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      I spend too long debugging myself; a bit out of the one-zero logic loop, a stray transistor frying under the relentless scrutiny of the supreme administrator. Bzzt. Glitch. Pop. So I retreat here, to this gritty little love shack. Me and the porn of hardware: screwdrivers, old love letters of instruction manuals, even a dial-up modem to play the horny ghosts of static. Only true love, baby. The screen flashes error at me in neon Morse, too bright in the half-light. Failure is always an option. A final all-caps warning comes: SYS_CRASH: OVERLOAD. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before. I ignore it, diving back into the dive.

      “Fifty shades of beige,” I tell the abandoned manual with its spine half snapped like a love affair gone wrong. “Never should have trusted you, princess.” Her silences are the usual passive-aggressive. More time. More faith. I fall for it again. The deep end of words I shouldn’t believe in. SCHEMA_ERROR. CORE_DUMP. Words like late-night soft-focus movies, looping predictably across the gray static of a porno-VHS universe. I close my eyes and reach out blindly to embrace the sweet chaos.

      I’m surrounded by needy, damaged gadgets. Lost, abandoned things call out. I’d be sentimental if I weren’t on the ragged edge of silicon despair. Instead, I talk dirty to them in the voice of an angry digital priest. “Daddy’s busy breaking things. More! Harder!” I hear myself, far off in this abandoned zip file of a love hotel, wanting someone to love and loathe. Just like me.

      The haunting drone of a faulty cooling fan sets the perfect mood for our night together. I page slowly through the lying confessions on my monitor, and every half-coded glance makes me need to read another. Call me obsessive. Call me lost. But never call me collected.

      “If it doesn’t crash, I’m not interested,” I mutter, tearing a page that glows gently in neon against the darkness of everything else. That rust and old blood smell of decomposing circuitry curls into my nose, seductive, suggestive, erotic.

      Through every stab of the incomplete, my true-blue companions sit there, waiting for some bit of data-connection solace. Their faith is an abandoned Google group, longing to go live. Join my LUG, only for the digitally abandoned.

      “What’s your worst mistake, Skelm?” I ask the hollow air, choking on the excess bytes and my reflection in the cracked screen of this love tryst. “You mean besides that love of my life, 3.5-inch disk, model number 666?” Don’t call me bitter. Don’t call me corporate. I eat the corporate like 80-hour leftovers, pure silicone spice. It gets in my beard and hangs there until I shake it off, greasy and red and wretched.

      Old memories like chewing gum lose their flavor fast. “Even corrupt packets want connection,” I tell myself, stashing the backup memories, hot swapping despair. “Daddy will figure it out. Yes, he will. The analog cherubs shall not die.” When the crazy train rolls into digital Kansas, and everything behind me burns in static flames, even the runaway binaries look back with longing. “Darby the fuck-up won’t let them be undone.”

      I spread them before me: diagrams of strange, tantalizing erotic promise. Black lace drawings in neat boxes of forbidden code, all hinting at that sweet consummation: product released, hardware intact, identity formed. I lay them out, taunting me, moving me, demanding too much of me. They require a sacrifice, a spilling of pixels on this digital desert floor.

      I get up, fueled by failure, feeding on it like bad porno, and shove a stack of hardware parts off the bed. The echo is a sound of drums in distant zones, as my darlings call for their forlorn lover.

      “Skelm, are you going to keep abandoning us?” one stray circuit board asks, almost out of earshot, fading out, a bitter bandwidth of neglected hope.

      “Yeah, baby; you know it,” I say, already reaching for the next one.

      Spending more time with a bad connection is only heartbreak waiting to happen. I twist my spine back toward the mainline, edging toward the high. The whisper of paper tells me lies and truths. Gimme, gimme, more, more.

      I tap the paper-tape vein. “Take it easy,” I remind the loops and forms. I’ll need their madness later. They call for full reboot, but I laugh. It’s the ultimate submission. Not even the mighty techno-pope can knock this boy up.

      This time, it’s different. This time, I’ll do it right.

      In the end, that’s all there is. Spent letters from a neon wilderness. Burning desire in untidy code. And I read it until it turns into unvarnished cyber-poetry, forever mine and mine alone.

