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        1.1 The Basement of Broken Dreams

    



The neon glow of a flickering LED strip, currently stuck on a shade of existential-crisis purple, was the only thing illuminating the damp corner of the basement Arthur Pringle called his headquarters. To the rest of the world, or at least the three people who occasionally stumbled into his vicinity, this was the laundry room of a split-level ranch in suburban Ohio. To Artie, it was the Stream-Cave. It was a title he used with a heavy dose of irony that felt more like a lead weight in his stomach every time he said it out loud. He adjusted his headset, the faux-leather padding peeling off in little black flakes that clung to his ears like plastic dandruff, and cleared his throat. He needed to sound energetic. He needed to sound like a guy who wasn't currently twenty-four years old and wearing pajama pants with cartoon hamsters on them.

Alright, what is up, Pringle-Tingle-Stingers, Artie shouted into a microphone that was held steady by three rubber bands and a prayer. We are back in the trenches of Goat Herder Simulator: Extreme Edition. Last time, we lost the prize-winning ram to a freak lightning strike, but today, we rebuild. Today, we achieve agricultural greatness.

He paused, his eyes darting to the secondary monitor where his streaming dashboard lived. The viewer count sat at a rock-solid, unwavering one. It had been at one for the last three hours. It had been at one for most of the last three years. The number mocked him, a tiny digital middle finger standing tall against his ambitions. He knew exactly who that one viewer was. It was Night-Owl-Nana-66, which was his mother’s account. She wasn't even actually watching; she just left the browser tab open on the kitchen iPad while she did Sudoku, thinking she was helping his engagement. In reality, she was just witnessing his slow-motion descent into social irrelevance in high definition.

Artie leaned back, the springs of his thrift-store office chair screaming in a way that definitely translated over the audio feed. His internal monologue, which usually moved at the speed of a fiber-optic cable during a localized blackout, started narrating his failure. Great job, Artie. You’re talking to a digital void. You are the tree falling in the forest where no one hears it, except the tree is a guy who hasn't seen sunlight in forty-eight hours and the forest is a basement that smells faintly of fabric softener and unwashed socks. You’re a content creator whose only content is the slow erosion of his own dignity.

He looked at his webcam, a five-year-old model that made his skin look like it was composed entirely of beige pixels. He tried to give a winning smile, the kind he’d seen on the faces of the guys on the Trending Tab, the ones with the perfectly coiffed hair and the sponsorship deals with energy drinks that tasted like battery acid and liquefied Skittles. Instead, he looked like he was having a mild allergic reaction to his own existence.

The game on his screen was a masterpiece of budget programming. A low-polygon goat glitched through a fence, its hind legs vibrating at a frequency that shouldn't be physically possible. Artie’s character, a man in overalls whose face was a flat texture of vague sadness, stood motionless in a field of neon green grass.

Chat, are you seeing this? Artie asked, gesturing wildly at the vibrating goat. This is high-level physics. This is the kind of realism you just don't get in those AAA titles. They spend millions on motion capture, and yet, they can't capture the raw, unbridled energy of a clipping error. Night-Owl-Nana, you seeing this? Put a one in the chat if you’re hype for the harvest.

Silence. Not even a bot joined to offer him the chance to buy followers for the low price of five dollars. He was so deep in the basement of the algorithm that even the scammers didn't think he was worth the processing power.

He slumped, his shoulders hitting the back of the chair with a dull thud. This was supposed to be the dream. He’d told his mom, when he dropped out of community college after two weeks of Intro to Sociology, that the digital frontier was where the real money was. He’d promised her he’d be moving out by the end of the year, heading to a creator house in Los Angeles where he’d spend his days filming pranks and his nights counting his ad revenue. Instead, he was twenty-four, his primary source of income was a weekend gig delivering pizzas to people who looked at him with a mixture of pity and terror, and his most loyal fan was a woman who still asked him how to attach a PDF to an email once a week.

The Stream-Cave was getting smaller. The walls, lined with shelves of empty soda bottles and half-finished model kits he’d started during a brief hyper-fixation with World War II planes, seemed to be leaning in. The air was thick with the hum of his PC tower, which was working far too hard to render a game that looked like it belonged on a floppy disk. He felt the shadow-lag of his own life. He was out of sync with the world. While people his age were getting promoted, getting married, or at least having conversations with human beings who weren't their mother, he was narrating the digital death of a goat to an audience of zero plus one sympathetic senior citizen.

Maybe I should just get a job at the insurance agency, Artie whispered, forgetting for a second that his mic was still live. I could wear a tie. I could have a cubicle. I could have a stapler that actually works instead of this one I have to bang against the desk to get it to bite.

