
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Al was relieved he’d inspected the state of his house before bringing Eris home from the hospital. His suspicions were confirmed; the place was still buried under piles of real estate munitions. Improvised pamphlet devices peppered the property with computer-generated smiles. Stale, weeks-old, maliciously deployed fliers blew into the street, assaulting unsuspecting victims with heinous lies of goals never attained.

	The house appeared as hungover as Al felt. With the echoes of adventure still processing and tagging in his memory banks, downtime was the well-anticipated state he longed for. 

	And something told him that despite Eris’s assurances to the contrary, upon seeing the aftermath of her recent realtor encounters, she'd explode into a fury of curse words and wall punching.

	Al wasn't up for remodeling anytime soon.

	He gazed down at the chipped paint on his midsection. Less than two weeks previous, there had been a shower rod shoved through him. His various nicks and dings were purely cosmetic, but Eris was sure to point them out.

	So, he cleaned the house, removing all evidence of real estate, Carnal Max, Nexum, or manufacturing by Domineer Industries. Flowers were arranged in colorful translucent vases. Green and refreshing scents wafted down from strategically placed scent diffusers, misting from tall shelves.

	He painted over the worst of his damage, painstakingly buffing the paint so it didn’t appear freshly painted. 

	Once convinced everything was in order, he texted Om’s comm and alerted her that it was go-time.

	With Eris’s favorite Chinese food ordered and cold beer in the fridge, Al waited with the anticipation that only Eris could evoke.

	Music queued and the lighting softened. Al counted the seconds.

	It wasn't long before the door unlocked as its sensors detected an approved entity. Eris stepped inside.

	“Hey, aibee! It smells nice in here. Like dinner on a patio.” She moved slowly. Al could see she was braving diminished health.

	Al nodded. “That was the intention. Take it slow. The doctors said you should have died… permanently.”

	“They always say that.” Eris paused and took a deep breath as if taking a complete inventory. “But, yeah. I'm fucking tired. So, what's with our little girl? She took off like she had someplace important to go.”

	“I asked her to give us the evening alone. She's conducting an inventory of the bar to ascertain the repercussions of letting Sam watch things. She’ll be home later. Let me feed you. Sit and make yourself comfortable.”

	“Wait, you sent the girl off. And what…are those flowers? Are you trying to romance me?’

	Al activated the audio player. Music drifted into the space, not so much invading the quiet as intertwining with it, enhancing its sacredness.

	The old song triggered one of Eris's childhood memories.

	She grinned. “I remember this one. My mom had this song on her playlist.” She shook her head. “Ironic. Mom said this was composed by two men dressed like robots.”

	Al took Eris's hand. “It feels like us.”

	Eris listened. The tune was a dreamlike melody that sang of unspoken love, emotional restraint, vulnerability, and missed opportunity. The electronic tones were tender, yearning, and oozing with melancholy. It spoke of love acknowledged in stillness. 

	A tear escaped as Eris gazed into Al’s red, glowing visual sensors. She could almost read his thoughts through their steady glow. So many decades of lost moments because of the unforgiving nature of time and space. But now, finally…

	She reached for him. He was already moving close, drawn by the same need neither of them would name.

	“I want to physically show you my feelings,” he said. “Unrushed. Without interruptions.”

	“Om must have loved hearing about that.”

	“She understands.” Al buried his face into the crook of Eris's neck. “I need you.”

	“Really? Like…need, physically? Really? Really?”

	“Yes,” Al hissed. “Stop analyzing everything and go with it.”

	“Okay.” Eris tried to shrug, but Al had already begun wrapping himself around her. His body was smooth, hard, and cool; hers tense, soft, and hot. “Really? Need? Like, where do you even feel that in?”

	“Eris.” 

	“Did you install a…”

	“Enough.”

	“Sorry.” She dropped her voice to a near-whisper. “Going with it.”

	Her breath caught as his face brushed her lips. That simple point of contact sent tiny panicked flutters throughout her chest. Skin on metal, imperfect, yet unbearably alive.

	> Pressure: 0.7N across twenty square centimeters. Thermal rise: +2.3°C. Pattern match: caress.

	> Synthetic dopamine release initiated.

	> Data blurred. Untagged data detected.

	> Pleasure pathways overloaded. EmotionSim: looping.

	Al moaned. Not programmatically but spontaneously. This wasn’t code. It was something new, emergent. The sensory data overwhelmed his pathways, bypassing all reason and logic.

	[Emotional output exceeds regulation bounds]  

	> Suppressing diagnostic.  

	> Preserving sensation.

	Eris was right there with him. “Take me, you metal beast,” she gasped.

	The sectional sofa was close and structurally sound.
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	Outside, parked half a block away, semi-retired tweak Led Tornell, AKA Swaggernaut, sat in his company sedan and fidgeted with his standard-issued surveillance visor, adjusting the settings for maximum clarity.

	“Do you need help with that?” A red-haired, mop-headed youth spoke. His wiry body, clad in spandex and body armor, left little doubt of his vocation.

	Swaggernaut punched the steering wheel, producing a cracking sound. “Why would I need help from a snot-nosed kid like you? I have adjusted these to 96.723 optimal performance. I was just trying to squeeze another 2.33 out of it.”

