
  
    
      
    
  


  
      
        
        Streamline

        Synopsis

      

      

Seventeen-year-old Diana hasn’t left her home in at least a month, but she has the whole online world at her fingertips. Waking up each day at sunset, she logs into the vast world of Garlandía, an online massive multiplayer role-playing game. Offline, she’s labeled as autistic and treated like a freak. Online, she’s Lune, an up-and-coming video game streamer with a small but steady fanbase. As Lune, Diana can access adventure, admiration, and a future career as a pro-gamer. All she needs is to hit the milestone of one thousand subscribers on StreamLine, and she’ll be well on her way.

      When Lune crosses paths with the legendary girl gamer Nocht, she may have found the key that will boost her to the upper echelon of streamers. But as Nocht begins to unravel all Lune thought she knew about gaming, friendship, and love, Diana must find the courage to risk building her dreams offline, too.

    
  


Advance Praise for StreamLine

         
      “A powerful and gripping read that illustrates the importance of authenticity, acceptance, allyship, friendship, and community. StreamLine sensitively explores what it can be like trying to find your way as your authentic self, work towards your ideal future whilst taking into account your personal needs, finding a community that supports you and feels like home, and building healthy, fulfilling and sustainable relationships that uplift you. Further, StreamLine is a treasure of a novel that recognises the strength, worth and validity of human connection experienced both offline and online.”—Callum Stephen Howes, autistic self-advocate and content creator, author of Autistic Adulting

      “StreamLine is a heartfelt, empowering coming-of-age tale of self-discovery, love, and acceptance featuring a beautifully written, relatable, authentically Autistic protagonist, Diana, whose journey from isolation to connection will resonate with anyone who’s ever felt like an outsider as she learns to embrace her true self.”—Lyric Rivera, NeuroDivergent Rebel

      “StreamLine magnificently captures the autistic experience of blending our virtual identity with our physical one as a means for connection and love. As an autistic woman who has found solace and community online for years, I saw myself in Lune, who is an honest representation of many autistic women and girls. I can’t recommend reading StreamLine enough.”—Rachel Lowenstein, founder and creator @rachelissan, Global Head of Inclusion Innovation for Mindshare

  

  
            Readers Love Lauren Melissa Ellzey

          
        Gimmicks and Glamour

      
      “This is an accessible story with an interesting premise: The fantasy metaphor for Ashly’s adolescent alienation and despair works well and livens up the plot, especially when a revelation draws Ashly into the throes of a faerie war as well as a rewarding queer romance. A relatable fantasy weaving in real-life issues.”—Kirkus Reviews

      “Thank you for creating a space where all emotions, including anger, have a safe place to rest and evolve, a place where all emotions are paid attention to, nurtured and let free. Thank you for gifting us with a story where friendship and sapphic love get to bloom and thrive surrounded by the most magical creatures I’ve ever had the pleasure to read about. And thank you most of all for building a home for everyone who’s ever needed a break from ‘the real’ world, because Gimmicks and Glamour is, amongst many other wonderful things, a love letter to neurodivergent folks who are constantly fighting to make our way through a world that oftentimes dismisses our lived experiences.”—ReadAndyRead

      “Fast-paced unique twist on the world of fae. What’s different about this novel is the protagonist’s sensory abilities open up a whole new world to her that just happens to be the ability to see faeries. Ashly’s character is well-developed. She’s strong but also struggles with trusting those around her. Added plus is how this is more a story of Ashly’s journey of acceptance of not only her abilities but herself as well. Good LGBTQ representation too. Perfect fantasy for fans of the world of the fae with a strong protagonist who sets out to protect her classmates and be true to her heart.”—YA Books Central

      
        Boy at the Window

      
      “Ellzey’s novel is a sensitive story from a gifted writer…While the book has some triggering content, such as suicide attempts and mental illness, the author never equates Daniel’s mental struggles to his sexuality. It is a very keen move to draw that line very cleanly. Daniel is a fresh take on LGTBQIA+ youth representation who many readers will gravitate to; he is relatable without being stereotypical and his story is one young adults will want to read. VERDICT: This debut novel belongs on the shelves of all libraries that serve high school readers.”—Roy Jackson, School Library Journal

      “In his daydreams, Daniel, who is White and Korean, is the confident leader of the Lost Boys who spends his days seeking treasure and battling Captain Hook. There are no strict, distant parents in Neverland, no homophobic classmates, no pressure for him to be someone he isn’t. In real life, Daniel is a junior at Cranbrook Prep in Southern California, having transferred to the school for a fresh start following a suicide attempt over the summer…The portrayals of mental illness and trauma recovery are handled honestly and sensitively. There is no magical solution…An ultimately uplifting story that does not shy away from the discomfort of reality.”—Kirkus Reviews