He looked back at the screen. The goat had finally stopped vibrating and had simply vanished into the floor, leaving his digital farmer alone in a field of nothing. It felt prophetic. It felt like a metaphor so on the nose it was practically punching him in the face. He was the farmer, and his audience was the goat, and the floor was the crushing weight of a society that didn't need another guy with a headset and a mediocre personality.

He reached for his glass of water, which was actually a lukewarm mug of instant coffee he’d forgotten about four hours ago. He took a sip, winced at the oily film on top, and forced himself to look back at the camera. The red 'Live' light felt like a tiny, burning eye.

Don't go anywhere, Pringle-Tingle-Stingers, he said, his voice cracking slightly. We’re just getting started. I’m going to find that goat if it’s the last thing I do. We are going to hit that one-thousand sub goal. I can feel it. Today is the day everything changes.

He didn't believe a word of it. He was a ghost in the machine, a glitch in the social fabric, a man broadcasting his own slow-motion obsolescence into a void that didn't even have the decency to echo back. He adjusted his headset one more time, ignored the itch on his nose, and dove back into the pixels, unaware that the void was finally starting to look back.


    
        1.2 The Glitch in the Matrix

    



The flickering neon sign of my ego was currently dimming to a dull, pathetic hum. I sat in the dark, the only illumination coming from the twin monitors that served as my windows to a world that stubbornly refused to look back. My basement sanctuary, or the Stream-Cave as I called it when I was feeling delusional, smelled faintly of cool ranch dust and the kind of desperation that only a twenty-four-year-old man living with his mother can truly cultivate. I adjusted my headset, the plastic creaking against my ears, and checked my dashboard. One viewer. One. And if I was being honest with myself, it was probably just my own phone logged into the mobile app to make sure the stream had not crashed.

Alright, guys, welcome back to the channel, I said to the empty digital void, my voice cracking just enough to betray my lack of confidence. Today we are diving back into Gloom-Haunt: The Desolation of Gary. It is an indie horror title from a developer whose name is just a series of Cyrillic characters and a skull emoji. Very promising. Very spooky. Let’s get into the loading screen.

I clicked the executable. My PC, a custom-built rig that I had nicknamed The Behemoth despite its tendency to overheat when running anything more complex than a calculator, began to groan. The fans spun up into a high-pitched whine that sounded like a jet engine preparing for a very sad takeoff. On the screen, the loading bar for Gloom-Haunt appeared. It was a shivering, pixelated bone that filled up with blood as the game loaded. It reached ninety-nine percent and stayed there.

Classic Gary, I muttered, leaning back in my thrift-store racing chair. The chair squeaked in protest. Gary is just teasing us. He is building the tension. He is an artist of the highest caliber.

Then, the screen did something it had never done before. It did not freeze, and it did not crash to the desktop. Instead, the red blood in the loading bar turned a vibrant, nauseating shade of electric violet. The pixels began to vibrate, then smear, as if someone had spilled metaphysical coffee on the fabric of reality. My monitor emitted a sound like a synthesizer being fed into a woodchipper. I winced, reaching for the volume knob, but the dial felt cold, almost frozen.

Whoa, okay, I said, leaning closer. My face was reflected in the glass, pale and framed by messy hair. Is this part of the game? This feels very meta. Shout out to the developers for the sensory assault. Very immersive.

The violet smear coalesced into a sharp, crystalline image. It was not Gloom-Haunt. It was not a game at all. My monitor was now displaying what looked like a high-definition video feed of a corporate boardroom, if that boardroom had been designed by an interior decorator who was addicted to fractals and lived in a nebula. The walls were made of shifting, iridescent gas, and the table in the center was a floating slab of obsidian that seemed to swallow the light around it.

Sitting around the table were three figures. They were not little green men, and they were not xenomorphs. They were wearing what I can only describe as space-turtlenecks. They had long, spindly limbs and skin that shimmered like oil on a puddle. Their heads were elongated, topped with hair-like filaments that pulsed with soft light. One of them was holding a translucent tablet and looking profoundly bored.

I blinked. I rubbed my eyes. I checked the URL in my browser. It was still my Twitch dashboard, but the preview window was showing this impossible scene. I looked at the chat. LoneWolf88, my only viewer, had not said anything. Probably because LoneWolf88 was actually just me and I was currently too busy having a minor stroke to type.

Look, the one on the left said, and the audio was crystal clear, coming through my headphones with a resonance that made my teeth ache. The voice did not sound alien. It sounded like a middle-manager named Keith who was three minutes away from a lunch break he desperately needed. The engagement metrics for Sector 7-G are officially in the gutter. I am looking at the charts, and they are flatlining. The bipedal primates on the third rock are just spinning their wheels.