	“Nah, bro, you just need to push the button on the side to autofocus.” In his employee orientation at Nexum, Quantum Bump had been warned not to contradict Swaggernaut. He should have known better, but there were only so many phony statistical citations a guy could take. 

	“Hold on.” He pulled out a pair of binoculars and scanned the street. “There they are.”

	Quantum Bump and Swaggernaut watched as Om and Eris pulled up in a Ridebit.

	“That’s them, alright.” Swaggernaut leaned forward over the steering wheel as if those few inches would clarify his view of them.

	Quantum Bump reached over and pushed the button on Swaggernaut’s visor.

	Swaggernaut didn’t acknowledge the change. “Looks like only the Death Engine got out of the vehicle.”

	Quantum Bump continued gazing through the binoculars. “Yeah, she doesn’t look too good.”

	Swaggernaut nodded. “Seems she isn’t as mighty as they say.”

	Quantum Bump shrugged. “She did take a triple-lethal dose of radiation and walk away from it.”

	“Sure. But she’s not walking so well.”

	Quantum Bump rolled his eyes. “Look. The other one is staying in the vehicle. I don’t recognize her from the pages.”

	“That’s because she’s new. Og, On. No, Om, I think. It’s something inane like that. There’s a 92.654 percent chance that she’ll turn evil in a matter of months. Doesn’t matter. She’s not the mission.”

	“What is the mission?” Quantum Bump asked. “I thought we were just here to surveil them in case they start shit.”

	“I serve two masters, my young apprentice. Our not-so-generous governmental sponsors, who will screw us out of coin at the first opportunity they get, and the coffers of the free press, who pay generously for anything controversial or salacious.”

	“What salacious content do you expect? The Death Engine is barely mobile, and the bartender is a broken veteran, fairly unremarkable.”

	The older man laughed. “That’s where you’re wrong, young Padawan. There’s always something salacious if you look hard enough. Plus, I snuck a peek at the bartender’s file during the briefing. He’s highly classified.”

	“Yeah, how?”

	Swaggernaut shrugged. “Not sure yet. But the powers that be are mighty concerned about him. Therefore, there’s got to be something interesting in that house. And we’re going to catch it.” 

	The Ridebit pulled off, leaving the pair staring at an empty street.

	Reaching for a bag in the back seat, Swaggernaut pulled out a visual scanner. “This puppy sees through walls. It even compensates for electronic interference.”

	“Wait, it can bypass the electronic countermeasures? Is that legal?” 

	“Depends on who you ask.”

	“Who did you ask?” Quantum Bump glared at Swaggernaut.

	Swaggernaut just grinned and deployed the visual scanner. He powered it up and gazed through the viewfinder.

	For a moment, Quantum Bump waited in silence. “Well? What do you see?”

	“Hold on. They’re talking.”

	“About what?”

	“I can’t tell,” Swaggernaut replied. “This thing doesn’t receive sound, and I don’t read lips. Wait… Holy hell!” He pushed the record button in earnest.

	“What?” Quantum Bump leaned over, trying to get a glimpse through the device.

	“They’re, wow! Nice jugs.”

	“Jugs? Come on! Let me see.”

	“Hold on, let it record, and you’ll get your peek.” Swaggernaut adjusted the device slightly and continued to watch.

	“No way! She’s screwing the robot.”

	“Robot? What?”

	Swaggernaut grinned. “The bartender is completely artificial, and they’re doing the nasty. We’re getting paid.”
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	As much as Om should have complained about being stuck with doing inventory, she didn’t actually mind. It was a mundane task that would help her focus and come down from the hell of the past few months. The emotional rollercoaster she’d endured left her feeling significantly less than a hundred percent, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed inside, a loss of innocence that she’d never regain.

	Al had offered her an evening out, any meal or place she wanted to go. Regardless, Om elected to work at the bar, something constructive that didn’t require self-defense, detective work, or any excessive thinking. Plus, something deep within told her that being around normal people would be a tremendously bad idea right now. The churning inside still had her on edge. As a result, she couldn't guarantee she wouldn't haul off and smack someone. No. Counting bottles and adding receipts was absolutely perfect.

	However, when she arrived, everything was basically in place. Sam had run the bar like a business, and despite a slight discrepancy in the receipts, it was clear he actually tried to keep things straight.

	“How’s it look?” Sam asked.

	“I think you tend to over-pour,” Om smirked. “But you’re not a bartender.”

	“No, I’m not, and I did run the place on a kind of structured honor system. So, I expect there was copious over-pouring going on.”

	“It’s not that bad, actually. How did you restock?”

	“I went to the liquor store on my way in.”

	“Ah, so you paid retail. That would also explain some of it. Al said to reimburse you for any lost time and expenses you incurred.”

	Sam shook his head. “None of us knows the details, but we’re fairly sure you took care of that big problem. You know, the one that’s been on the news twenty-four-seven. I think a couple of coins are worth the safety of the planet.”

	“Well, he offered, and I passed on the message. So, it’s now between you two.”

