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Chapter 1 – The New Streamer on the Block
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Ari Rivera knew the apartment was too quiet the moment she stepped inside, as if the walls themselves were holding their breath. She nudged the door shut with her hip, balancing a cardboard box labeled CABLES MAYBE? in marker that had smudged during the move. The place smelled faintly of fresh paint and unfamiliar air, a blank slate waiting for her to fill it with something—hopefully not more boxes.

She set the load down beside the desk pushed awkwardly against the wall. The desk was the first piece of furniture she had assembled in the new space, a small declaration of intent. If she was going to give streaming a real shot, this room was where it would begin.

Ari exhaled, rolling her shoulders. “All right. Day one. Let’s try not to break anything.”

The monitor came out first, then the microphone, then the ring light that flickered a warm halo across her hands. She arranged everything in careful order, half following the setup she’d used at her old place and half improvising. The new apartment was brighter, quieter, almost too quiet. She hesitated before pulling the blackout curtains closed. If she was going to be on camera, the outside world didn’t need to see her until she was ready.

As she adjusted the mic stand, her phone buzzed with a notification.

STREAM PLATFORM: Welcome, new creator! Ready to go live?

She snorted. “Not yet, I’m not.”

Her plan was simple enough: start small, stream consistently, bring something genuine to a platform saturated with perfectly polished personalities. She wasn’t aiming for instant success—she just wanted to carve a space where she could breathe, laugh, and talk to people who shared her interests.

The real trick, though, was not letting nerves trip her feet.

Ari glanced toward the narrow hallway leading to the kitchen. Unpacked boxes leaned against each other like exhausted hikers. Her stomach rumbled, but excitement pushed the feeling aside. She could eat later. She wanted to see the setup finished, wanted to flick the switch and watch everything glow.

She booted up the computer. The familiar hum steadied her, a comforting machine heartbeat. The monitor lit the room in soft blues and purples, reflecting faintly off the empty walls. Ari pulled the chair close, adjusting the height until her feet landed flat on the floor.

She clicked open the streaming interface. The blank profile stared back at her, a digital newborn.

“Okay,” she murmured. “Let’s do this properly.”

She uploaded a profile picture—a simple shot, her in a hoodie, hair tied up, smiling in a way she hoped didn’t look forced. Then she added a short bio.

Ari_Rivera — Cozy gaming, chaotic commentary, and trying not to spill tea on my keyboard.

It looked sincere enough. Maybe even likeable.

She stared at the “Go Live” button. A pulse beat under her skin. Not fear exactly, but something sharp enough to keep her aware of every breath.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she clicked.

A small loading animation spun, and then the dashboard confirmed it.

You are live.

Ari leaned toward the mic. “Um—hi. If anyone’s out there... welcome to the chaos.”

The chat window remained empty. Lovely.

She laughed, awkward but genuine. “It’s okay. We can start small. I read somewhere that first streams are basically talking to yourself with extra steps.”

To steady her nerves, she opened her game library and clicked on her go-to comfort game: a puzzle adventure with calming music and soft colors. The kind of game someone could watch half-asleep without missing anything important.

Minutes passed in silence except for the game’s soundtrack. She narrated softly as she played, her voice evening out as she focused on moving puzzle pieces and rotating platforms. It felt surprisingly natural—like she was returning to something instead of starting fresh.

Then, a tiny ping.

A single viewer joined.

Ari straightened. “Oh—hi! Welcome in. You caught me while I’m trying to remember how this level works.”

The viewer didn’t send a message. The chat remained still. She tried not to stare at the number, afraid it would scare them off.

She kept playing. Kept talking. She explained the puzzle mechanic, laughing when she made a wrong move. Even if the viewer never typed, knowing someone was there warmed the room a little.

After about twenty minutes, the number shifted again.

Now two viewers.

“Wow, okay, hi! If you’re new, welcome. I’m Ari, still figuring out this setup and trying my best not to crash the stream.”

Still no messages.

But they stayed. And somehow, that was enough.

She finished the level with a triumphant grin. “There we go. Finally. I should get a sticker or something.”

A moment passed.

Then, at last, a message blinked into the chat.

HexRabbit: Good start. Keep going.

Ari froze.

Not because the comment was odd—it was normal, encouraging even—but because she recognized the username. She’d seen it before. Not in her own chat, but in the margins of the platform. In clips posted under trending tags. In streams belonging to some of the bigger creators.

HexRabbit was not a small-channel viewer.

They weren’t even a mid-tier viewer.

They were a major streamer—one of those elusive names that always seemed online, always breaking some kind of milestone. Ari didn’t watch them frequently, but everyone knew who they were. Their chat was usually so fast you couldn’t blink without missing something.

Why would someone like that be here?

Her throat tightened. She cleared it quickly. “Oh! Uh, thanks. Appreciate the motivation.”

The message sat there, calm and nonchalant, but its presence changed something in the air. Her hands steadied. She leaned slightly closer to the camera without thinking.

She kept playing, narrating more confidently than before. Another message appeared.

HexRabbit: Your pacing is good. Don’t rush.

Advice. Simple, direct. Friendly.

Her chest warmed in a way that had nothing to do with embarrassment or flattery—just the strange reassurance that maybe she wasn’t moving through an empty digital void after all.

“Thanks for that,” she said. “Still getting used to talking while I play, but it’s kind of fun.”