The middle figure, who had more filaments on its head and a slightly more aggressive turtleneck, sighed. A long, multi-jointed finger swiped across a holographic projection of Earth that suddenly flared to life above the obsidian table. It is a legacy server, Keith. We have been keeping it on life support for three centuries because the historical society thought their early Renaissance period was cute. But now? It is just clutter. They are filling up the bandwidth with low-quality data. The signal-to-noise ratio is embarrassing.

Wait, I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. Are they talking about us? Is this a prank? Did I accidentally hack into a Netflix production?

I looked for a way to turn it off, but my mouse cursor had transformed into a glowing three-dimensional pyramid that refused to obey my hand. It drifted lazily across the screen, clicking on things I could not see.

We have a mandate, the third figure said, leaning forward. Its voice was sharper, more bureaucratic. If a server does not meet the minimum engagement threshold of one billion active galactic subscribers within a designated cycle, it gets decommissioned. We need the space for the new Andromeda cluster project. The developers there are actually doing something interesting with hive-mind poetry. It is very trendy.

The figure named Keith nodded. Right. Decommissioning. So, we just hit the reboot button?

No, the bureaucrat corrected. We delete the partition. We wipe the drive and start fresh. No sense in keeping the old code. It is full of bugs and weird, aggressive sub-routines. Did you see the latest update they tried to run? Something about cryptocurrency? Absolutely nonsensical. It is a drain on the entire Omni-Net.

I sat frozen, my mouth hanging open. My brain was trying to process the information, but it was like trying to download a terabyte of data through a dial-up modem. They were talking about Earth like it was a failing Minecraft server. They were talking about deleting my mom, my basement, my mountain of unwashed laundry, and me. Especially me, since I was currently the one witnessing the most boring apocalypse in the history of the universe.

I need to say something, I thought. I have to tell them we are here. I am a streamer! I am content!

I lunged for my microphone, nearly knocking over a half-full bottle of warm soda. I keyed the mic, the little red light on the interface blinking mockingly at me.

Uh, hey! I shouted, my voice cracking again. Excuse me! Keith? Turtleneck guys? I can hear you! You can’t delete the server! I’m still using it! I have a high-score in three different games! Also, people live here! Real people with feelings and student loans!

The three figures on the screen stopped talking. They did not look at the camera, but the one in the middle tilted its head, the filaments on its scalp glowing a bright, agitated orange.

Did you hear that? Keith asked, looking around the gaseous boardroom. It sounded like a localized glitch. A tiny, high-pitched squeak in the audio feedback.

It is probably just the heat death of their sun beginning to murmur, the bureaucrat said, dismissively. Or a packet loss from the local relay. Ignore it. Now, where is the authorization form? I want to get this scheduled before the weekend. I have tickets to a supernova on the outer rim.

I watched in horror as the bureaucrat swiped a glowing document toward the middle of the table. A giant, red button - literally a glowing red circle with the word TERMINATE written in a language that I somehow understood perfectly despite never seeing it before - appeared on the obsidian surface.

No, no, no! I screamed, slamming my hands onto my desk. The Behemoth roared, the smell of ozone filling the air. My monitors flickered wildly, the violet light intensifying until it blinded me. I felt a sudden, sharp tug at the base of my skull, like a fishhook catching on a thought.

A notification popped up in the corner of my screen. It was not a Windows update. It was a golden box with a shimmering border.

WARNING: ACCOUNT VERIFIED. YOU ARE NOW LIVE ON THE OMNI-NET TRENDING TAB. CURRENT ENGAGEMENT: 1.

I stared at the number. The one viewer. But it was not LoneWolf88 anymore. The icon next to the number was a golden eye with too many pupils.

The three aliens on the screen froze. This time, they did not just hear me. They looked directly into the camera. They looked directly at me, Arthur Pringle, in my stained t-shirt and my dimly lit basement.

Keith dropped his tablet. Is that... a user?

The bureaucrat squinted, his many eyes blinking in sequence. A human? Broadcasting on a priority frequency? That is impossible. They do not even have the hardware to access the shadow-bands.

I didn't know what to do, so I did the only thing I had been practicing for three years of failed streaming. I pointed at the camera, forced a jagged, terrifyingly nervous smile, and spoke.

Don't forget to like and subscribe, I choked out. Or we all literally die.

The engagement counter ticked up.

2.

Then 10.

Then 1,000.

The world did not end, but the humming in my ears was only just beginning. My basement was no longer just a room. It was the center of the galaxy, and the audience was finally starting to tune in.