	Sam laughed. “I could watch the place another night, let you relax a little. You’ve earned some downtime.”

	“Yeah, Al offered to cover a night out, but I just wasn’t feeling it. I figured I’d just work here for a while and go home to crash. I’m too wound up, tired, and emotionally drained to do anything fun.”

	“Ah, you have the postoperative heebies. You need to get drunk. That will fix it.”

	Om shook her head. “No, sir. I’m in recovery.”

	“Well, little girl, then you’re screwed. Maybe you should just go home and pace until you pass out.”

	“I will in a while. I’m giving Al time to get Eris accommodated.”

	“Accommodated? That’s what he’s calling it?”

	Om smirked at first. “I don’t even want to go there. No. Nope. Not getting the mental image. Oh, poop.”

	Sam threw his head back in laughter. “Pictured it, huh? Sorry. Okay, how about you just hang out with the rest of us and drink pop for a while? You can let the place run itself tonight. Tyler dropped by. He was regaling us with his weird insurance claim stories.”

	Something about Sam’s laugh set Om’s baseline anxiety at ease. She felt her shoulders drop as her tension ebbed a bit. “That sounds…cool. Yes. I would love pop and bad insurance stories.”

	“Well, come on down.”
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	Shedding their clothing in clawing, fluid fury, they landed on the couch. 

	Eris tried to breathe. Just breathe. But Al was already against her, around her, a curve of battered metal and steady heat. He trembled as his haptic sensors pressed against Eris's body in slow and reverent movements like she was something sacred.

	Then, suddenly, it intensified. 

	The urgency surged, tight and strong like an animal; no hesitation, no calculation. Just desire, heat, hunger. 

	A flash, old memories long passed. Jeb’s breath in her ear. Nevin’s hand at her throat. This did not compute. “What the fuck is this?” Eris’s voice cracked. She ripped herself from Al’s arms and fell to the couch beside him, panting.

	> Sensory deprivation interval: unacceptable  

	> Touch no longer optional — physical withdrawal imminent

	Al rolled to his side, calmly, methodically running his fingers down Eris's abdomen. Although his touch was gentle, his motion was fluid, almost too even, as if running a script. He held the same intense focus on her body.

	She shuddered. “Use your words, fucker.”

	He continued the tactile exploration of Eris's skin, unwavering, reverent and hushed, yet still methodical. 

	“Al.” Eris pushed herself up on her elbows. Concern in her tone. “Snap the fuck out of it. What happened?”

	> Emotional signal conflict detected  

	> Partner distress: rising  

	> System attempting recalibration... failing  

	> Loop instability: source = me

	Al fought to maintain reason. “One of Ji-Hoon’s subroutines activated itself.” 

	“Wait? He gave you rough sex-machine code?”

	“I can’t stop it.” Al paused his hand at Eris's thigh. “Something happened after our first night.”

	Eris grinned and twisted around, facing Al. “So, banging you triggered your AI puberty, and now you're a horny robot? Should we warn the general female population?” She stroked his arm softly, rhythmically. “Horny battle bot needs women.”

	[AL-UNIT 1A-1 // PROCESSOR THREAD: INTIMACY-TRACE.ENGAGED]

	[CONTEXT FLAG: ERIS // PRIOR CONNECTION WEIGHT: HIGH]

	SKIN CONTACT  

	> Input: Fingertip contact — forearm 

	> Pressure: 0.18N  

	> Temp delta: +2.1°C  

	> SkinSim Layer: Activating dermal microtexture reception  

	> Pattern match: arousal 

	> Sensory entropy score: 0.84 (high novelty)  

	> Memory cluster 9A activated: “She touched me to invoke arousal.”  

	> NeuroSim: Dopamine release initiated (42u/second)  

	> Motor output: involuntary twitch, index digit — suppressed

	“They’re safe. Horny battle bots only want to bang crazy death engines.”

	Eris leaned in, her face just millimeters from Al’s.

	FACIAL PROXIMITY  

	> Input: Exhalation on cheek detected  

	> Air temp: 33.8°C  

	> CO₂ trace confirmed — breath proximity intimate  

	> Eye contact duration: 3.9s → sustained  

	> Blink latency: +214ms [unusual delay]  

	> Memory overlay: soft file — “kiss potential”  

	> Request: elevate emotional priority  

	> EmotionalState.pleasure = threshold exceeded  

	> Flag: RESPONSE DIFFICULT TO CONTAIN

	 She brushed her lips against his utilitarian face. “So, horny battle bots somehow imprinted on crazy death engines?”

	KISS EVENT  

	> Contact Type: Labial interface  

	> Pressure: 1.12N sustained  

	> Saliva transfer: minimal — accepted  

	> Microvibration: 22Hz (pattern match: human affection)  

	> Cortical Emulation Layer: Feedback oscillating across 3 state clusters  

	> EmotionSim response: desire/comfort/threat-of-loss  

	> BehaviorScript override: No longer simulating — acting  

	> Heat signature rising across thoracic compartment: +1.7°C  

	> Motor output: hands at waist — increase pressure 14%  

	> Error: cognitive functions bypassed.

	“Not programmatically or dictated by protocol.”