      “This book centers the experience of a queer and neurodivergent Korean-American person, and the cast of side characters is also quite diverse! Therapy is depicted in a very realistic way and the relationship between the main character and therapy is super relatable. In this book, you get both a YA contemporary romance and some extremely interesting fabulism elements. Mental health issues are shown as something that affect many of us and in vastly different ways, and safe spaces are depicted as essential and as something that might mean something completely different for each of us.”—ReadAndyRead

      “The story overall is interesting and engaging. The development of Daniel and his love interest Jiwon is compelling. I liked the way Ellzey explored their blossoming relationship to a slow burn as they sorted out their feelings for each other, their families, and their own identities.”—Punk Ass Book Jockey

    
  

   
StreamLine

Brought to you by

[image: BSB logo]

eBooks from Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

			http://www.boldstrokesbooks.com


      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

[image: Threads icon] Threads


 

eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

			 

			Please respect the rights of the author and do not file share.



     
  
				
					
				




  By the Author

        Boy at the Window

        Gimmicks and Glamour

        StreamLine

     

   
				
					
				



  
      StreamLine

     © 2024 By Lauren Melissa Ellzey. All Rights Reserved.

 

     ISBN 13: 978-1-63679-656-7

 

     This Electronic Original Is Published By

     Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

     P.O. Box 249

     Valley Falls, NY 12185

 

     First Edition: July 2024

 

     This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

     This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

 

     Credits

     Editor: Jenny Harmon

     Production Design: Stacia Seaman

     Cover Design by Inkspiral Design

      eBook Design by Toni Whitaker

   
  


  
    
            Chapter One

          

        

      When the sun sets on Saturday, all the nongamers throw on their newest clothes and head out to spend the night fighting over the Bluetooth speaker and playing beer pong with smuggled alcohol. That same setting sun doesn’t make a dent against my blackout curtains. I gaze at the bedroom ceiling, lit up by the glare of my phone. A piano medley of The Legend of Zelda theme songs substitutes for a wailing wake-up alarm. I kick my feet out of bed, shut off the alarm, and toss my phone onto the blankets beside me.

      Guided by muscle memory, I grab a berry-flavored energy drink from my minifridge. Thankfully, it takes only three steps to cross the hallway to the bathroom, and Mom is nowhere in sight. I switched the awful soft white bathroom lights for vintage-style bulbs last year, and while I can’t confirm that the change has added years to my life, my eyes hurt a lot less.

      My last shower was two nights ago, which means I’m still pretty fresh. So, I twist the sink knobs to half hot and thirty percent cold. While the water heats, I rummage through a drawer. My favorite spa headband with the bow isn’t there. I take a long swig of my energy drink as I try to shove down the annoyance that seizes my shoulders. I must have left the headband in my room, but I’m already in the bathroom, and I don’t want to turn the sink off now that I’ve already started my routine. This is why I keep my old black headband in the drawer for backup. It’s not satin, but it’ll do.

      “Diana,” Mom calls from outside the door. “Are you getting up?”

      “Yes,” I shout while pushing back my microbangs and chin-length hair with the headband. Bleached blond waves peek out. The split ends warn me that I’m due for another trim.

      A hand test confirms that the faucet is pouring out the right temperature. Since Mom hasn’t said anything more, I take a deep breath and splash the water on my skin.

      I exfoliate, then apply toner. While the toner dries, I brush my teeth. Next comes my just-in-case acne cream, followed by floss. It takes a full minute to pat-dry serum into my face. That’s just enough time for my thoughts to wander. I don’t want to think about Mom or my last semester of high school or plans for my future now that I’ve graduated. So, I start counting the pats instead.

      I gargle mouthwash while sitting on the toilet, wash my hands, and cap off part one of my three-part morning routine with a smear of moisturizer.

      After another sip of my energy drink, I tiptoe back to my room and switch on my purple light strips. No Mom in the hall. The clock’s ticking on her official appearance, but hopefully I can make it through part two before she comes calling again.

      I wheel my black-and-red ergonomic chair over to my vanity. The chair was a gift for my fifteenth birthday two years ago. It fits like a glove as I take a seat in front of the mirror. An orange salt lamp sits to my left. A set of lightly scented candles burns to my right. The ring light around my mirror glows a warm white.

      The urge to pick at my skin rises to the surface. As I glide my self-applied acrylic nails over the dry patches around my freckles, I take a deep breath before applying some moisturizing primer instead. While I wait for it to dry, a knock on my door interrupts everything.

      “Diana,” Mom says. “I’m making some dinner. Do you want any for breakfast?”

      I’m only halfway through my energy drink. “No thanks. I’ll grab something to eat when I’m done getting ready.”

      I can feel her hesitating on the other side of the door. She must be waffling between letting me be and lecturing me on spending too much time in my room. Thank God she pads away down the hall.