    
        1.3 Accidental Viral Hit

    



The thing that looked like a man - if that man had been designed by a committee that had only ever seen a human through a very smudged window - froze. Its head did not turn so much as it rotated on a ball-bearing axis, a smooth, sickening motion that made Arthur’s stomach do a slow-motion somersault. One of its eyes, a milky sphere the color of a bruised pearl, fixed directly on the tiny, flickering blue LED of Artie’s Logitech C920 webcam. The other eye remained focused on the shimmering, holographic map of the tri-state area that was currently floating above Artie’s dirty laundry pile.

For a heartbeat, the only sound in the basement was the wet, rhythmic pulsing of the alien’s throat and the frantic whirring of Artie’s cooling fans, which were currently struggling to keep up with the fact that his CPU was apparently processing a signal from the Andromeda galaxy.

We have a breach, the creature said. It didn't speak with a mouth. The sound vibrated directly behind Artie’s eyeballs, a resonant hum that tasted like copper and smelled like a burnt microwave. Its partner, a slightly taller entity whose skin looked like wet grey suede, stepped toward the desk. It raised a limb that ended in too many joints and a series of twitching, needle-like appendages. Artie squeezed his eyes shut, his hands gripping the arms of his cheap gaming chair so hard the faux leather began to crack. He expected a laser blast, or a probe, or at the very least, a very sternly worded cosmic eviction notice.

Instead, the air in the room didn't explode. It chimed.

It was a sound Artie knew intimately. It was the "New Follower" notification sound he’d painstakingly set up three years ago - a cheery, synthesized trumpet blast he’d never actually heard in a live environment because his follower count had been stagnant since the Obama administration. But this wasn't coming from his speakers. It was coming from the air itself.

Engagement Spike Detected, a new voice announced. This one was feminine, brisk, and possessed the terrifyingly upbeat cadence of a corporate HR representative during a round of layoffs. Category: Uncontacted Primitive. Sub-category: Accidental Meta-Commentary. Current Sentiment: 98% Morbid Curiosity. 2% Arousal. (Ignore the 2%, Artie, his brain whispered. Just ignore it.)

Artie risked opening one eye. The needle-fingered alien was no longer reaching for his throat. It was staring at something floating just above Artie’s monitor. A translucent, golden window had manifested in the air, glowing with a luminescence that made the rest of his basement look like a depressing charcoal sketch.

Viewership: 4,029,112 and climbing, the golden window read.

Artie’s mouth fell open. He looked at his actual monitor, where his OBS dashboard was currently melting. The viewer count on his Twitch dashboard was spinning so fast it looked like a blur of white light. The chat wasn't just scrolling; it was a vertical waterfall of neon symbols, geometric shapes, and what Artie could only describe as sentient emojis. One of them looked like a supernova with a smiley face. Another was a tentacled horror holding a bucket of popcorn.

The Lead Texture, as Artie had mentally dubbed the first alien, lowered its glowing map. Its expression, which had been one of cold, murderous efficiency, shifted into something Artie recognized from every "Apology Video" he’d ever seen on YouTube. It was the look of someone who had just realized they were being filmed doing something they definitely shouldn't be doing.

Is this... live? the alien vibrated, its voice now tinged with a distinct, vibrating tremor of panic.

The suede-skinned one hissed, its needle-fingers retracting. We are supposed to be in stealth mode, Xylax. If the Moderator finds out we’ve been caught on a Class-D bandwidth stream before the reboot - 

Too late, the golden voice interrupted. The Omni-Net Algorithm has prioritized this feed. Congratulations, Creator @M_J_Alien. You have achieved the 'First Contact' milestone. This content is currently trending in the Orion Arm. You are being promoted to the Global Trending Tab.

Artie finally found his voice, though it sounded like it was being squeezed through a very small, very dry straw. I - I didn't mean to. I was just playing 'Goblin Slayer IV.' I didn't even know the camera was on. I mean, I thought it was on, but no one was watching. Please don't kill me. I have a very low pain tolerance and I haven't finished my taxes.

A new box popped up, right in the center of Artie’s vision. It wasn't on his screen. It was burned into his retinas.

VERIFICATION PROTOCOL INITIATED.

Would you like to be Verified?

(Note: Verification grants physical permanence, reality-warping privileges based on Engagement Points, and protection from immediate disintegration by dissatisfied viewers.)

[YES] / [NO]

Artie stared at the 'YES' button. It pulsed with an inviting, honey-colored light. He looked at the two aliens, who were now backing away from him as if he were a ticking nuclear warhead. They weren't looking at him as a victim anymore. They were looking at him as a celebrity. Or perhaps a very dangerous, very unpredictable social media influencer who was about to get them fired.

