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      The day before the wedding, Ashley met her fiancé at the EIAS office to sign the electronic prenup.

      A receptionist with sharp cheekbones and a fawning manner guided Ashley to the conference room. The receptionist’s sidelong envious glances warmed Ashley’s heart. Though ten minutes late, Ashley sauntered, her heels striking the marble like gunshots, framed oils and Chinese vases pleasing her eye. She inhaled conditioned air scented like the lobby of a grand hotel or the ladies’ section at Neiman Marcus.

      Ashley paused outside the conference room and fluffed her blond hair with her hand. Bat her eyes a few times—if Eric grimaced, act baffled by unexpectedly heavy traffic—and Eric would overlook her tardiness.

      The conference table, twenty feet long if an inch, was as smooth and firm as a male massage therapist’s hands. Beyond the table, floor-to-ceiling windows faced north and east, toward Eric’s mansion.

      Their mansion, soon enough.

      Eric stood with his back to the windows, his gaze on a tablet flat on the tabletop. A slender hand, jutting past a silk suit sleeve and a diamond cufflink, swiped. He raised his other palm her way and tapped the tablet a few more times.

      Making me wait—

      Let it go. That’s how he makes the money you’ll get to spend.

      Eric looked up. Thinning gray hair. Deep creases in his forehead and down the sides of his nose and mouth. Eyebrows like caterpillars needing a haircut, over icy sapphire eyes. He was older than her father, far older than the small town boys she’d let run their hands up her skirt when parked in their pickups.

      She put on a smile. Eric was ten thousand times richer than her father and all those small town boys combined.

      ”Glad you made it, Ash,” he said in his barnacled voice. “Time to get this over with so we can enjoy our lives together. Trevor?”

      Ashley hadn’t noticed the other man, seated at the head of the table. Pudgy build, shaggy brown hair, the EIAS logo on his polo shirt. The help, nothing more. Trevor nodded like a dog hoping for a treat. His voice sounded nasal and nervously high. “Of course, Mr. Jeffries.”

      A cold tendril wound in her belly. You’re making a huge mistake, her friend’s voice echoed, activating that electronic prenup through the company Eric owns. Ashley put on a smile for Eric and the cold tendril eased and warmed. Her due diligence made clear the electronic prenup bound him too.

      And if she needed to get out of the prenup, she could hire the best divorce attorney in the city. The prenup couldn’t be binding, she was coerced into it. Eric wouldn’t marry her otherwise.

      Trevor said, “Ms. Madison, Mr. Jeffries, please take your seats. Our policy requires I go through the entire contract with you both.” He looked at Eric and rolled his lips in.

      Seated now, Eric covered his yawn with the back of his hand.

      Ashley sat too, hands on the tabletop, one over the other. “I’m glad you’re walking us through it, Trevor, because I’m not sure I understand all this.”

      Eric said nothing, just watched her with his icy sapphire eyes.

      Behind Trevor, a video display bloomed with color. A title slide, and in the footer, an EIAS logo with the acronym’s words, Enforced Interpersonal Agreements Systems, spelled out.

      Trevor guided them through page by page. Despite her week of late nights reviewing the contract, she squinted and frowned as if she didn’t fully understand. She understood enough. As of the effective date—tomorrow, their wedding—Eric would give her a new car every two years, two weeks of vacation in Europe, and a $25,000 monthly allowance. EIAS would serve as escrow agent for those transactions.

      In exchange for his money, she would cook dinner at least three times a week and do other wifely duties.

      His cold, bony fingers creeping over her body. She froze her face as a shudder went through her. A slide with a list of duties and corresponding allowance adjustments flickered past before she recomposed herself.

      Termination clauses. Either party could end their marriage it will. If she left, she lost everything. If he left her before their tenth anniversary, he would pay her a lump sum of $10 million. After their tenth anniversary, the lump sum jumped to $25 million.

      Across the table from her, Eric rested his temple against his long fingers and peered at his tablet screen.

      A block of certainty filled Ashley’s torso. Nine years and eleven months from now, he would leave her. That’s what she would do in his shoes.

      The block warmed her. $10 million dollars would keep her in the lifestyle she deserved, without any need to perform wifely duties.

      Trevor moved to the next slide. “The contract will also terminate if either party collects one hundred breach of contract points. In the event of one party’s breach, the other party will receive the maximum financial benefit we just discussed.”