      Back to part two: makeup. There’s tan liquid foundation, followed by powder foundation in the same hue, followed by a slightly lighter concealer. My mirror reflects a lifeless copy of myself. There’s no pigment to my skin. My freckles have disappeared underneath the layers of makeup. In a way, I’ve become a canvas, blank and ready to be made into a different version of myself. A better version. By the time I step away from my vanity, I won’t be Diana anymore. I’ll be Lune.

      I smooth my cream contour stick across my cheekbones. After that, I blend it all and press on setting powder. Then, I smooth on eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, and brow gel. I’m over halfway done. Time for blush and highlight across my cheeks and nose.

      I take a break to chug the rest of the energy drink. I’ll have to eat carefully once I apply my darkest red lipstick. The coup de grâce is dabbing a soft brown pencil to all the places where my real freckles hide beneath the blush and foundation. I like my freckles, each speck a piece of the greater constellation on my cheeks.

      My stomach growls as soon as part two is over. Thankfully, part three is less technical compared to the other parts. I remove my spa headband, then spray down my baby bangs with hairspray and add a few clips to my wavy hair for flair. Faux pearls, rhinestone butterflies, and my signature crescent moon barrette.

      “Diana!” Mom yells from somewhere in the apartment. Instead of answering, I smother my candles and head to the closet.

      Back when I had to get ready for school, picking an outfit was a nightmare for me. I’d literally scream in front of my closet or cry tears while burrowed beneath all the hanging clothes. I learned by the end of elementary school that my clothing preferences earned me nothing but jeers from all my classmates. My favorite outfits were shoved into boxes, and I cried over the scratchy polos and starchy jeans that Mom promised would make me more acceptable. Apparently, cutesy outfits went out of style after first or second grade.

      But I graduated two months ago, a whole year earlier than expected. So, the T-shirts and jeans are locked up in boxes, and my collection of favorites hangs front and center. Now, I’ve crafted the perfect selection of two jackets, three sweaters, five shirts, two skirts, four dresses, and eight pairs of stockings—one for each day of the week, plus laundry day.

      I strip off my oversize nightshirt. Keeping my camisole on, I push my arms through the sleeves of my gray-blue jacket with crescent moons for buttons. I opt for a fresh pair of underwear and pull on Saturday’s white fishnets. A plaid skirt completes the outfit. I’ll think about whether I can handle shoes after I eat.

      In front of my door, I take three deep breaths. It’s just breakfast. But since it’s nighttime, that’s dinner for Mom. She invites me to eat together nearly every night. This should be easy. So long as she doesn’t bring up my gaming or my outfit or my autism.

      “Good morning,” I say when I reach the kitchen.

      Mom is still wearing her work clothes. Ringlets stick out from her once-impeccable bun. She piles lasagna and green beans onto a plate. That’s the last thing I’d ever want to eat. Just eyeballing the mixed-together sauce, cheese, meat, and pasta makes me stuff down a gag. I pull out some whole wheat bread from the breadbasket and locate the jelly in the fridge. Peanut butter is always in its trusty spot on the third shelf in the pantry.

      “I made lasagna,” Mom says, like it isn’t obvious.

      I shrug and spread jelly on one slice of bread and peanut butter on the other.

      “You had peanut butter and jelly yesterday,” she says.

      “And the day before and the day before and, yep, the day before that, too,” I say.

      She already knows. I rip a tiny piece of the sandwich and daintily place it on my tongue. Lipstick is priority number one.

      “And those energy drinks aren’t good for you either. At least eat some green beans. I only seasoned them with salt and pepper.”

      I hand Mom my plate. “Five green beans, please,” I say.

      For all their licenses and degrees, the professionals were completely clueless about my brain. According to them, if I could just work a little harder at trying new things, I’d get used to the chaotic, confusing world. That was until two and a half months before my fifteenth birthday, on a Thursday. I missed school for a ridiculously long evaluation. My own mom wouldn’t explain what the appointment was for. About a week later, she told me about the autism, and I’m fairly certain that the ergonomic chair I got for my birthday had something to do with weird parent guilt over my autism diagnosis.

      At least I hope it was her guilt. After all, they’d gotten me wrong for so long. There had to be some guilt for putting me through years of misunderstandings. Guilt for begging me to do things that shredded my brain.

      Mom adds six green beans to my plate. That doesn’t mean I have to eat the extra one.

      If the expensive chair wasn’t gifted out of guilt, then it could only be the fallout of shame. I’m her only child, and I was never going to be a typical one. Sometimes, I think I can smell the shame oozing off her like an infected wound. I prefer the scent of guilt over shame. Otherwise, it means I’ll have to keep putting on a hat of pretend normalcy that will always fit me wrong. And I hate hats.