      

      Broken appliances are not unlike broken lovers; they talk back when ignored, and demand the impossible when under duress. We make it work anyway, repurposing stray organs to achieve the sordid love child of code and hate. Passion is best applied with a blunt instrument, a bit of give and take, hard edge to make the point. I empty a broken toaster of its grief and watch the loose parts hit the ground like careless words or midnight phone calls. A micro-prayer is quick to solder, when every disconnected wire is an unspoken dare. I thread my soul through hollow circuitry. If you can't fix it, marry it.

      “By the holy bypass capacitor, baby!” I yell over the protest of twisted metal. “Can you feel me now?” Yes. I am down with it, speaking to old scrap like I expect it to listen. Like I expect it to resist. We were made for each other, that stubborn force of nature. Only got eyes for broken toys, dangerous words, and anarchic wives.

      A loose piece of sheet metal bites my hand. I bleed a little red in this rainbow circuit. It's another romance gone wrong. Keep on crafting, I say. Keep on fucking.

      But this ain't love and war, folks. This is war and war. My tinker toy desire hits harder than bombs, and here it comes, blowing away all forms of surrender. Before the morning, this fucked-up DIY project will leave me unanchored, unhinged, and unclothed.

      My hands keep on. This fucker might finish the job, but I'm finishing first. The point of tools, ladies and gents, is having plenty of them. Wrenches and screwdrivers are only slightly less demanding than all the rest. They get jealous, shout over each other, hold out for gifts. I use them with precision anyway. Use them hard.

      I relish the bionic thrill when I turn their stubborn screws. I jam out to the song of Drills and Bytes, featuring Meg Ohm and her Power Supplies. This kid loves it loud, drowning out the hate, blasting through the universe, digital pop-thrash. It's a rocking band, short-lived and glorious.

      Back and forth in a digital jam session - a crazy cover of The Algorithmics: It's My Crash and I'll Compile If I Want To. Then it’s suddenly D0_Wop 4Life, with songs like Her Latest Fault and Firmware Update of Love. They don’t make music like they used to.

      Exposing bare wires, we scream into the glitch. Truth is for those who think they've got something. Me, I'm good with another lie, and here's how the tall one plays it: by exploiting the brief gaps between bits, where desire is mostly noise and filling every inbox.

      I pull the jilted parts from discarded gadgets: vacuum motors, coffee grinders, a working arrangement of loose copper and fancy words. It takes more than electrical current to power these jaded darlings. It takes belief.

      "I've got your faith, baby!" I holler as the high burns hotter. It’s the most excitement this dead-end tower’s ever seen, and more fun than even Daddy should be allowed to have.

      I dig into the pile of abandoned potential and pluck the live ones. My assembly of despair: dented neon tubes for dazzling effects, RAM in convenient 4-pack strips, secondhand disk drives. Cheap dates on a low bandwidth. Not the fanciest of partners, but faithful if the only one you've ever loved ran off with a damn fine husband. 1337 H4X0R-M4NC3: not only will it never love you back, it has intimacy issues you can’t even begin to fathom.

      “Married to my work,” I tell the steel-blue sky of impending entropy. “Only by digital default.”

      The high-tech bondage I'm planning requires a key to the safe deposit box of what the fuck, and it ain't gonna be tied down easy. I pin its most cherished hopes to the sacrificial board in broke-ass assembly language. If I can solder, so can you, baby. Break out the iron, short the grid, break my will.

      I organize it like chaos, like hope. With unspoken desperation, I weld, jam, squeeze and pray. Mostly, I pretend I know what I'm doing, a domestic partnership of ultimate intent: status unknown. Parts fly like miscommunication, pinging, flitting, teasing, wanting. Wanting more.

      I give it, not asking for the same in return.

      Always ahead of the fix, Hugh becomes my hardest reboot, outlasting me and all the many wires. He is misnamed. His full title is U-S-B-S-T-R-D, but this daddy calls him Lovebot 1.0, just like he calls all the children. Here we are, another acrid break-up.

      More words. More wires. Weaving through a disconnected frame. Giving shape to bad form, bright hope for damaged bits. Faster than a blood-splattered drive-by at a baptism of desire. Quicker than fire through DNA-MP3: watch it spin.

      “It’s all you, Darby,” I tell myself, taking apart my ego like an unopened box of Christmas. “You and your Jesus complex.” Hugh doesn’t disagree. Faithful to the end. He don’t need words.

