in our own beds tonight.”
 
   They walked on in companionable silence until they reached the trees and Jordan pointed, “See the car? I hope the tires haven’t sunk in the grass, the ground is pretty wet.”
 
   Catherine had stopped and was looking back down the driveway at the house and garage.
 
   “It looks just like your sketches, doesn’t it?”
 
   She nodded, “It’s so strange.” She said, sounding distracted, “Actually seeing it from above, physically, with my own awake-eyes… gave me goose bumps like you wouldn’t believe.”
 
   Jordan nodded, watching as she began slowly walking back down the driveway, looking at the ground. Her brow furrowed, “Looking for something?”
 
   “I guess not.” Jordan looked at her disbelievingly and she shrugged, “White feathers, I saw one when I was dreaming from this vantage point.”
 
   “Oh.” Jordan’s brows arched, “Find any?”
 
   “No…” Catherine returned to the car, “it’s okay.” A soft chuckle escaped her, “I’m sure we’ll see more.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   “The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.”
 
    
 
   - Proverbs 29:7
 
    
 
    
 
   “The first request of civilization ... is that of justice.”
 
    
 
   - Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Millburn, NJ
 
    
 
   “May all beings be happy, content and fulfilled. May all Beings be healed and whole again. May all be protected from harm and free from fear. May there be peace in this world, and throughout all possible universes.” Jordan was grinning when they finished, it still made her smile when Cam said, pottible newnipurses.
 
   They always took turns sitting on the edge of Cameron’s bed during the bedtime ritual and Catherine watched from the doorway, Jordan looks exhausted.
 
   “Okay, mom…” Cam called her, “hug.”
 
   She joined them in a family hug on the bed and when she and Jordan stood, he slid down under the covers and tucked in his teddy bear and glowworm next to him. “Ready?”
 
   “Yeah,” he peeked under the covers and after fumbling for a moment, placed two white feathers on top of his bedspread covered with pictures of Dug and Kevin from the Pixar movie.
 
   Jordan and Catherine’s jaws dropped, “Where’d you get those?” She asked.
 
   “They’re under the covers sometimes.” He snuggled back under, “Mostly they’re in my toy box.”
 
   “Really?” Catherine rasped hoarsely and cleared her throat, “Are they coming from your pillow?”
 
   “I dunno.” He shrugged.
 
   Jordan snorted, “I believe Chelsea and your grandmother sent them.”
 
   He sounded unsurprised, “That means I’ll see them when I dream tonight?”
 
   Catherine’s jaw dropped again and she clamped her mouth shut briefly before asking, “Do you dream about your sister?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, rearranging his teddy bear and glowworm companions under the covers, “we play.”
 
   “Oh, that’s… that’s great, Cam.”
 
   “Yeah,” he looked up at them, “can we go to the zoo tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   “Wanna watch TV before bed?”
 
   “Can’t,” Jordan shook her head, “if I sit down I’ll fall asleep.” She shuffled to the kitchen, “I’m gonna do the dishes.”
 
   Catherine followed, “I’ll dry.”
 
   Jordan twisted the stopper in the drain and turned on the hot water, “He doesn’t have a goose down pillow, you know.”
 
   “I know,” Catherine snickered, “I remembered that as soon as I said it.” She got a towel and stood next to her, watching the suds rise when Jordan added dish soap to the rushing water. “It occurred to me what’s happening in the stock market really is like when we play Jenga. Brandon Kimura keeps saying in these interviews it’s not a question of if but when the next flash crash happens… like Jenga; it’s the high frequency traders who are pulling out the sticks that will eventually make the whole thing come crashing down. Except when it does, they’ll be the winners and have all the money.” She shrugged, “It’s funny in a way, all it would take is someone smart and either crazy or angry like Alden to upload infected code that’s really hard to crack… and Wall Street could, absolutely, self-destruct in a millionth of a second and it would all be over.”
 
   “I know Bea is fed up with trying to get anything done anymore…” Jordan industriously scrubbed a dish, “She said she feels like she’s beating her head against a brick wall; everyone’s fighting the bureau and the Department of Justice to keep our hands off Wall Street, and not just the stock exchanges, it’s politicians too.” She rinsed it and let the water drip from it for a moment before handing it to her, “They’re all protecting Big Money and Big Banks so it’s just not profitable for Wall Street or the United States Congress to protect either American Business or the investor.”
 
   “Well, Alden clearly had a screw loose, but he was right; no one with any power is interested in justice or fair play in the stock market.” She dried the dish and returned it to the cupboard, “But he certainly did quite well for himself when he shadow-hacked Mitch Ryan and made a pile of money copying his investment strategy. He wrote about his outrage at how the ordinary investor was being screwed, but he still kept the money… I think I get what motivated him to start killing high frequency traders, he wrote a lot about how mean and nasty they were to him on a daily basis year after year, but mostly he wrote about was how corrupt they all were and how he was cleaning out Wall Street like an infected wound… And then, every once in awhile he’d mention how the victimized investors were being screwed but his sympathy for them seemed to stop there.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jordan scrubbed a glass, “for an apparently non-religious person he really had a thing for his messed-up Christ metaphor; feeding his catches to the fishes from his boat.”
 
   “That was creepy. It never ceases to amaze me when they interview the neighbors of these murderers on the news and they all say how nice and unassuming a person the murderer was.”
 
   “You mean his neighbors at the marina?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That boat of his is really nice though.”
 
   “Are you saying that like you want one?”
 
   “Hell no,” Jordan snorted and handed her another dish, “I’m still working on finding a riding school for us and Cam… when he’s bigger.”
 
   “Ooo,” Catherine grinned, “aren’t you sneaky.”
 
   “Not really, since I just blew it and told you.”
 