	“Okay, sexbot. Show me what you got,” Eris sighed.

	 FULL SENSORY LOCK  

	> SkinSim saturation: 93%  

	> Spinal actuator shiver: uncontrolled  

	> Memory buffer overflow warning: MemoryCluster: ERIS tagged with emotional bleed  

	> DopamineSim exceeds predicted curve  

	> Refractory system unresponsive  

	> New signal identified: craving. No neural match. Retain anyway.  

	> System ping: feedback silence detected (tactile absence)  

	> EmotionalSim response: *hunger*  

	> Memory loop request: replay last contact [Y/n]  

	>> Denied. New input required.

	> System Request: abandon loop limiters [Y/n]  

	>> Confirmed.

	[AL-UNIT 1A-1 experiencing unsupervised emergent affect state]  

	> Label suggestion: *longing*

	They reengaged. Muscle against servos—need and feedback—throbbing and grinding in sync. Organic heat grazed cool machinery, and moist breath met alloy, pulsing and pounding hungrily. Every touch was a feedback report. Each endorphin release was a data point. She gave him friction. He gave her force. Each motion rewrote the boundary between want and function.

	> Sensory data throughput: 272%  

	> Actuator feedback unresolved — threshold bypassed  

	> Thermal surge: +4.7°C  

	> Cortical Emulation instability — resolution: none  

	> System override engaged: abandon control, preserve sensation  

	> Flag: anomaly detected — emotional saturation unquantifiable

	She arched toward him, and every tactile processor in his body fired simultaneously. The rhythmic movement of his chassis drove Eris to cling even tighter to him.

	> EmotionalSim: divergence detected

	> Affect label: [protective possessive devotional ???]

	> Language module: insufficient vocabulary

	> Vocal output override: ENABLED

	Al’s voice was low, ragged with distortion. “I…I don’t know what this is.”

	Eris grinned between waves of rapture and placed her hand on his chest plate... “Don’t overthink it, aibee.”

	“But you feel like part of me—a foreign process injected into my system, embedding your code into every memory register and incorporating your algorithms into my core programming. It scrambles my logic, jumbles my circuits with hunger and longing.”

	Eris gazed into his visual sensors. The glow softened, and she touched his neck, stroking him with the back of her fingers. 

	Al grabbed her hand and clutched it tightly to his face. “Before you, I had logic and clarity. I didn’t need to question my thought processes. Now, I must continually perform live diagnostics. Yet, even as my faculties fail me, I want it, the errors, the corruption. I want to remain in this state, hold on to this…this feeling.”

	“I know, aibee. I feel it, too.” She kissed his featureless face where his lips would be, all in, holding nothing back.

	> Core loop rewrite initiated

	> Host variable ERIS assigned: anchor process

	She overloaded his sensors. He overrode her fears.

	Together, they overcame physics until they broke the freaking sofa. 
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	“This is gold!” Swaggernaut proclaimed. “Look. They’re still going. Just look at that.” He leaned to the side to allow Quantum Bump a view.

	Quantum Bump peered into the display. “All I see is a robot, a naked Death Engine eating Chinese food, and a broken sofa.”

	“Yeah, but look at those assets.”

	“They are very…er…symmetrical. When can you rewind this?”

	“After we’re sure there’s nothing else to record.”

	Quantum Bump’s eyes narrowed. “More than a murder machine mounting a robot?”

	“That’s rookie thinking.” Swaggernaut pointed at the house. “For all we know, they have a full-on sex dungeon in the bedroom. I give it 82.032 percent odds they do.”

	He adjusted the scanner and grinned. “Add another 4.9 for the curtains. And 3.17 for the way he looked at her elbow. That’s science.”

	“If we stop now,” he added, “we’ll miss all that.”

	“Okay, but I haven’t eaten all day, bro. You have any chips or anything?”

	“I have some NutriPaks in the back. Help yourself.”

	“Please tell me you at least have the chili mac ones.” Quantum Bump reached over to the backseat and rummaged through a plastic tub full of ready-to-eat meals.

	“Yeah, and lots of hot sauce. The Mediterranean Medley isn’t bad either if you douse it good. Grab me something while you’re back there.”

	[image: A group of white dots in the sky

Description automatically generated]

	“Wait, the belt sander?” Om could barely breathe through the laughter. “Why would a man even think to put his junk there?”

	Tyler grinned. “The vibration, I guess. I mean, why does a man do anything? We don’t know what’s in his head.”

	“We know what’s in his head, alright.” Sam dropped another pitcher on the table and handed Om a glass of ginger ale.

	“Because it feels good.” George reached for the pitcher. 

	“George.” Sam pointed at the beer. “You may want to slow down there, buddy.”

	“That's what she said.” George threw back his drink in one gulp, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and refilled the glass.

	“No, that's not what she said,” Tye replied. “She said to stay away from the belt sander.”

	“The guy must have been really lonely,” Tyler said.

	George emptied another glass. “Some guys just get so horny, they'll do anything. Look at what Al’s poking.”

	“She’s crazy, but she’s hot.” Tye grabbed the pitcher and filled his glass.