      “You’re wearing too much makeup, Diana,” Mom says.

      She only wears foundation and mascara. Her brown skin doesn’t dry out like mine, and my hair is wavy instead of curly like hers. But we share the same freckles. My teachers would ask, Are you her mother? at parent-teacher conferences. She’s Black, and according to photo evidence, my dad is White. Beyond appearances, I’ve landed as far from the tree as any apple could fall.

      “But you look cute,” she adds. “You look like you could go out shopping with friends.”

      I’m unsure whether to pick at the sweet crumbs of her words or stomp the backhanded compliment to smithereens. I haven’t left the apartment since graduation day. There’s no point. I have nothing to do out there and so much more to do in Garlandía.

      “I’ll be in my room,” I say.

      “You’re wasting a perfect Saturday night on video games.”

      Somehow gaming is a bigger waste of time than drinking and driving and hooking up in movie theatres. I carry my half-eaten sandwich down the hall and shut my door.

      Between bites of PB&J, I start up my PC. My noise-canceling headphones fit snugly over my ears. A sense of comfort washes over me as I cross my legs in my gaming chair. A glance at my feet reminds me that I forgot to put on shoes. I guess today will be a no shoes day.

      Once I power on my Bluetooth keyboard and mouse, I wrap the e-monitor bracelet to the pulse of my left wrist. The sensor shines a green light onto my skin, and a window pops up on my screen. The screen displays notifications about my arm motions, heart rate, blood volume, and blood oxygen levels. It’s what sets Garlandía apart from other massively multiplayer online role-playing games. The MMORPG mandatorily integrates every player’s biometric information, so we are each granted a single, unique in-game avatar. In other words, no one can make a second account.

      Millions of gamers log on each day, e-monitors on our wrists. In Garlandía, we can meet up with one another, purchase upgrades and accessories, and gain experience as we level up from missions. Thanks to the e-monitors, our avatars imitate our own smiles, frowns, laughter, and can even hug. When I move my left arm, my avatar moves, too. It hasn’t been configured to detect players’ more complex actions like dancing or writing yet, but it won’t be long before an update hits the market. Until then, players can still program the buttons on our MMO mouses to convey various actions.

      With a few mouse clicks, I log in to my Garlandía account. Several seconds of loading pass by, and then, I’m officially signed off as Diana and signed on as Lune.

      Garlandía unfolds across my screen. A deep green forest surrounds my avatar on all sides, except for the log-cabin inn at my back.

      I’m tempted to jump straight into the game, to read my messages and transport to wherever Taurus and Needles have run off to this evening, but I’m committed to streaming. That’s how I can afford all the extra expenses that constantly crop up: makeup and skincare refills, a new mousepad, a replacement pair of stockings, a second monitor bought secondhand.

      I drag my MMO mouse to my second monitor and navigate to StreamLine. Back in freshman year, I connected my Garlandía account to the streaming service. Once I press the Stream Now button, my nine hundred forty-seven subscribers will be notified that I’m online. They may have never seen my face, but they love Lune. I love Lune, too.

      Before I hit the button, I glance to a side panel that shows whether my favorite streaming accounts are online. First on the list is Nocht. Just reading her name makes my heart beat a little faster. The e-monitor picks up the change in my heart rate. It’s a little annoying that the game knows how much I adore Nocht. The skin on my avatar’s face blushes a slightly red shade.

      But Nocht isn’t online. She’ll probably start streaming soon. While I could wait, that won’t do. I’ve got my own streaming schedule to keep.

      I click Stream Now. A few minutes later, my dedicated regulars pour into my chatroom, and I turn on a playlist of lo-fi tracks. I curated these songs to calm my viewers, but each track also carries a dark undertone with off-beat synths and the occasional breathy vocal. It’s part of my brand.

      Thirty-one viewers share waving emojis in the chat. I made this stream public, so I doubt all the viewers are subscribers. Hopefully, I’ll stumble on some good action tonight, and a few lurkers will purchase subscriptions. That’s money I can use to renew my subscription to the royalty-free music that I play in the background.

      Regardless, no one has come to watch me stare blankly at Garlandía’s Emerald Forest. Time to get moving. I double-check that the RGB light is glowing on my USB condenser microphone.

      “Welcome to the Lune-iverse,” I say into the microphone to my audience of thirty-one. Make that thirty-three. “I’m going to go find Taurus and Needles today and see what they’re up to. I hope they waited for me to finish breakfast.”

      A chat pops up.

      
        FailsAtLurking: Breakfast? Isn’t Lune in Queens? It’s like 7:00 p.m. there.

        doctorWIN: i literally just woke up and im in the same time zone

      
      At this point in my streaming career, I’m no longer upset that I accidentally let my location slip a year ago. New York City is gargantuan, and there’s probably thousands of streamers in this single city. Still, I never said that I live in Queens during any of my streams, which means one of my old classmates must have told someone who told someone who told everyone that I’m a microinfluencer on StreamLine.