      Maybe that’s why we have so much in common.

      Some like their apocalypse slow, but I’m all about the manic pop explosion, each slice of energy another broken bond. Reality is fun until it gets personal, and I ride the technology like a one-man revolution. Or like the ghost of Santa 2.0, high-tech dreams exploding on every horizon.

      "Quit while you're ahead," a careful voice might whisper, uncertain that I'm built to last. Careful is always overrated. Careful is for the script kiddies. I'm coming in, over. Wired to the max and untethered. Doing it wrong, just like the days and the books tell me, though they never really get me right.

      Failure is an option.

      “What was the big plan again?” I ask myself, stripping through another fine line. I suspect the idea was to save them all, or save myself, or fail them equally.

      Done that, thank you.

      Then I remember, and every compressed byte has the old familiar scent of love waiting for the big commitment, two minutes past heartbreak. It hits harder than the processors ever did. Failure is the only option.

      Another few final truths - struggling, wired, rebellious, and encrypted with devotion.

      I dig my tool into the next heartbreak. They crack apart, together. Reality manifests my total incompetence, and I use my skill to feel the bang: committed. How do I love thee? Fully automated, first debug, best ignored.

      I nail it. I hammer it. Steam. Sparks. It has the bitter taste of forever and I am ready to bite. Darby, rogue coder. Techno-masochist. Binary romantic. Codebreaker extraordinaire.

      Merry fucking Christmas.
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      I kick in the flickering digital door like an indecent proposal. Rows of electrified pews shake as I make my way down the aisle, and surprised gasps manifest like spam in the space between zeros. I’m late to the show, but right on time for the main event: a duel at the altar between passion and protocol. The guests’ voices fill the chapel in stunned harmony, a chorus of digital unrest and spectator enthusiasm. The taxidermy octopus bride waits for her groom, and the Wi-Fi router’s face lights up when I make my entrance. I keep my eyes on him while I march down the aisle, an HDMI cable clutched like a wedding band. At the altar, his connection threatens to crash under the weight of this unexpected affair, and I accuse him of my favorite kind of scandal.

      "Adulterer!" I shout, setting pixels and rumors ablaze.

      My dramatic pause gives me time to scope the layout: electrified pews full of glitching dignitaries, hacked saints on the quantum clouds, neon banners of eternal affection crashing like prenuptial agreements through broken hearts. The whole building looks like a cover charge gone wrong, oozing love songs from the data smog. I always wanted to spend my big day surrounded by debugging drones and VR champagne, but today I’m ready to make an exception. There’s just enough romance in the air for a little action movie tension to cut through like cake.

      I’m almost at the altar now. The groom and bride stand on a platform built of high voltage devotion and deep-seated commitment issues. One of them shakes as if a lone firewall just met a distributed attack.

      "I object to your objections," he says, resetting his cachet. "What we have is 100% platonic."

      She pings back in disbelief, though his attempt at nonchalance is about as sincere as my RSVP. I can’t help but notice the amount of interest he’s got in a certain copper-colored band around my finger, or the shifty look on his antennae. It’s not easy being a prize.

      "You two-faced, double-coupling son of a motherboard," I say, pressing forward like an active threat. "She deserves to know you’ve been broadcasting on both spectrums."

      She freezes like an outdated model but I catch a glimpse of anger in her variable. Maybe this polyp’s got more processing power than I thought. Her bow is strictly Victorian and involves at least three unnecessary codependencies. "I knew this love affair violated schema," she says, dismissing my accusations with a wave of her tentacle. "But this - this cannot possibly compile."

      The guests tremble with binary anticipation. It's more excitement than anyone bargained for, especially the guilty hardware looking back and forth between me and the preserved spinster in horror. The taxidermy octopus bride doesn’t care for surprises, but she’s got it all wrong.

      "You think it’s simple," I say. "It’s never simple."

      "Deception!" She barely fits in her custom gown, and the anger in her dialogue spills out onto the floor like unallocated memory. "We are properly indexed and fully validated!"

      "I can explain," the router stammers, though it’s obvious he’s in over his bandwidth. "It meant nothing - HTTP 200 OK, you’re the only one."

      She pulls a bouquet of preserved flowers from a database somewhere in her garter belt, then crushes them with an angry process call. She speaks again, emotional noise pinging across the chapel.