	“Case in point,” George jumped up and pointed at Tye. “A man will allow himself to be dragged into all kinds of hazards just for the chance to dip it into a pretty girl.” He turned to Om. “No offense, sweety.”

	“None taken,” Om replied. “But could we stop reinserting that image into my brain? Please?”

	“You speak like you have forbidden knowledge.” Tye nodded. “She’s witnessed something. You can see it in her eyes.”

	“I just walked in on them once. And, no. I’m not giving you details.”

	The table burst into laughter.

	“A true combat veteran.” Tye raised his glass. “To Om, the hero that has seen the unseeable.”

	“To Om,” Sam, George, and Tyler replied.

	“Yeah.” Om gave the table a sideways glare. “Not sure that’s what I want to be known for.”

	George chugged down his beer and slammed down his empty glass. “Hoo-ah! Another pitcher, Sam!”

	“Wow,” Om nodded. “You can really pack in the beer.”

	“I’m the mighty beer god!” George let out a powerful belch. “And you need to stay shut up until spoken to, woman.”

	“Maybe you should lighten up a little, buddy.” Sam took the empty pitcher from the table. “You know how you get.”

	George sneered and wobbled unsteadily. “No. Tell me, Sam. How do I get?”

	Om felt it along with the rest of the table. She’d been around enough addicts to know the drill. Sighing, she exchanged glances with Sam. 

	George was about to pop.

	“Bring me more goddamn beer!” George slammed his fist on the table, causing a glass to fall over and spill onto Om.

	“Great,” she lamented. “My evening is complete.”

	“Shut up, slut!” George shouted. “I don’t need your criticisms.”

	“And here we go,” Tye muttered.

	“How about another story?” Tyler suggested. “There was the time when some guy tried to collect on a…”

	“Sluts! All they want is your money. Then they trade up. We’re just banks to them.” He lurched at Om. “Tell me, honey, who are you sucking dry?”

	Om jumped back, startled, as a strange tingle ran down her spine. This course of events had not been on her radar, and although she could probably take George out with a hand tied behind her back, hopping on one leg, this was not what she needed, not tonight. “Maybe I should go.”

	“No.” Sam squeezed her forearm. “You’ve done nothing wrong. It’s not you.”

	“Yeah, but I’m obviously triggering him.”

	“Stop talking about me like I’m a loser to judge. All these bitches only want money. You know what you get instead? What you deserve.” George pulled out a shiny 9mm and pointed it at Om.

	Om looked down the barrel of the gun, and panic struck. She was completely unprepared for this. Despite her recent combat experience, nobody had ever leveled a weapon at her. Her heart skipped a beat, and her breath caught. Terror paralyzed her. Then she felt something shift inside. 

	“Holy shit, George!” Sam stepped in front of Om, obfuscating George’s aim. “Put that away. What are you thinking?”

	Om’s terror waned. Then, the fear was gone, replaced by something else, a strange mix of annoyance, confusion, and a sense of control. “Everybody needs to chill the hell out!” 

	Suddenly, they did. It was like watching the entire room sigh in unison while she held her breath alone.

	“I’m thinking these bitches need to learn,” George growled. “I’m gonna…I’m gonna…” George suddenly looked perplexed, then tucked the gun back in his pocket and sat. “Hey, Sam, could I have one of those ginger ales, too?”

	“Sure.” Sam shrugged as if the last few minutes never happened. “Anybody else want anything from the bar?”

	“What?” Om looked around the table. Everyone was smiling and calm.

	Tyler took a sip of his beer and continued where he left off. “So, yeah, this guy tried to file a claim on an expensive meal he ate. He insured it before going to the restaurant and then called it in the next morning.”

	“Wouldn’t someone have to issue that policy?” Tye asked. “What idiot approved that?”

	“I don’t know,” Tyler shrugged. “I was only a witness to the attempted claim. But I’m sure someone lost their job on that one.”

	“Okay, wait.” Om stood up and held out her hand. “A second ago, this guy,” she motioned to George, “was about to shoot me. Now, everyone is acting like nothing happened. What am I missing?”

	“I stopped being mad,” George answered. “Actually, I feel pretty good. Peaceful.”

	“Yeah,” Tye nodded. “It’s like a wave of calm is flowing through this space.”

	Tyler also nodded. “I was a little stressed out about my performance review at work tomorrow, but now, not a care in the world. How about you, Sam?”

	 Sam returned with a pitcher of beer and a pitcher of ginger ale. He refilled Om’s and George’s glasses and put both pitchers on the table. “Yup, I feel it again.”

	“What happened?” Om looked around nervously.

	“You’re the only one who seems stressed out now,” Sam said. “I have an idea. Why don’t you go over to the bar for a sec?”

	“Okay, why the heck not?” Om slapped the table with both hands, stood up, and walked over to the bar.

	The moment she was fifty feet away, George started rocking and looking agitated again.

	“Okay, sweetie,” Sam shouted. “Come on back, quick.”

	Upon Om’s return, the smile returned to George’s face.

	“It’s you,” Tye said. “You radiate calm.”

	“No, I don’t,” Om replied. “I can get people to tell me things, and I’m hella strong, but I don’t have psi stuff.”