If you hit no, the tall one said, its voice now desperate, we can still delete this planet and pretend this never happened. Just hit no. We can go back to being a quiet, backwater server. No one has to know humanity exists. It’s better this way. Trust me. The comments sections in this sector are brutal.

Artie looked at his viewer count. 12,000,000. 15,000,000. 20,000,000. For the first time in his twenty-four years of existence, people were watching him. Granted, they were three-eyed blobs and sentient gas clouds from the Horsehead Nebula who were likely waiting to see his head explode, but it was an audience. It was the dream. He thought about his mom upstairs, probably heating up a Totino’s Pizza Roll, completely unaware that her basement was currently the hottest spot in the known universe. He thought about his bank account, which currently held four dollars and a coupon for a free taco.

Artie’s finger, trembling with a mix of terror and a sudden, soaring sense of spite, reached out. He didn't click his mouse. He reached into the air and tapped the golden 'YES' floating in front of his nose.

The world didn't just change; it underwent a hardware upgrade.

A surge of electricity, warm and tingly like a caffeine overdose, raced through Artie’s veins. The basement walls seemed to sharpen, the colors becoming impossibly vivid. The piles of laundry suddenly looked like high-definition 8K textures. A HUD (Heads-Up Display) flickered into existence around the edges of his vision. In the top right corner, a bar labeled ENGAGEMENT POINTS (EP) began to fill with a satisfying 'ding-ding-ding' sound. In the top left, his profile picture - a grainy photo of him wearing a tinfoil hat - was now encircled by a shimmering, rotating gold checkmark.

Verification Complete, the voice announced, and this time it sounded like it was broadcasting from the center of his soul. Welcome to the Omni-Net, Artie Pringle. You are now a Tier-1 Content Creator. Your life is currently the most-watched event in the galaxy. Please try to stay engaging. If your subscriber count hits zero, your planet will be decommissioned for lack of interest.

The Lead Texture, Xylax, slumped its shoulders. Well, he whispered, the vibration of his voice sounding defeated. I guess we’re on camera.

Artie looked at the webcam, then at the millions of alien comments flooding his vision, and then back at the terrified infiltrators in his basement. He felt a sudden, strange surge of adrenaline. He wasn't the failing streamer in his mom’s basement anymore. He was the host of the most dangerous show in the universe.

He cleared his throat, adjusted his headset, and looked directly into the lens.

Uh, hey guys, Artie said, his voice cracking only slightly. Thanks for the raid. Welcome to the stream. Today, we’re... uh... we’re doing a live unboxing of a planetary invasion. Don't forget to smash that like button, or we all literally die.

The chat exploded. A donation notification popped up in the center of the room. It was a glowing, pulsating orb that smelled like strawberries and existential dread.

User 'Zog_the_Devourer' has donated: 5,000 Credits and a Sentient Gravitational Well.

Message: DO THE DANCE, PINK MONKEY.

Artie stared at the glowing orb, then at the aliens. He realized he had no idea what he was doing, but for the first time in his life, he wasn't shadow-banned.

Now, he just had to read the Terms of Service.

    

  

    
      

Chapter 2








    

    
      
    
        2.1 Welcome to the Omni-Net

    



The air in Artie’s basement usually smelled of stale energy drinks and the faint, tragic scent of a man who had given up on ever seeing a sunset again, but now it smelled like ozone and burnt hair. My eyes were watering, or maybe I was just having a full-blown neurological collapse. Floating directly in front of my face, obscuring my view of my dual-monitor setup and my mountain of empty Ramen cups, was a translucent violet window. It didn’t matter which way I turned my head; the window stayed fixed in the center of my vision like a stubborn floater in an eyeball, except this floater was pulsing with neon data and scrolling text in a language that looked like a collaboration between a geometry textbook and a bowl of alphabet soup.

I swiped at the air, my hand passing right through the shimmering light. My heart was thumping a frantic, irregular rhythm against my ribs, sounding like a drum kit falling down a flight of stairs. This is it, I thought. This is how the brain finally snaps after three years of talking to a zero-viewer chat. The isolation has finally fermented into a psychedelic break. I tried to scream for my mom, but my throat felt like I’d swallowed a handful of dry sand.

Suddenly, the geometric symbols shimmered and blurred, snapping into a font that looked suspiciously like Comic Sans, which was the first sign that whatever intergalactic force was currently hijacking my consciousness had absolutely no taste. A header appeared in bold, flickering letters: OMNI-NET INTERFACE CONNECTED. Below it, a status bar filled up with a sickeningly cheerful ding.