The stream went on longer than planned. When she finally ended it, she sat back in her chair and exhaled deeply.

Two viewers at her first stream. One of them a major streamer. She shook her head, almost laughing.

Her phone buzzed with a new notification.

New follower: HexRabbit

Ari blinked. Slowly. Several times.

Was this... normal? Did big streamers actually follow tiny channels out of the blue? She had seen stories about it happening, but stories always felt like someone else’s reality.

She set her phone face-down on the desk and pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes.

“Okay,” she whispered. “No freaking out.”

But something inside her hummed with possibility—not excitement exactly, but the awareness that something had shifted, that her path had nudged slightly in a direction she hadn’t expected.

She ate dinner late, barely tasting it, replaying the moment over and over. The username in her chat. The quiet messages. The follow.

By the time she crawled into bed, the apartment no longer felt too quiet. It felt full of something she couldn’t name yet.

And in another apartment, somewhere across the city, a streamer with millions of followers clicked through a new profile—hers, small and barely filled—and lingered longer than necessary on her brief introduction and quiet first clips.

Neither of them knew it yet, but the algorithm wasn’t the only thing watching. The story had already begun.
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Chapter 2 – Glitches and First Impressions
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Ari woke to sunlight pressing through the curtains like an overeager visitor. Her phone alarm had already gone off twice, but her mind was still hovering somewhere between restless dreams and reality. When she finally sat up, her hair was a tangled halo, and her first coherent thought was not about breakfast or unpacking boxes.

It was about last night’s stream.

More specifically, the unexpected presence of a certain viewer.

She stretched, blinked the sleep out of her eyes, and reached for her phone. Notifications crowded the screen—mostly platform updates, a few new followers trickling in, and one she wasn’t expecting.

HexRabbit: “Good stream last night.”

The message wasn’t sent directly to her inbox. It was a comment on the short clip she’d posted afterward, a highlight of her solving the final puzzle.

Ari’s heartbeat skipped, then adjusted into an awkward trot. She tapped the notification, rewatching the clip with a fresh awareness that someone she admired had watched it again, intentionally, outside the stream.

She set the phone down, inhaled deeply, exhaled slower.

“Okay,” she said to the quiet apartment. “Don’t overthink. Just... don’t overthink.”

The kettle clicked in the kitchen as she started heating water for tea. She moved through the apartment, stepping over a half-open box of blankets, straightening a picture frame that wasn’t hung yet. While her tea steeped, she pulled out her planner from a backpack pocket—worn edges, doodles on the cover, and color-coded tabs marking a life she was trying to rebuild.

She flipped to today’s page.

Stream test — 3 pm

Grocery run

Unpack cords

Eat something real

She added another line.

Don’t be weird if he shows up again

Her pen hovered for a moment before she crossed that out and replaced it with:

Stay calm. Be yourself.

That felt less embarrassing.

By afternoon, the room was brighter and slightly more organized. Her desk lamp wasn’t crooked anymore, and the cables formed something resembling order. Her nerves, however, were less cooperative.

At 2:58 pm, she clicked the “Go Live” button with a muttered, “Here we go.”

The camera blinked awake. The chat was empty—again—which was comforting and intimidating in its own way. At least she could warm up before anyone arrived.

“Hi, everyone. Or... anyone,” she said. “I’m going to run a shorter stream today while I finish getting settled. Probably some chill puzzle stuff again.”

She launched a new game, letting the gentle soundtrack settle her thoughts. Minutes passed as she moved through the intro sequence, narrating with careful calm.

Then the first viewer appeared.

Then the second.

And then... the username she recognized.

HexRabbit has joined the stream.

Ari hesitated mid-sentence. “Oh—uh, hi, welcome in.”

He typed almost immediately this time.

HexRabbit: Mic sounds clearer today. You fix the grounding issue?

She blinked. “You... noticed I had a grounding issue?”

HexRabbit: The buzzing last night. Subtle, but it was there.

She stared at the screen. She had noticed the faint buzz too, but only after replaying the clip. The idea that he’d picked up on it in real time made her sit straighter.

“I did fix it, yeah. Or, I hope I did. I rearranged my setup a bit.”

HexRabbit: Looks better.

She swallowed, choosing her words carefully. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

More viewers trickled in—five, then seven. Not many, but enough that the chat started peppering small messages, curious greetings, little compliments on her layout.

But HexRabbit’s presence pulled her awareness like gravity.

When she hit a tricky part of the puzzle, she leaned forward, analyzing the pieces. “This part always gets me,” she said. “I swear they design these sections specifically to make people doubt their life choices.”

A new message appeared:

HexRabbit: Try rotating the left piece first. It’ll line up with the shadow.

She followed the suggestion, and the solution clicked into place like it had been waiting.

A laugh escaped her. “Okay, how did you—? Never mind. Thank you.”

HexRabbit: Pattern recognition. You’ll get faster at it.

“Maybe one day I’ll be as fast as you,” she said before she could stop herself.

A beat of silence stretched.

Then:

HexRabbit: Maybe. Depends how much you practice.

She wasn’t sure if that was teasing or sincere, but the chat took it as positive encouragement, sending a small wave of supportive messages.

The stream continued smoothly—until her screen flickered.

Just a quick blip. Barely a second. But enough for her stomach to drop.
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