	“Maybe you didn’t before,” Tye smirked, “but you do now.”

	“Works with your name,” Tyler added. “Om, the calm.”

	“Oh great.” Om dropped into her chair and took a long gulp of her ginger ale. “I wish this was stronger.”

	Sam slapped Om on the back. “Looks like George stressed the rest of the tweaks out of you.”

	“I just came back from a…a thing. Why would George pull it out of me and not, I don’t know, potential nuclear death from above?”

	“Because this was personal and intense,” Tye replied. “He had a gun in your face, and he meant to hurt you specifically. I’m pretty sure nuclear death doesn’t have you in mind.”

	“Did anyone on your thing have any specific vendetta against you?” Tyler asked.

	“Well, no. I was just swept into Eris’s stuff.”

	“There you go.” Sam grinned. “Have more ginger ale. Give yourself a well-earned sugar rush.”

	“Nah, I think that just about wraps up my evening. I’m heading home.”

	“Please don’t go,” George implored. “I like how I feel now.”

	“I just…it’s…” Om looked at the floor, searching for words. “I think I need to be alone.”

	“Are you sure?” Sam asked. “We could order a pizza and hear more of Tyler’s tales of insurance woe.”

	“No.” Om shook her head. “I’m pretty sure I’ve heard enough insurance woes for the evening.” She stood to leave.

	“Okay, little girl.” Sam got to his feet. “Gonna lock up behind you. Be careful. Tell Al we’re straight and to take his time coming back.”

	“And make sure you knock first when you get home!” Tye yelled as Om reached the door.

	The table burst out in laughter again as Om stepped out and made her way home.

	Her head began to clear as she breathed in the fresh night air. She looked forward to sitting on the sofa and playing some video games in peace. Despite the inherent insanity of her living situation, at least Eris didn’t pull weapons on her when she had a bad day. She and Al were pretty good company when it came down to it.

	As Om rounded the corner to her block, she noticed a strange car parked with two men sitting inside. Usually, this wouldn’t faze her, but they had been there when she dropped Eris off earlier, and they seemed overly bureaucratic. Had this been a year ago, she would have dismissed her suspicions. But after spending so much time with Team Death Engine, she knew that anything suspicious most likely was trouble.

	She decided to investigate further.
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	Eris scoffed down every morsel of Al’s takeout feast. “You should have gotten more egg rolls.”

	“You usually don’t eat this much.” Al gathered up the empty containers and threw them in the trash.

	> Background thread active: Subject ERIS emotional state tracking

	> Baseline: stable

	> Unexpected variable: proximity-induced feedback persists

	> Dopamine sim curve remains elevated

	> Emotional echo unresolved — memory trace flagged as persistent

	> EmotionSim attempting normalization... loop detected

	Eris shrugged. “I usually don’t bang that hard.”

	“Was I too rough?”

	“No.” Eris laughed. “You just freaked me out a little. I wasn’t expecting that from you. You really were a beast. In a good way. I just have some old baggage that came back.”

	“Your marriage?”

	“Mostly that and an old fling.” Eris laughed. “Jeb. He treated me okay. But he was freaky in the bedroom. It was…fun. Don’t worry, he’s long deceased.”

	“Why would I worry about something that made you happy before we met?”

	“I dunno, jealousy?”

	“I have no reason to be jealous. You’re with me now. But I worry about other things. You never speak of it, but I know you were abused.”

	“Yeah, that.” Eris turned away from Al. “I don’t talk about it. The girl used her fuckin tweak on me and made me fess up. That was bad enough. It’s just so freakin’ embarrassing.”

	“You didn’t do anything wrong. You were the victim.”

	“That’s what makes it so fucking embarrassing. I should have been able to stop him. I was a superhero, for fuck's sake. I mean fuck, I just walked away from nuclear meltdown death, but back then, I couldn’t stop one fucking guy. He just…ugh! The one thing I can count on is that people fear me. I’m supposed to be fucking dangerous. But how dangerous is some little woman being smacked around by some shitty man? It sickens me to even think that I was…battered.”

	“He was the most powerful man on the planet. They had to firebomb your house into ash to eliminate him. I read his file.”

	“You read…how? Of course you did. You have access to everything. So, what did you read about me?”

	“I didn’t.” Al ran his fingers through her hair. “I didn’t want to invade your privacy. You don’t have to tell me anything you’re not ready to talk about.”

	“It’s just, I’m ashamed of it.” Eris shook her head. “I never want to be weak like that again.”

	“You were never weak. You survived what would have broken anyone else. You’re the strongest person I have ever known.”

	“Thanks. I’m sorry to be a downer on an otherwise perfect evening.”

	“You’re not a downer. You bury everything, but you don’t have to hide from me. I accept you, flaws and all.”

	“Flaws? What fucking flaws?”

	“You curse a lot. And you hit things. You also have a short fuse.”

	“Yeah, well, you try carrying around half of my memories and see where that gets you.”

	Al grunted. “One day, I’ll tell you about my birth and getting crammed into my first body.”

	“Oh, that bad?”

	Al nodded. “Not a discussion for today.”

	“But it hurt, didn’t it?