Welcome, Creator @M_J_Alien! You have been selected for the Tier-1 Reality-Engagement Pilot Program. Please stand by for synchronization.

Synchronize? Synchronize what? I scrambled backward, my rolling chair catching on a stray power strip and sending me tumbling onto the carpet. Even with my face pressed into the dusty rug, the violet window remained perfectly centered in my sight. It was like I was wearing the world’s most invasive VR headset, only there was no way to take it off.

A new window popped up, bright red and pulsating. It was titled: MANDATORY TERMS OF SERVICE. I tried to blink it away, but a voice - flat, synthetic, and sounding like a customer service representative from a planet where joy had been outlawed - vibrated directly inside my skull.

Attention, Arthur Pringle, the voice said. You are currently broadcasting to the Galactic Trending Tab. Your current Engagement Points - EP for short - stand at a staggering zero. This is a critical violation of the Omni-Net Community Guidelines. Failure to generate content will result in immediate Account Deletion.

I managed to find my voice, though it came out as a pathetic squeak. Account deletion? What does that mean? I’m just a streamer! Just ban me! Take the channel! I don't care! I’ll go outside! I’ll get a job at a bank!

A second window slid into view, showing a live graph of my heart rate and a countdown timer that was rapidly ticking toward zero. The text beneath it was horrifyingly clear. In the Omni-Net, the voice continued, your biological existence is tethered to your stream’s uptime. You are now a Verified Node. If your viewership drops to zero for more than sixty seconds, or if the stream is terminated by the host, the Node - that is you, Arthur - will be decommissioned.

Decommissioned? I stammered, my eyes widening as the timer hit forty-five seconds. You mean killed? You’re going to kill me because I don’t have enough followers?

The voice didn't sound empathetic. Terms of Service are non-negotiable. To ensure the quality of the Galactic Bandwidth, low-engagement species are phased out to make room for high-value content. Currently, the planet Earth is being shadow-banned due to extreme lack of entertainment value. You are the only active uplink. Should you fail to entertain, the server - your planet - will be rebooted.

I felt a cold, oily sensation of dread wash over me. This wasn't just a hallucination. My skin was starting to tingle, a weird, static-like itch that felt like my atoms were losing their grip on each other. I looked down at my hands and gasped. They were flickering. Not like a trick of the light, but like a low-resolution video file struggling to load. My fingers were turning into jagged, pixelated blocks of gray.

Engagement Points are life, the voice reminded me. High Engagement grants physical buffs. Low Engagement results in Shadow-Lag. You are currently experiencing a Level 1 Nerf. Increase your viewership immediately or face total packet loss.

I lunged for my desk, tripping over a pile of dirty laundry. I didn’t just trip; I glitched. One second I was falling, and the next I was three feet to the left, my shoulder slamming into the wall as if the universe had forgotten to calculate my trajectory. The pain was real, sharp and white-hot, which meant the stakes were just as tangible.

I scrambled into my chair and looked at the primary monitor. My streaming software, the one I’d been using for years to talk to nobody, was gone. In its place was a HUD that looked like a high-speed stock ticker for the end of the world. At the top right, a number was ticking up.

12... 45... 110... 500...

The aliens were tuning in. They were watching me have a panic attack in a basement in Ohio.

A chat box appeared on the left side of my vision, scrolling so fast I could barely read it. The usernames were strings of unpronounceable consonants and mathematical constants.

Look at the primitive, one comment read. It thinks it's dying. Hilarious.

Is this the species that invented the 'Rickroll'? I heard they were being deleted. Finally, another wrote.

The pixelation in my hands began to recede as the viewer count climbed. My fingers smoothed out, the gray blocks turning back into flesh and bone. The static itch in my brain subsided, replaced by a surge of adrenaline that felt like a shot of liquid lightning.

Wait, I said, looking directly into the webcam, which was now glowing with an eerie, pulsing blue light that definitely wasn't there before. You’re actually watching? You’re really out there?

The viewer count hit 2,000. A notification popped up in the center of my screen, gold and shimmering.

NEW MILESTONE REACHED: LACK OF DIGNITY BONUS. +50 EP.

The air in the room suddenly felt colder, and I felt a strange weight in my pocket. I reached in and pulled out a small, glowing vial of liquid that smelled like blue raspberry and ozone. A tooltip appeared above it: TIER 1 RECOVERY POTION. CAUTION: MAY CAUSE UNCONTROLLED LEVITATION.

I stared at the vial, then back at the floating UI. The timer had vanished, replaced by a green bar labeled LIVESTREAM STABILITY. It was currently at 40 percent.