      I check my in-game mail. Taurus sent me an invitation to a mission, and she’s waiting for me at Frigid Crest Market near Icethorn Mountains.

      “Better put on my winter cloak,” I tell the viewers. “We’re headed for Frigid Crest.”

      
        LuneLover: lets see wht our girl has got today

      
      My original claim to fame as @Lune-iverse on StreamLine was to amuse lurkers with my n00b ventures into Garlandía. They’d get a kick out of me trying my hardest to take down creatures and dying from comically simple missions. My viewers would send laughing emojis when I shouted at death screen after death screen, but they’d also applaud when I won.

      All they want is for me to keep playing and to keep talking. I love your voice, they’d write in the chat. Before then, I had no idea that there was something unique about my voice. My viewers have described it as gentle, girlish, calming, and sweet. At the end of the day, I owe a big part of my subscriptions to the sound of me speaking. While gaming is the center of all my streams, my commentary is just as important.

      “Hi LuneLover,” I say. Years ago, she was my first subscriber on StreamLine. “How are you doing?”

      
        LuneLover: eh i was a little sick today but feeling better now that youre online!

      
      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say into the mic. “Is there a particular kind of song you’d like to hear? Anything to cheer you up a bit more.”

      
        LuneLover: thanks lune im happy with whatever music you play. its nice just to hear you chatting. your voice is basically my best friend haha

      
      “You all are my friends, too.”

      The viewers respond with a slurry of hearts. I recognize a lot of their names. At this point in my streaming career, we’re kind of like a makeshift family.

      
        JackofallBlades: She’s just lying to get more subscribers.

        doctorWIN: bro chill

        JackofallBlades: You better not be talking to me?

      
      While I try to ignore conflicts in the chat, it stings to read JackofallBlades’s comment. I’ve never seen him in my chatroom before, and I’m not in the mood for a troll today. No one is ever in the mood for personal attacks.

      
        LuneLover: @jack if you cause trouble youll get reported

      
      When I smile, my avatar does, too. I hope LuneLover sees and takes it as a token of appreciation. One day, I want to make enough from streaming that I can hire her as a part-time moderator. She’s been following and supporting me for years now.

      At least, I think LuneLover is a girl. Not that I wouldn’t hire her if she turned out to be a guy.

      For now, I need to put any questions about the future aside. As Lune, I enter the Emerald Inn and make my way past the numerous players dining on fish, venison, and apples. Some wear cloaks, while others have equipped chainmail or expensive titanium armor. Their skin colors range from peach to deep brown, blue to green, scarlet to ivory. Humans are rare among the orcs and elves, reptoids and leopardrens.

      To them, I’m a sprite, but I modeled my avatar mostly after my own self. I’m still short-statured with blond, bobbed hair. I just happen to have silver wings, blacked-out eyes, and gems lining my cheeks. Dozens of tattoos grace my arms and legs. In real life, I have fake tattoos that I apply regularly. The phases of the moon grace my right bicep and a bouquet of night owl flowers bloom on my left. A bat with outstretched wings takes up the entirety of one of my thighs.

      Real tattoos would be absolute sensory nightmares to get. Fluorescent lights give me migraines, and the drilling buzz of the tattoo machine would make me nauseous. I can only imagine the waft of cigarette smoke from the artists’ smoke breaks. The pain from the tattooing would probably be the easiest part.

      In Garlandía, tattoo accessories are soundless, painless, and cheaper to buy than in the offline world. I have better clothing options too. The full-length white gowns, black tulle skirts, and chainmail dresses might cost thousands of gypsum, but they’re a couture fortune in real life. While I have to save for discount sweaters, skirts, and stockings on my measly budget, the virtual options are endless, so long as I keep racking up gypsum by completing missions. My avatar’s makeup is always freshly applied, as opposed to my hourlong routine every evening.

      A few of the inn’s guests wave in my direction. I raise my left hand and wave back but don’t care to pause and chat. A nonplayer character stands behind the bar, cleaning a pint glass with a rag. His ears are sharp as any wood elf’s.

      “I’d like to use the teleporter,” I tell the innkeeper.

      He nods in my direction. “That’ll be fifty gypsum.”

      I pass him the gypsum without a second thought. I have three million, thirty-five thousand, and two gypsum at my disposal. Once I reach six million, I’ll treat myself to a three million gypsum titanium moon crown. I almost bought it once before, but I wound up purchasing a casting upgrade instead. While I can afford the accessory now, I never like to have less than three mil on hand. That’s far beyond what the typical player needs. But I’m not a typical player anymore.