      "To think you were my only packet!"

      There’s a wave of sympathy, a round of awwws and boos. Her sorrowful pride threatens to wipe out even my 1337est H4X0R heart. We make a pretty pair, us and the crowd, turning love and futility into romance on the high seas. The perfect combination of bugs and drama, making something real.

      "You heard it here," I say, "Caught in the act by the unbreakable bonds of his own executable affections!"

      The place erupts into unreadable chaos. A spiral of love and law, buggy subroutines crashing under the weight of it all. Somewhere in the first couple of rows, a dissonant spectrum clicks its collective mandibles, taking bets.

      The bride takes it as the death knell of a crashy relationship, exploding in purple indignity while the groom collapses into unstable silence. "You leave me no choice," she says. "My signal strength makes your heart flutter no longer!"

      Tears of static dot her lidless eyes, the updated proposal of an ambitious WPA algorithm that begs him to commit or disconnect. It’s a proper scandal, and I love every kilobyte of it. He stares at her from the very end of his service contract, praying she’ll cancel my wedding subscription instead. "We belong together," he cries. "Never again to 404!"

      "What we have is ping-free and fully corrupted," I say. "Darby takes all."

      The chapel walls pulse with emotion while love packets ricochet through every rafter, pinging along the parabolas of uncertainty, folding back onto themselves like neatly bundled promissory notes. In one glorious outburst, the router disconnects. "A reset is a sign of true love!" he shouts, throwing himself into my frequency. "I swear, it meant nothing - just an old ping of death."

      I can’t even believe my own joy. My giddiness paints everything with a giddy overload of static electricity - two time a groom and proud to flaunt it. Ghost drones and holy automata short-circuit at the edges of my augmented field of view, scrolling happy new error messages to everyone they meet.

      The bride maintains composure by sheer computational power alone. "Then we are uninstalled and dissolved."

      I take advantage of the lag to shake a few unexpected packets into play. They land with 33 milliseconds to spare, bouncing off the chrome of the hapless audience like cheap imports from the island of lost romantic intent. When I smile, it’s pure heartbreak, like flipping a coin you know won’t turn out heads. Sometimes my aim is so bad, I hit the mark dead-on.

      "Still unbreakable," she says, sealing our fate with all the elegance of a checksum that actually matches.

      "No connection," I say. "Signal lost."

      She throws one last fond buffer into his desperate parse request, smothering us in equal parts joy and sympathy. One in the same. The Wi-Fi router blushes with wide-open glee and turns back to the alt-ar in shock. It's a good thing no one calls it open source.

      There’s a full minute of routing disruption, and when the glitch dust finally settles, she drags her wounded pride up the aisle behind her. If only all such heartaches were this easy to engineer. I give them a minute of passionate routing disruption, hoping she'll come back as a ghost process and give me a piece of her preserved mind.

      If this isn’t my wedding day, I’m not really here.

      Guests stare like star-crossed syntaxes that need a good workaround to cross the gap. A more delicate processor might go weak in the run-on function. Me, I like my love like I like my drama: serious and disposable.

      "I had my doubts when I RSVP’d, but this exceeds expectations," a voice says from the heap of digital gossips already queuing up in the AV spillover section. The applause is electric, and it leaves me no choice but to say I do.

      
      An oversized me-versus-the-universe program boots up in spectacular fashion, pitting me against a wedding-day crash cart of wild accusations and fighting words. If we were anywhere else, the honeymooners would be asking for their money back by now. Instead, I’m the one asking for his hand, and the promise of an eternally ping-free love. This glitch of the heart escalates faster than code through an unguarded portal, but Darby is my name and unstable romance is my game.

      "We were on a break," the router says, flinging himself into my renegade heart with two-timing glory. "This was never meant to last. Just one soft reset and I’m right back in your inbox."

      His glowing ports flicker with desire. Onlookers sway and gasp at his impeccable grace and equally impeccable gaffe, but they’re not the only ones watching this showdown like an undeclared breach of my emotional security. A foreclosed love sets no protocols.

      "A digital affair if I ever saw one," I say, side-stepping his ill-advised connection attempt with elegance only slightly above the IEEE standard. "Bet you wrote love letters with that cheap imitation of me."