I realized then, with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, that my life was no longer my own. I wasn't just a streamer anymore. I was a gladiator in a digital colosseum, and my only weapon was my own humiliation. If I stopped talking, if I turned off the camera, if I even took a bathroom break that was too long, I wouldn't just be losing my career. I’d be losing my molecules.

The screen flickered again, and a new message appeared in a deep, menacing purple. It was from a user named Xylax_The_Mod.

This content is derivative and lacks artistic merit. One strike issued. Two more and we delete the server. Keep it interesting, primate.

My hands started to shake again, but this time I didn't let myself glitch. I leaned into the microphone, my face slick with sweat, and gave the only performance of my life that actually mattered.

Hey everyone, I croaked, trying to force a smile that probably looked like a grimace. Welcome back to the channel. Today... today we're playing for our lives. Don't forget to hit that subscribe button, or we all literally die.

The chat exploded with emojis I didn't recognize, some of which looked like screaming eyeballs. The viewer count began to climb toward five thousand. I was trending in the galaxy, and the horror of it was only just beginning.


    
        2.2 The First Donation

    



The air in my basement didn’t just smell like stale energy drinks and unwashed laundry anymore. It now had a distinct top note of ozone and something that smelled suspiciously like a burnt circuit board. Floating in the center of my vision was a neon-green notification box that looked like it had been designed by a graphic artist on a bad acid trip. It pulsed with a rhythmic, wet thumping sound, like a digital heart, and it displayed a string of symbols that I could only assume meant a donation had been triggered. I stared at it, my mouth hanging open in a way that I knew was definitely not making me look like a galactic superstar. My subscriber count was currently sitting at one, and that one was apparently an intergalactic entity with a credit card and a very strange sense of humor.

A holographic window flickered into existence right in front of my nose, nearly clipping my glasses. It read: User Zog_the_Eternal has sent a Gift! Item: Genuine Earth-Standard Heal Pot (Grade: C-minus, Slightly Expired). Description: For the fleshy streamer with the structural integrity of a damp napkin. Enjoy the restorative properties of the ancient star-broth!

I didn't have time to wonder who Zog was or why my structural integrity was being roasted by a being from the Andromeda galaxy. A shimmering rift, about the size of a microwave, tore open in the middle of the room. It didn't make a cool sci-fi whoosh. It made a sound like a giant zipper getting stuck on a fleece jacket. From the jagged tear in reality, a heavy, clay-colored pot tumbled out and landed with a wet thud on my shag carpet. The rift snapped shut, leaving behind a lingering scent of celery and cosmic radiation.

The pot was unassuming at first. It looked like something you would find at a garage sale for fifty cents, filled with dried lavender or buttons. It was a dull, earthy brown with a cracked lid that rattled as if something inside was trying to breathe. I leaned forward, my gamer chair creaking in protest. My posture was, admittedly, terrible. I had spent the last six years slumped like a question mark over a keyboard, my spine curved in a shape that would make an evolutionary biologist weep.

Maybe this is a potion, I muttered, my voice cracking. I reached out a hand, half-expecting the pot to explode or turn me into a pile of stardust. If it’s a stat-boost, I could really use some charisma. Or maybe just enough health to survive this panic attack.

The moment my fingertips brushed the cool ceramic, the lid didn't just fall off; it was launched into the ceiling. It embedded itself in the drywall with a muffled crunch. I froze, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. From within the pot, a thick, golden-brown liquid began to bubble and hiss. It wasn't just soup. It was a violent, viscous entity that looked like minestrone with a grudge.

Before I could recoil, a tentacle of warm, salty broth whipped out of the pot and lashed around my right ankle. I let out a very unheroic yelp, the kind of sound a Chihuahua makes when you accidentally step on its tail. The liquid was surprisingly heavy, and it felt like being grabbed by a muscular, wet noodle. With a sudden, violent jerk, the Heal Pot dragged me out of my chair.

I hit the floor hard, my face buried in the carpet, as the rest of the soup erupted from the pot. It didn't flow like normal liquid. It moved with a terrifying, jerky intentionality, like a swarm of angry bees made of vegetable stock. Within seconds, I was being swarmed. It felt hot, but not scalding, a sort of aggressive warmth that felt like being hugged by a radiator.

Structural deficiency detected, a voice boomed in my head. It sounded like a choir of angels if they were all suffering from severe head colds. Commencing aggressive spinal realignment. Target: Arthur Pringle. Status: Pathologically slouchy.

Wait! No! I don't need a realignment! I shouted, my voice muffled by a mouthful of leathery kale. I tried to crawl toward the stairs, but a large, sentient crouton - sharp as a jagged rock - wedged itself under my hip, flipping me onto my back.