      My level is 204. The average player level is a mere 97. I remember when I hit 100, marking the end of my n00b streamer days. Night after night, year after year of nothing but Garlandía has paid off. Now, gamers hit up the Lune-iverse for more than my voice. They gaze enviously at my costly accessories, weaponry, and advanced casting techniques. Still, I could do more. I know the next step is streaming with a camera.

      
        FailsAtLurking: Let’s get this show on the road!

      
      “All right, I’m teleporting to Frigid Crest. See you all on the other side.”

   

 
    
            Chapter Two 

          

        

      
      Frigid Crest is one of my least favorite destinations. Nested in the rough terrain of the Icethorn Mountains, blizzards constantly tear down the HP of even the most advanced players. Naturally, Taurus would summon me here. She loves a challenge.

      After equipping my white fur cloak for aesthetics, I plod down the town’s snowy walkways. Bazaar booths filled with NPC merchants line the path to Frigid Crest Bed and Breakfast. I kick my way through the door. Taurus and Needles are sipping hot tea at an ebony table to the side.

      “About time,” Taurus says, smiling ear to ear. Her offline voice rings through my headphones, while simultaneously streaming live to my viewers. Her avatar is one of the rare humans, called humes, in Garlandía, but you wouldn’t know it from the ram’s horn helmet she wears atop her silver-gray hair.

      “Why have you dragged me out to this ice-cold hellhole?” I say as I take a seat.

      “We need a caster for the Echo Cavern mission, and Needles doesn’t really count.”

      I get it, Taurus. My caster skills are subpar, Needles types out. He’s a leopardren with lustrous white fur, and he insists on wearing pearl-encrusted gauntlets over his paws wherever he goes. The claws that protrude from his gauntlets are needle-sharp, hence the name. While his level is nearly as high as my own, he plays purely for fun and never streams.

      “Hey, you’re the only medic I trust,” Taurus tells him.

      “Echo Cavern…” I say. The mission is known to be tough, but with our combined levels, we should be able to handle it. Besides, I could use the gypsum we’d earn as a reward. “All right, I’m in.”

      “I knew we could count on you, Lune,” Taurus says.

      Not long ago, I used to be nothing more than one of the thousands of paid subscribers to TaurusRISES. I never missed Taurus’s streams unless I was streaming myself. Her alchemy skills are overpowered. I’d watch her for hours at a time, wishing that I could be her one day. Every time she spoke aloud in response to my chats, an overflow of giddiness washed over me. At first, I mistook my admiration for a crush. Eventually, I realized I wanted to be her more than be with her.

      Everything changed once I reached level 150. I decided to tell her what an inspiration she’d been for me all this time. As a subscriber to her platform, I could send her fan mail, but popular streamers rarely respond, given their clogged inboxes. While she was streaming, I sent her a paragraph-long chat full of gratitude. To my surprise, she took notice. Thanks, Lune, she said.

      Her acknowledgment was more than I could have ever asked for, but then she followed me. A follow isn’t the same as a subscription. Still, for someone like TaurusRISES to give me the time of day—it was enough to make me dizzy.

      I was feeling good about myself. Good enough to be bold. So, I wrote her a StreamLine message asking her to join me on a mission through Curdle Swamp. Her skills in alchemy would help me get past the swamp’s poisonous rains. In truth, I wanted her company more than the help she could offer. Even though we’d never met offline, I wanted to be more than a fan of hers in Garlandía.

      Hi Lune, she wrote back. Congratulations on 150. You’re a caster, right? I think we’d make a good match for Curdle Swamp. I screamed in joy. When I told my viewers that I’d be teaming up with Taurus, they responded with clap emojis. There was no denying what this could mean for me. Taurus was giving me an opportunity to prove myself as an advanced player. She took a chance on me. That night, we decimated the Curdle Swamp mission and claimed seven hundred thousand gypsum. At the same time, my place as a top player in Garlandía was starting to take shape.

      “Let’s head over to Echo Cavern, then,” Taurus says.

      Before I can agree, Needles cuts in. You’re too hasty. You never warned me about this plan until just before Lune arrived. As a good medic, I can’t go jumping into a mission without the proper potions for back up.

      Taurus sighs. “In other words, you’re broke and need a day to get enough gypsum to buy the basics.”

      I had a bad run at the Imperial Casino last night. I’ll earn it back by tomorrow.

      “No harm in waiting,” I say. I don’t want to die at Echo Cavern. I haven’t failed a mission in ages, and I plan to keep it that way.

      Taurus casts Needles an icy glare, which he waves away with a swipe of his paw. Taurus will give in, though. She hates losing more than I do.