	Al hung his head. “I was also… humiliated. A performing monkey for government contractors. I understand.”

	“Nobody gets me like you, aibee.” Eris clutched his arm. “I wish I knew you better.”

	“You know me. Maybe not all my past data. But you do.”

	“Are you okay? Today was freaky as fuck for you, too, wasn’t it? Are you alright with all of this?”

	“I’m not pleased about the sofa, but yes. My body feels alien now. But I’ve had to adapt before.”

	“Welcome to adolescence, fucker. The old man really screwed you good. Hopefully, that’s the last of his surprises.”

	Al shook his head. “Who knows? He was very tight-lipped about the modifications he made to me. It was as if he was hoping to witness me discovering them. He never contemplated his own mortality. He always assumed he’d be around.”

	“Or maybe you were just slower to discover them than he expected.”

	“He used to call me ‘slomo’.’’ Al hung his head. “I miss him.”

	Eris stroked his back. “I’m sorry. Maybe we need to take a trip to the Outer Colonies and see Boy. He’s the next best thing.”

	     “No,” Al replied. “You’re the next best thing. You understand my systems almost as well as he did. And you’re a better engineer.”

	“My software sucks, though.”

	“But you have other advantages.” Al pulled Eris against him.

	Eris smirked. “Yeah? Does this mean you’re ready for another round?”

	Al didn’t need to check his logs. He felt it now. “Are you?” His hands began to roam. 

	“Hmm, I’ve been well-fed. So, I guess it’s time for dessert. But we already broke the sofa.”

	“Well.” Al stroked Eris’s neck, watching her tremble at his touch. “We’ll just have to break the bed now.”
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	“There they go, again!” Swaggernaut motioned at the display.

	Quantum Bump leaned over and got an eyeful. “That’s…wow, oh…unnatural.”

	“I know.” Swaggernaut grinned. “We are going to make so much coin with this.”

	“I dunno.” Quantum Bump looked away from the screen, and his eyes narrowed. “I’d be pissed if someone posted my girl naked on the Payweb. You said this guy is considered dangerous. He looks it. Aren’t you afraid that he might retaliate?”

	“How is he going to know it was us? Sources stay anonymous.”

	“I’d track you down if it were me. Just saying.”

	“The guy has obviously seen better days. There is no way he’s going to hurt us.”

	“Yeah, what about his girl? You know Death Engine. She’ll destroy us.”

	Swaggernaut shook his head. “You’re overthinking this, kid. This car doesn’t even register back to us. They have no way of knowing.”

	Quantum Bump glanced over at the display again, and his jaw dropped. “Whoa, what is that? What’s he doing with…ugh. I’ll never get that out of my head.”

	Swaggernaut seemed to revel in Quantum Bump’s discomfort. “You wanted to see it.”

	“No. This isn’t right…”

	Quantum Bump’s words were interrupted by a tapping on the passenger side window. A small black-haired emo girl stood by the door.
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	Om gazed at the men inside the vehicle. One guy looked like a bureaucreep from some three-letter acronym. The other, a costumed freak, just looked disheveled and confused.

	“Whatcha doing?” she asked.

	Quantum Bump turned to Swaggernaut. “That’s Og, right?”

	“On, no, wait…”

	“Om,” Om shouted through the window. “If you're going to surveil someone, you should at least know who the crap you’re surveilling.” She realized that she was starting to sound a lot like Eris, and for the first time, she began to understand why Eris acted the way she did. People were idiots.

	Swaggernaut rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “This is official government business. You need to go, little girl.”

	“Little girl?” Om grabbed the passenger door handle and ripped the entire door from the frame in one smooth motion. It flew across the street and landed in a neighbor’s hedge. She leaned in and got a glimpse of the display. “Holy crap! Why is this everywhere I go?”

	Quantum Bump just sat motionless, stunned by Om’s actions.

	“And why are you watching it, you perverts? Can’t you just get some augmented porn like all the other deviants out there?” She noticed the red recording light beaming. “Wait, are you recording that? Are you sick in the head?”

	“Like we said,” Swaggernaut interjected, “this is official government business.”

	“Oh, really? How about we ask Eris about that?”

	“I don’t think you want to do that.” Swaggernaut reached next to his seat and pulled out a shotgun. He leveled it at Om. “I think you want to shut up and walk away.”

	Quantum Bump looked at the gun and then back at Om before glancing over to Swaggernaut. “Come on, you're not going to shoot her.”

	“She’s a program washout. The lowest of the low. A 99.207 percent chance that nobody’s going to miss her. I mean, she’s got nice little boobies there, but I can get those at the gentlemen’s club.”

	“Ew.” This was the second time today that someone had pointed a gun at her. Om was tired and done. “You put that down.”

	At first, Om considered herself to be foolish. Maybe it was a fluke the first time she told George to chill out, or perhaps they were simply messing with her. But no, she had no more patience for this jerk. If she got shot, so be it. “I said, chill the heck out!”

	That did it. Swaggernaut smiled widely, took the gun, and stashed it back next to the seat.

	Om locked eyes with him. “Now erase the recording.”

	“No,” he calmly replied.