      Ashley’s puzzled frown turned real. She wouldn’t cheat on Eric—she barely wanted sex with a rich man, why would she want it with a poorer one?—but how could a contract determine heart rate indicative of sexual activity in the absence of the other party? Or body motion data indicative of assault and battery?

      Not important. He was too old to hit her, and she would rather spend his money than cheat on him.

      A closing slide appeared on screen. “Any questions?” Trevor asked.

      ”No,” Ashley said, coyly angling her head. “I understand what I’m getting into.”

      Eric smiled, with his lips, not his eyes. “So do I.”

      ”Please, both of you, open your intent-registration apps,” Trevor said.

      Ashley pulled her phone and matching stylus from her purse. Thumbprint on the home button, signature in a text box, a blinding screen flash for the front camera retina scan. Lastly, a checkbox. Do you confirm you wish to enter this agreement with Eric Jeffries?

      She tapped her stylus on the checkbox, then tapped Continue. A blank screen followed with a spinning rosette of dots. Taps sounded and light flashed at Eric’s side of the table.

      The blank screen vanished. Congratulations! Your contract with Eric Jeffries is now binding, effective tomorrow.

      Eric’s frozen gemstone eyes regarded her like a work of art or an expensive bottle of wine. Ashley put on a warm smile. For $25,000 per month and $10 million when he left her, he could feel toward her anything he wanted.
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      A beautiful wedding. The church was like the great hall of a castle. A high-voiced woman from the city’s opera company sang a solo piece in some foreign language. Most important of all, when Ashley walked down the aisle in her diamond-studded white lace dress, every eye turned to her. Three hundred men regarded her with longing, three hundred women, with envy.

      The greatest moment of her life. A glow filled her throughout the ceremony, dimming only after she said “I do.” Eric puckered his lips. Her gorge rose in her throat. Was all his money truly worth giving her body to him?

      The minister said something, ending with, “…You may now kiss the bride.”

      Eric leaned his face toward her. She clamped her abdominals against the onion and rare steak stench of his lunch and forced her brightest smile onto her face.
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      When they returned from their honeymoon, a shiny black Mercedes coupe with temporary paper tags waited in the circular driveway in front of the mansion. Ashley filled her voice with a girlish tone. “Is that for me?”

      ”I uphold my ends of my deals,” Eric said. He rested his hand between her shoulder blades, pressed her toward the car. “The salesman already coded it to your biometrics. Go on, Ash, give it a spin.”

      A yard from the driver’s door, the locks clicked open. The seat molded to fit her back and thighs. The dashboard was like a spaceship control panel designed by Movado, dozens of sleek buttons and handles in black and stainless steel. Her slender fingers caressed the steering wheel and the electric motor hummed to life. An easy throw of the gear shift, a gentle press of her foot, and the tires whispered on the pavement. Off she went, down the driveway, through the gate, and around the block.

      Not the Bentley she deserved, but a pleasant little car.

      Her allowance appeared in her bank account on the first of each month, and the Mercedes coupe served her well as she spent it. Mornings, after Eric left the mansion at eight for his twelve-hour workday, Ashley criss-crossed their part of the city. An hour at the gym, sweating amidst older and flabbier trophy wives in a women’s only kettlebell class. Then, a protein drink at the gym’s smoothie bar while she reviewed workout data beamed from her activity tracker to her phone. Time at the salons and medspas for hair, nails, chemical peels, and laser blemish removal. Shopping in boutiques for hand-stitched leather purses and custom-made high-heeled boots. Then home to oversee the maid service, the landscaping service, and deliveries of new furniture and artwork.

      Most nights she remembered to pull a catered meal out of the full-size freezer and throw it in one of the wall ovens in time for Eric to eat dinner shortly after he arrived home.

      One evening, as late summer shadows crept across the back yard, she lounged by the pool. Condensation trickled down the bowl of her skinny margarita and photos of Milan fashions slid across her tablet. From fifteen or twenty yards away came a mechanical whir.

      She jolted upright. The garage door. Eric, home early?

      Her gaze jumped to her tablet’s clock. 8:02 PM.

      When had she last cooked dinner? Four days ago? Five?

      Ashley puffed out a breath. It didn’t matter. Bat her eyes, lick her lips, and he wouldn’t care she forgot to cook. She eased back on her lounge chair and practiced her alluring gestures.