The soup began to work with a clinical, terrifying efficiency. Two thick streams of broth pinned my shoulders to the floor, while a long, braided rope of vermicelli noodles wrapped around my neck and chin. I felt like I was being handled by a very wet, very aromatic wrestler. My spine, which had been comfortably hunched for a decade, was suddenly being forced into a straight line by sheer, hydro-kinetic force.

There was a sickening pop-pop-pop sound, like a string of firecrackers going off in a trash can. My vertebrae, long accustomed to their cozy, curved existence, were being snapped back into their intended positions. I screamed, but it came out as a gargle because a piece of aggressive carrot had decided to check my tonsils for weaknesses.

Engagement Points Increasing! the HUD screamed in neon pink. The Viewers love the Crunch! New Comment from Xx_Star_Eater_xX: Look at the little carbon-based life form bend! Ten credits says his pelvis snaps next!

I wasn't thinking about credits. I was thinking about the fact that my chest was being puffed out so far I felt like a pigeon in mid-strut. The soup moved behind me, forming a solid, pulsing pillar of liquid that shoved into the small of my back. It forced my shoulder blades together until I thought they were going to fuse into a single bone. I had never felt so tall, or so physically violated by a lunch menu.

Stop! I’m healed! I’m cured! I shouted, gasping for air as the soup retracted for a second, only to dive back in to fix my neck tilt.

The vermicelli tightened, pulling my head back until I was staring directly at the ceiling. The soup seemed to be measuring my angles, vibrating with a low, humming sound that made my teeth ache. Then, with a final, massive surge of pressure, the entire mass of the Heal Pot’s contents slammed into my torso. It felt like being hit by a warm, soggy freight train. I was lifted off the ground, suspended for a heartbeat in a cloud of broth and steam, before being slammed back down into my gamer chair.

I sat there, frozen. My back was as straight as a steel ruler. My chin was level, my shoulders were down and back, and my core felt tighter than it had ever been in my life. I looked like a soldier on parade, or perhaps a Victorian schoolmaster who had just swallowed a yardstick. I couldn't even slouch if I tried; every time I attempted to lean forward, a small, residual puddle of soup on the floor would hiss at me like a cobra.

The remaining liquid retreated back into the pot, which sat innocently on the carpet, looking for all the world like a normal piece of kitchenware. A final notification popped up in my vision.

Healing Complete. Posture improved by 400 percent. Warning: Subject is still socially awkward. No patch available for personality defects. Subscription status: 1 Viewer.

I sat in the silence of my basement, the smell of minestrone heavy in the air, my body humming with a strange, aching vitality. I tried to move my arm to reach for the mouse, but my newfound posture made the movement feel alien, stiff, and absurdly formal. I looked at the camera, my face still smeared with a bit of stray broth.

So, I managed, my voice sounding weirdly resonant now that my lungs weren't being crushed by my own ribs. I guess that was the first donation. Thanks for the... the soup, Zog. It was very thorough.

I could feel the gaze of the Omni-Net on me, a billion unseen eyes watching from the dark corners of the galaxy, waiting for the next disaster. I realized then that I wasn't just a streamer anymore. I was a toy in a cosmic sandbox, and if the first gift was an assault by sentient soup, I had no idea how I was going to survive the first raid. I reached out to steady the camera, but my hand was shaking. The green notification light on my monitor flickered again, and a new message began to scroll across the screen, one that made my newly straightened blood run cold.


    
        2.3 The Shadow-Ban Threat

    



The air in my basement didn't just feel heavy; it felt like it was being compressed by an invisible hydraulic press that smelled faintly of burnt ozone and very expensive cologne. My dual-monitor setup began to strobe in a rhythmic, aggressive pattern that definitely wasn't part of the factory settings. The sentient soup pot the aliens had sent me as a donation was currently vibrating on the floor, emitting a low, rhythmic thrumming sound that felt like it was trying to sync up with my heartbeat. Just when I thought my brain was going to leak out of my ears, the flickering lights coalesced into a single, blinding pillar of sapphire radiance in the middle of my stained IKEA rug.

Out of the light stepped something that didn't look like an alien so much as a middle-manager who had been reimagined by a cubist painter with a grudge. He was tall, spindly, and possessed four arms that were all currently busy swiping through glowing holographic spreadsheets. His skin was the color of a bruised plum, and he wore a suit that seemed to be woven out of pure mathematics and condescension. He didn't look at me at first. He just sighed, a sound like a hard drive crashing, and adjusted a pair of rectangular spectacles that floated an inch in front of his three eyes.
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