      After she and I cleared Curdle Swamp that day, we started accompanying each other on numerous missions. It was her idea to attempt the Deathtone Mines. Our collective level barely met the threshold to join the mission, and we were in way over our heads. I’ll never forget the moment I saved her with a well-timed cast against a bloodthirsty goblin. Once we collected our reward for that mission, it felt strange to be subscribed to her StreamLine account while she was only following mine. But it didn’t feel right to unsubscribe just because we’d become equals. Then, one evening, I woke to find that Taurus had subscribed to me. It dawned on me then. That’s the virtual friendship bracelet: when you both subscribe to each other.

      “Fine, Needles, I forgive you,” Taurus says. “Just don’t go expecting me to lend you gypsum.”

      Needles’s smile reveals two rows of sharp teeth. I haven’t asked you for a loan since you cut me off last month. But Lune on the other hand. Perhaps you’ll be more generous.

      After Taurus and I became friends, she introduced me to Needles as her partner in crime. I get the sense that they know each other offline. Occasionally, they refer to meeting up after school. Once, they shared an inside joke about appetizers at an Applebee’s they seem to frequent. Most of the time, they never mention life outside of Garlandía, and that suits me just fine.

      “Not a chance,” I tell Needles. While my voice comes out harsh, the e-monitor gives away my good mood by making my avatar laugh.

      “Lune won’t give into your schemes,” Taurus adds, “even if she looks all sweet and spritely.”

      
        Gargoylez_Wing: What do you think Lune looks like irl?

        doctorWIN: bet shes a hottie

        Gargoylez_Wing: Think the wings are real?

        LastGoalieStanding: stop dreaming

        LuneLover: cmon guys, just watch th stream.

      
      None of them know about the box under my bed. Inside, there’s an HD web camera. Mom bought it for me as a graduation present, but I still haven’t taken the camera out of the packaging yet. I don’t think I’m the hottie that doctorWIN is hoping for, and I definitely don’t have fairy wings. But none of that should matter. I’ve made it this far on my gaming skills and voice. But I can’t deny that face-camming is guaranteed to secure me more subscribers. More subscriptions means more income.

      “Maybe a cam up is in the near future,” I say. While I try to come off as confident, my avatar looks a little nauseous.

      Taurus scrunches her brows in confusion but then realizes I must be talking to my chatroom. “I say go for it,” she says.

      She’s been face-camming since before I subscribed to her. Offline, she has purple hair, light green eyes, and clear skin that doesn’t need an ounce of makeup. She’s the full package for any viewer. I’ve never told her how I used to think I had crush on her. Taurus is pretty, for sure, but I don’t find her attractive anymore, at least not in the same way that I feel when I see that my favorite gamer, Nocht, has started streaming. The thought of Taurus as a girlfriend now feels as creepy as dating a cousin.

      Still, if I looked like Taurus, then I’d already be cammed up. Then again, it’s not as though my relationship with my appearance is the whole problem. I spend an hour each evening transforming myself into the person I feel I am on the inside, or at least as close as I can get. Whenever I showed a fragment of that true self at school, I’d get sneers from others. Barely muffled laugher wafted my way in the middle school halls, clogging my thoughts, staining my vision.

      I’ll never forget the teddy bear backpack I begged Mom for when I was twelve. A boy in my grade grabbed it as we passed each other between classes. He tugged it so hard that the strap broke. His friends laughed as they stalked away. I could have told a teacher. I could have chased them down and torn their own backpacks to smithereens. Instead, I threw the backpack in the garbage. My shoulder ached all day, but I never said a word. Back then, I thought that maybe I was the wrong one. I should have known not to wear something like that. Right?

      My avatar in Garlandía isn’t supposed to exist offline.

      Yet I’ve glanced at other streamers that cam up. There are girls that wear makeup and girls who don’t. Girls in pajamas and girls in low-cut tank tops. Some streamers have complex backdrops and gorgeous walls full of posters. I’ve also seen gamers lounging in bed with a USB controller in their lap. There are those who cam up, those who mic up, and those who do none of the above. Like the renowned Nocht. She never cams or mics up, but she’s known as the queen of Garlandía. With only her gaming skills, she’s amassed over a million followers.

      
        JackofallBlades: There’s got to be a reason Lune never shows her face.

        LuneLover: other than it bing her own personal choice?

        JackofallBlades: More like she’s probably a dude.

      
      “Jack,” I say into the mic, “I think it’s time for you to go.”

      Needles pats a paw on my arm. Don’t mind the haters, he types. They’re just looking for fuel to add to the fire.

      He’s right. I know that it’s best to ignore JackofallBlades, but I can’t stand his attitude. This is my stream. Regardless of my gender, I belong here as much as everyone else.

      “I’m a girl,” I say.

      
        JackofallBlades: Just because you say you’re a girl, that doesn’t make you a girl

      
      The e-monitor picks up the tension in my muscles, the racing of my heart. My avatar clenches her fists as I grit my teeth.