      Behind her, the door from the garage to the back yard creaked its hinges. She turned and pulled one panel of her swimsuit wrap away from her bikini cup. Eric’s tall, scrawny figure stood in the doorway, silhouetted by daylight coming through from the driveway in the act of checking his phone.

      She used a surprised, it’s-that-late-already? tone. “You’re home—”

      ”Looks like you want to go out for dinner.”

      His voice sounded mild. What trap did he lay? And how did he know from the garage that she hadn’t been in the kitchen? “I lost track of time. I’ll cook something quick.”

      ”It’s eight o’clock,” he said, his voice firm yet flat, “and the house’s sensors detect no heat or energy consumption in the kitchen, and don’t sniff any food molecules in the air.” He shrugged. “Your loss. Put on some clothes, we’ll go to the steakhouse.”

      She hurried upstairs and scritched hangers over the closet rod for fifteen minutes. Slim-fit khakis and the powder blue shirt, collar turned up? No, the low-cut red dress. Its plunging neckline would promise she’d make up later that night for not cooking. Back downstairs in the living room, Eric tossed his tablet to the end table and strode toward the garage without looking back at her.

      She ate a salad of filet mignon strips over romaine like a queen wary of poison. Eric gorged himself on a steak blood-red in the middle, a loaded baked potato, and a pungent red wine. He talked about his day at work, data capture this and blockchain that, exchange rates between bitcoin and dollars, new contract types EIAS would offer. His eyes warmed and passion filled his voice.

      Ashley nodded at the right times. Tension eased out of her body. He didn’t care she’d forgotten to cook his dinner. Why had she worried?

      He still didn’t care the next night, or the night after that. The blender roared behind its sound shield, echoing off stainless steel and granite. When she poured her first glass, the smells of sucralose, lime juice, and tequila filled her nose.

      She laughed. Those smells also filled the sniffer hidden somewhere in the kitchen.

      Just as he had the first time, Eric let her failures to cook dinner slide by without comment.

      The first of the next month, Ashley went to Nieman Marcus, a jitter in her legs. The store and all its wares seemed brighter than usual, and the saleswomen, dumpier, with duskier skin and wider noses. A familiar suite of feelings. The urge to splurge looped through her head. The rhyming words timed with the crisp clack of her heels.

      When she saw the white fox coat with leather sleeves, her spinning thoughts clicked into focus. How smooth that pale soft fur would feel under her fingers. How narrow-eyed the envy of the other wives at the gym. Just $19,999.99.

      She raised a bored eyebrow at a clerk in flat shoes and a tight bun of hair. “I’ll take it.”

      Minutes later at the counter, the clerk stood tiptoe and hung the bagged coat on a hook, then turned to an embedded touchscreen. “With sales tax, ma’am, the total is $21,649.99. How do you wish to pay?”

      Ashley pulled her phone from her purse and called up her bank account. She held her thumb on the home button and angled the on-screen QR code toward the clerk’s scanner.

      The embedded touchscreen beeped, then bonged. The clerk’s face froze. She lowered her voice and said, “Have you another form of payment, ma’am?”

      ”Scan again.” Ashley brought the QR code back on-screen.

      A grimace flickered over the clerk’s face. “As you wish, ma’am.” Another wave of the scanner, another beep, another bong. “Regrettably, we cannot receive payment from that account at this time. Have you another form of payment?”

      A cold vise clamped Ashley’s throat. “No—not right now.”

      ”We will gladly hold your intended purchase for twenty-four hours while you resolve the situation. If I may beam you my card?”

      ”No, I’ll—” Ashley’s head swam. She’d what? Her eyelids fluttered. “Good day.” She took two wobbly steps toward the parking garage. The exit to the mall concourse loomed before her. Heat mottled her face. She turned and walked the long way around the fur department toward the parking garage.

      The Mercedes coupe molded its seat around her. Hands shaking, Ashley checked her bank account’s transaction ledger. Maybe a holiday had closed the bank? A network error?

      The app showed a deposit from EIAS posted on the first of the month. Amount: $15,000.

      That fat little prick Trevor held onto $10,000? He embezzled from Eric!

      Wait, bright red tinged a throbbing app icon. The EIAS app. A notification.

      Eric

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/cv2logo-vellum.jpg
<)






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/lyin-eias-ebook-cover-2022.jpg
autHor oF THE REINCARNATION RUN ano AZURESEAS: CANTRELL'S WAR

YMUND

LYIN
E.ILA.S."

A FUTURISTIC SHORT STORY





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