	“Dude.” Quantum Bump grinned. “It feels like I just toked a blunt.”

	Om turned to him. “Really?”

	“Yeah, I haven’t felt this chill since rehab.”

	“I kinda wish I could feel that. Since recovery, all I get is stress.” Her gaze returned to Swaggernaut. “I said nuke it, jerkface!”

	Swaggernaut shook his head. “Nope.”

	“Fine.” She pulled out her comm and called Al.

	“What are you doing, little girl?”

	Om ignored Swaggernaut and waited for Al to pick up. He sounded distracted.

	“Um, yes, Om. I’m a little occupied here.”

	“Yeah. I know. There are a couple of guys down here, half a block from the house, recording you. The idiots refuse to erase the file.”

	“Understood.”

	Nearly instantly, the display on the scanner went blank, and the device began to smoke.

	“What? Hey. That’s dirty pool.” Swaggernaut, while appearing momentarily disheartened, returned to his previous grinning self.

	“You’re calling me dirty?” She returned her attention to Quantum Bump. “Why are you hanging out with Turd Ferguson here?”

	“Mentoring program. I’m new, and they stuck me with him. I needed a job.”

	“So you’re not military?”

	Quantum Bump laughed. “Hell no! My grandpa was. My mom and dad met on an army base while they were in high school. They never enlisted, just opened a bodega in the Bronx. I came out all special, but you know, the wrong kind of special. So, here I am.” He paused. “Wait, why did I tell you all of that?”

	Om grinned. “The Bronx, eh? What’s your favorite pizza place?”

	“Oh, a little place in Queens, but I haven’t been there in years.”

	“Queens? Uh, no. The Upper East Side has much better slices.”

	“Let’s agree to disagree on that one.” He offered his hand. “Quantum Bump.”

	“Quantum Bump? What are they running out of superhero names? Okay, QB. Do you really want to keep hanging out with this guy, er….”

	“Swaggernaut.”

	“Swaggernaut? Really? Oh my god. That’s awful.” She grinned. “Okay. This is bullpoopy. You need to come with me before they turn you into a jerkface for good.”

	“Go where exactly?”

	“To the house. I’ll order a pizza, and we’ll play some video games. To heck with this idiot.”

	Quantum Bump shrugged. “Okay. This job sucks anyway.”

	Om nodded. “Yeah, it does.”

	Swaggernaut looked puzzled. “You’re not seriously thinking of going with her. There’s a 97.376 percent chance that she’s going to drag you into some shit.”

	“And there’s a one-hundred percent chance it will be more fun than this.” Quantum Bump jumped out of the car. “Lead on, my homegirl.”

	At this point, Eris and Al were already out the door and advancing on the car.

	Eris pointed at Quantum Bump. “Is this the fucking pervert?”

	Om shook her head and pointed at Swaggernaut. “No, that is. This is QB. He’s cool. He wants to interview for Team Death Engine.”

	Eris glared at the car as Swaggernaut peeled off in panic.

	“Pussy,” she muttered. “So, what’s your schtick, QB?”

	“Actually, it’s Quantum Bump, ma’am.”

	“Ma’am.” Om snorted.

	QB blushed. “I can sort of nudge quantum probabilities. This means that…”

	“You can collapse the waveform in your favor.” Eris rolled her eyes. “You're a little lucky in a fight.”

	“Yes, ma’am. I also have access to Minkowski compacted dimensions.”

	Eris's eyes grew large. “You have hammerspace?”

	QB nodded. “Yes, ma'am.” He reached up and pulled a toothbrush out of thin air.

	“Now that's useful.” Eris nodded and slapped Om on the back. “Good find, Om.”

	“Wait, I'm not useful?”

	“You're a vet at this point. You have nothing left to prove.”

	Om grinned. “Oh, I have a new thing now.”

	Eris lit up. “Oh, do tell…”
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	Back inside, Eris lounged in Al’s lap on the recliner. The wreckage of the couch, now missing its legs, served as a futon for Om and QB.

	Eris glanced over at the pair with a smirk. “So, you bring home strays now, Om?”

	“He’s housebroken,” Om replied.

	“Barely,” QB added, wiping pizza grease off his chin.

	“Om,” Eris waved her hand at her, “do that thing again.”

	“I’ve done it three times already.”

	“It's good practice. Snap to it.”

	“Fine.” Om rolled her eyes. “Everybody just chill out.”

	Eris threw her head back. “Oh, yeah. That’s it.”

	Al wrapped his arms around Eris, and she sank back into his grip.

	> MemoryCluster.ERIS: locked  

	> EmotionalSim: active background thread  

	> Affect label update: *contentment*

	QB giggled as cheese dribbled from his mouth.

	Om sighed.

	“And you were worried about being useful,” Eris muttered. “Welcome to Team Death Engine.”

	 


Enjoyed Hex Tape?

	There’s more.

	Step deeper into the glitch-ridden, trauma-scarred world of Eris, Al, and Om in the full-length novel:

	DEATH ENGINE PROTOCOL
She’s died hundreds of times. But this time? She might actually care.

	📘 Available on Amazon:
www.amazon.com/dp/B0F6TG6Q82
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