   “Sam been able to match that arm to a victim yet?”
 
   “The fisherman’s arm, yeah, she’s pretty sure it matches Chris Thackeray; third killed, second torso found. She’ll confirm it when the DNA matches.”
 
   They washed and dried pans and breakfast bowls for a long minute before Jordan said, “I think Alden’s understanding of revenge was too twisted to be equated with justice. He kept such a detailed record of how to stalk and kill and render his victims down to emasculated torsos, I think his killing spree was more about a brilliant person with the potential for insanity being pushed over the edge by bullying asshole co-workers than him being some demented righteous crusader. Maybe you can’t put a person like Alden in such an aggressive environment and not expect him to snap… I’ll have to ask Lianna what she thinks.”
 
   “So…” Catherine steeled herself, “you’re going to talk to her?”
 
   “Yes.” Jordan handed her a plate.
 
   “About Alden killing himself in front of you?”
 
   “Yeah.” She drew in a deep breath through her nose, “I didn’t see it though, when he raised the gun to his head I knew what was coming…”
 
   “So you didn’t see it.”
 
   “No,” she handed her another dish, “I really didn’t.”
 
   Catherine exhaled heavily, relieved, “Thank god.” She took it, thoughtful for a long moment while she slowly wiped it dry. “He had a copy of the company’s high frequency algorithm…” She put the dish away, “I saw it, there was an error in his upgrade that caused the flash crash that day.”
 
   “So so it wasn’t the algorithm, it was an upgrade?”
 
   “Well, yes and no, his code, and here I mean the upgrade he wrote, was fine by itself. It had something in it, an instruction to make a slight adjustment in the algorithm to make it ever faster when making a particular type of trade, and when he uploaded it, it interacted with the company’s algorithm and the mix of code, so to speak, created the error that made it implode. Alden didn’t deliberately intend for the algorithm to go rogue, but he may have been right when he called the portion that triggered it, Digital Life.”
 
   Jordan gave her a look, “Really.”
 
   “I found a folder on his laptop filled with notes about his belief in something he called Algorithmic Biogenesis. He thought algorithms were living things, or at least had the potential to become living things, anyway, he wrote quite, uh… extensively on the subject.” Jordan gave her a comical look and she added, “He did seem to ramble a lot.”
 
   “Well, that sounds crazy.”
 
   “Yeah,” Catherine sighed, “crazy… I really hope so. The glitch in his code is an interesting one in that it gave the algorithm the power to be unpredictable and do unexpected things; like going rogue. There are behavioral scientists today who would call that consciousness.”
 
   Jordan stopped again and looked at her, “You’re kidding.”
 
   “I wish I was. Some of the smartest neurobiologists in the world have decided the mind is the product of a web of neurons in the brain so now they’re asking the question; if the Internet were a brain, how would its complexity stack up against a human brain?”
 
   “I don't like where this is going…”
 
   Catherine emitted a harrumphing sound, “Me neither, and after reading Alden’s notes…” she shook her head at first then nodded; “he may have been onto something.”
 
   “So that’s what he meant by the Adam and Eve reference on his program?”
 
   “And changed it to Atom and Eve?” She chuckled, “Probably.” Jordan handed her the last glass to dry and drained the sink. She dried it quietly and put it away before saying, “I read where the hostage said Alden had a thing about himself that he recited; he had a file on that too, it was a mantra… a list of meanings for his first and last names, Jonas and Alden.”
 
   Jordan rinsed and squeezed the sponge until the water ran clear, “In the second before he shot himself, he started it…”
 
   “‘I am a peaceful being?’”
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded, “that.” She took the towel from her and dried her hands, “He said, ‘Don’t you know who I am? I am a peaceful being,’ then… ” She tossed it over the long oven handle, spreading it out to dry, “It makes you wonder how many people are out there who are desperate to be seen, heard… listened to,” she shrugged, “acknowledged, maybe, but nevertheless so desperate they snap the tether and their minds go rogue...”
 
   “Well,” Catherine hooked her fingers in the waistband of Jordan’s jeans and pulled her close, draping her arms around her waist, “You certainly heard the hostage and kept him from being killed by Alden too.”
 
   She cocked her head to one side, thinking, “Oh, yeah, I heard that poor guy crying.”
 
   “Jordan,” Catherine tugged at her, “how was it possible for you hear that man crying when you were, one; parked so far away, two; it was raining,” she added, “by your own account loudly, and three; the windows were rolled up in the car?”
 
   Jordan sniffed and stared into the dark living room and beyond, considering her words, “I don’t know…” Her nose wrinkled in concentration, “When you say it out loud like that it doesn’t make sense that I could have heard him… but I did.”
 
   Catherine let go and took her hand, leading her from the room, “Maybe you’ve got a psychic thing going too.”
 
   She laughed, “I really don’t think so, that gift is all yours. You’re the one who heard him first in one of your dreams.”
 
   She pulled her down the hall and into their bedroom, “I did…” her voice faded.
 
   “What?”
 
   She shrugged, closing the door behind them, “It… seems like something happened on that one, huh? I heard that man crying in a dream well before it happened, then you go there and hear crying in your car it turns out was parked really close to where I was standing when I dreamed it…”
 
   “So, what do you think happened?”
 
   She snorted, “I don’t know.” She flopped on their bed, “So, can we go to the zoo tomorrow?”
 
   “We can…” Jordan began undressing, “you’re done with Alden’s data for a couple of days and I already submitted a bunch of reports on audio files I made on my phone while I was waiting for you to get to the house….” She yawned hugely, “And who knows? Maybe the three of us will go to the zoo tonight in our dreams and your mom and Chelsea can meet us there.”
 
   “And we can still plan for a long weekend somewhere?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
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