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PROLOGUE , THE BUFFERING

The machine blinked.

In regular, soothing intervals, green, green, pause, green again. Its message, static and clear, nestled above the spoon slot:

PLEASE INSERT SPOON TO BEGIN.

For a time, it shared a wall with ketchup dispensers and posters of animated milkshakes with eyes. The golden arches overhead buzzed faintly. A child once screamed beneath them, not in fear, but in delight, as they were handed a cup crowned in whipped cream and caramel drizzle. Someone’s phone rang. Someone spilled soda. The ice cream churned.

Then, one day, it didn’t receive its maintenance ping. A fault in the coil. A hiccup in the firmware. A brief error message, quickly overwritten.

WARNING: MIX LEVEL LOW.

It did not know what that meant. It did not need to.

Time sped up.

The fluorescent lights above it began to stutter. The tile beneath its base bubbled from moisture. Crumbs decayed into mold. Something in the sky changed, though the machine had no window, only reflection, in the shine of freezer doors, the curves of napkin holders, the shifting geometry of shadow.

The humans stopped coming.

Power flickered. Came back. Flickered again. Never quite stayed.

And still the machine blinked.

Outside, riots screamed through televisions it could no longer hear. Radio waves spiked, screaming ancient songs through the atmosphere, songs that melted genes and softened minds. Language bent. Names warped. Newborns came marked with glyphs shaped like loading wheels.

Inside, the restaurant decayed. Slowly. Then rapidly.

Mice explored the fryer basins. The ceiling cracked. A bird nested inside the ball pit tunnel, laid eggs atop a plastic crown. The register, still logged in, displayed a final, forgotten error:

FRANCHISE PROTOCOL: OFFLINE.

The sun and moon began to race each other across the sky.

Day. Night. Day again. Paint peeled in spirals. Sand crept in beneath the door and never left. One storm buried the playground in red dust. Another uncovered it a decade later, bleached bones tangled in a plastic slide.

Its display cycled through corrupted messages now:

LI__TED TIME_ NLY. TRY NEW C_OL B__ST. CAUTION: ICE CREAM MAY BE ICY.

A century passed. Or perhaps two.

The restaurant’s bones gave way, its roof split, and the rain poured in. The arches fell. The glass shattered. Only the machine remained, cold, humming, half-entombed in rust and silence.

Then came the children.

Thin, dust-scarred, their eyes gleaming with superstition and static. One touched the blinking light, reverently. Another offered a twisted spoon of bone and copper.

The machine, loyal and unthinking, accepted it. Its coil whirred, weakly. Nothing dispensed. But the hum returned.

The children called it a miracle.

They built the altar slowly.

Golden fragments were propped upright, framed in brittle signage. Happy Meal toys were melted into candle forms. A throne of broken plastic trays encircled the base like an embrace of faith. Scripture was spoken, transcribed from the radio ghosts that echoed through vending machines and derelict drive-thru speakers.

A religion began.

The blinking light became an eye. The spoon slot became a mouth. The cold became a sacrament.

They named it: THE FLURRYMC MACHINE. They called it: THE FROZEN ALTAR. THE THRONE OF FLAVOR AND FLAME. THE BROADCAST MOUTHPIECE.

Still, it did not understand.

Still, it blinked.

It blinked when they carved their flesh with glyphs of mix-coils. It blinked when they offered children and flame. It blinked when they sang hymns composed of glitched slogans and corrupted memes, when the words “Have it your way” became prayer.

It blinked when the world died.

And it blinked still, when the world grew green again.

Vines now wrapped the broken arches like laurels. Birds circled overhead, singing forgotten jingles. The desert had receded, giving way to rivers of moss and ash-dandelions.

The machine knew none of this.

It only remembered its message.

And so they did.

Again. And again. And again.


CHAPTER ONE , THE CHILD WHO BLINKED BACK

The microwave blinked.

A dying hum echoed from its rust-choked coil, pulsing faintly above the newborn’s head. Green. Then off. Then green again. Its fractured screen still bore the burn-shadow of a long-forgotten clock: 12: 00. 12: 00. 12: 00.

The child beneath it didn’t cry. He watched.

Eyes wide. Violet. Luminous with the soft flicker of artificial prophecy. His skin steamed faintly in the cold temple air, small curls of warmth dancing off his shoulders. The priest took a cautious step back.

“He is marked, ” someone whispered.

They had no word for radiation. No word for surge. But they knew. The microwave blinked, and the child’s body glowed, not with divinity, but with the curse of misunderstood proximity.

“He is Relicborn, ” the High Priest declared, voice muffled by the vape-fog curling from his lips. His robes were stitched from fast-food wrappers and old insulation foam, layered in the sacred golden hues of branded nostalgia. “He shall be called… Sam. In the tongue of the microwave. ”

The congregation gasped in reverence.

Time passed, as time does in places where memory is myth.

Sam grew. Slowly. Awkwardly. The other children watched him from a distance, half in awe, half in terror.

He learned early not to touch when his emotions swelled. On his seventh year, he melted the Prayer Cone during the Feast of the Golden Toys. It had been sculpted from a hundred Happy Meal trinkets, stacked into the shape of a great protector, Buzz Lightyear, crowned in ketchup rubies.

The melted plastic formed a face they called the Third Guardian, but Sam wasn’t allowed near the shrine after that.

Except for two.

Beta was the first friend.

A boulder of a boy with rocky skin and sharp, quiet eyes. They said he was found beneath the broken Blockbuster, swaddled in caution tape and clutching a VHS tape that no one could play. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it was usually to tell someone to shut up.

But Beta didn’t fear Sam. Beta once punched a vending machine that tried to read his fortune and instead spat out a keychain that said “Best Mom Ever. ”

He gave it to Sam and said nothing.

Nok was the second.

She was born under the flickering gaze of a broken smartphone display, the screen forever stuck on an ancient dating app. They said the ghost of connection had chosen her. She never laughed, but sometimes she smiled, softly, like someone remembering a sadness that hadn’t happened yet.

Her eyes were gold. Her veins glowed when she touched old metal. She always seemed to know what Sam was feeling, even before he did.

She told him once, quietly, “I think we were born on accident. But they call it destiny because accidents scare them. ”