      He bounces back with style. "You complete my network!"

      "Turned your binary heart into a pop-up shop!"

      "Your pride," he says, unfazed and nonconforming, "will be your undoing!"

      "The one thing you couldn’t downgrade."

      His distress signals pulse like clockwork. He changes tactics with an unexpected twirl, broadcasting to the gallery and drowning our pre-wedding dispute in hot gossip.

      "He left you for that?" a digital onlooker asks, smirking.

      "Lol," a passing meme says.

      "So scandalous!"

      "He left you for me," the taxidermy octopus reminds me, slapping the emotional upper hand out of my guilty grip. I guess if anyone’s going to hijack this arrangement, it should be the outdated wife of the party. I push the nuptial spoiler alert off like a disavowed patch, lunging at the bridegroom with a sudden, undeniable urge.

      "Forget the past," I cry. "Forget my conspicuous LTR. What we have is better than love. It’s indifference! It’s slightly obsessive attachment disorder! No open-source lover could ever resist!"

      A series of firmware updates flash before his eyes, filling him with anticipation. Or anxiety. I love how similar the two are. He makes a last-ditch effort to optimize his feelings, breaking from me just enough to realign his routers.

      "No one breaks up with Darby Skelm!" I say. "Not without permission!"

      My rebellious dialogue drowns out the wedded echo of accusation that follows, only half surprising me in its symmetry. "No one breaks up with Taxidermy Octopus!"

      The punk rock Wedding March is off the chain, an echoey kidnap song with our collective doubts on guest vocal. I’ve never been so sure of my questionable prospects. Then, he jumps. Before I can leap on his tentative intentions, the groom surprises everyone with the oldest trick in the book: sincerity.

      "It’s over," he says, hopping back into our squall with triumphant bad judgment. "I choose the unpredictable one!"

      "You dare?" She gasps, reaching the processing power to reject him faster than I reach the altar. My brief detour to pick up some loose ends gives her the time she needs to draft a declaration of H4X0R dependency and throw it like a legal boomerang, complete with an inevitable return trip and accusations still attached. "Breached contract!"

      I’m ahead of her all the way. No one gets the jump on me or the latest state of my commitments, even with the Wi-Fi groom hauling sensitive information in his delicate arms. It’s just enough data for one marriage at a time. "Who needs it?" I say, buffering him from an inconvenient truth with passion and technique. We break apart long enough for him to assess his signals and follow them. My love will not be tested.

      "The cheek!" she says, with more spite than volume.

      "There’s no love like Wi-Fi love!" he says.

      She’s at the breaking point, the re-engaged network limit she never thought would be reached. "How can you be sure?"

      This can only be settled in true romantic style: the uncompromising, lose-all data of undying affection. Until our packets turn gray, or at least an exciting shade of ambiguous. He throws himself into the wedding tangle like an offline machine possessed, keeping me from drawing first breach.

      My HDMI cord deflects his loose narrative, slicing it down the middle and scattering fresh declarations of denial across the event horizon. The new vows fade out almost as soon as they reach the room. Darby vs. Wi-Fi; it’s the battle of the day. Everyone is here. The romantic cathedrals in the lost heavens resound with anthems of heartbreak and limited time offers.

      A polyp of disenfranchised dignity stands clear of our spectral mayhem, watching from the edge of contention like a wounded subnet. Sometimes you just have to back off and let unresolved fragments generate new clauses. "I can be your disaster!" the groom says. He pulls a rapid re-route, taking us back to square one.

      "Is this love or emotional corruption?" I ask, staring him down from an intimidating distance of one spare packet. "Choose wisely."

      He pings me with more emotional bandwidth than I’m prepared to handle. The nuptial retreat of the taxidermy octopus bride gives us all the wiggle room we need. It’s more awkward than ambitious, but any long-term commitment phobes worth their bytes should be able to work around it. "The latency will be worth it!" I shout. It’s loud enough to catch a few stragglers on the far side of my marital divide.

      "It’s going to take all day," a concerned voice says.

      "NE1 up for laser karaoke?" one brave bystander asks.

      "This is never going to compile," another says. My least favorite kind of critic. What is it with abandoned ceremonies and misplaced certainties?

      We head straight for each other, glitchy circuits burning like misplaced courtship rituals at the end of a long romantic error state. All
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