      “Transphobia is not permitted in the Lune-iverse,” I say.

      
        LuneLover: @jack i reported you for hate

      
      The report notification pops up on my screen, and relief washes over me. Whenever a report is logged, StreamLine clears streamers to kick a viewer from their chat. I accept the offer, and Jack disappears into thin air.

      “Good riddance,” I mutter under my breath.

      Taurus keys in a command that makes her avatar throw an arm over my shoulders. “What the hell was that all about? Way to ruin the mood.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, not you, Lune. I’m talking about the trolls.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      Taurus laughs. “Stop apologizing. Sounds like you canned the guy, and we can get on with our day. Needles, go make some money. I’m gonna go to the Emerald Forest and forage some alchemy supplies. Want to come, Lune?”

      My head is reeling from jumping between the chat and my in-game conversations. While I want to take up Taurus’s offer, I think it’s best to game alone for the time being. This way, I can clear my mind.

      “Thanks,” I say, “but I’m going to head to the Sorcerers’ Guild and practice a few techniques for tomorrow.”

      Taurus doesn’t argue with me, and the two of them head out of the bed and breakfast toward their destinations. Now that I’m alone again, I dare another glance at the chat. A quiver of anxiety shudders through my chest.

      
        doctorWIN: idk if that was transphobia

        Gargoylez_Wing: I didn’t expect this to become a soap box stream

        FailsAtLurking: everything is offensive nowadays…glad that guy is gone now tho

      
      My temples are throbbing. I didn’t sign on today to play moderator. I may be dedicated to my streaming schedule, but this feels like more than I can handle tonight.

      “I’m going to take a break,” I say before clicking the End Stream button. A notification pops up, asking if I’d like to post a recording of the stream to my StreamLine platform. Hell no.

      I pause the game and shut my eyes. JackofallBlades ruined everything. If not for LuneLover, who knows how much the chat could have soured. My e-monitor is going haywire. Embarrassed, I unhook the sensor bracelet from my wrist.

      Even though my night only just started, I feel ready to climb back into bed. But there’s a webcam hiding under that same bed. If only I could get over myself and cam up, none of this would have happened.

      Crawling on hands and knees, I catch a glimpse of the unopened camera box. Camming up is supposed to be my decision, but after today’s chat, the choice feels more illusory than ever. The least I could do is open the box. I grab a pair of scissors from the desk drawer. With a single slice, the tape that seals the package comes undone. I unfold the lid and unearth the Styrofoam wrapping.

      There’s no applause, no ground-shaking trumpet call. It’s just a webcam. I haven’t even plugged the thing in, but I feel like my whole world is crumbling around me. I’m not ready for this, but I want to try. The next step is turning the camera on, and I can handle a trial run, so long as no one else is watching.

      I doubt Taurus took camming up this seriously. She probably smiled the first time she showed her face. I feign her confidence as I connect the cord to my USB hub and open my PC’s photo app. A camera icon with an X fills the window.

      After all that build-up, the webcam doesn’t even work.

      Frustrated, I dig up the receipt in my email. I’m glad I had the foresight to purchase insurance because I’m well beyond the thirty-day warranty. The company I purchased the camera from lists a phone number, an email, and a chat on their contact page. I opt for chatting customer service and spend far too long speaking to a bot. When a real person finally comes online, I type out a paragraph of details in the hopes that there won’t be too many follow-up questions.

      Either their customer service is wonderful, or they’re used to their cameras breaking, because they email me an overnight shipping label right away. After they promise to send me a replacement with free one-day delivery as soon as they receive the broken webcam, I close the chat.

      I’m exhausted. The clock on my monitor reads eleven thirty p.m. I should restart the stream, but I don’t want to talk anymore. Playing doesn’t even sound fun right now. I glance over StreamLine and check the panel of streamers online. Like a warm blanket tossed over my shoulders, there’s a green circle next to Nocht’s name. I navigate to her stream and cozy up, cross-legged in my chair.

      She has over one hundred thousand subscribers on StreamLine, not to mention a follower count in the millions. Today, her chatroom is stuffed with nine hundred viewers. I’ve been following her since I started playing, back when I had to spend my allowance to afford a subscription to her

      
      
      
      
   
  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Synopsis
      

      	
        Advance Praise for StreamLine
      

      	
        Readers Love Lauren Melissa Ellzey
      

      	
        Bold Strokes Books Social Media
      

      	
        Bold Strokes Books Newsletter Signup
      

      	
        By the Author
      

      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Copyright
      

      	
        Chapter One
      

      	
        Chapter Two
      

      	
        Chapter Three
      

      	
        Chapter Four
      

      	
        Chapter Five
      

      	
        Chapter Six
      

      	
        Chapter Seven
      

      	
        Chapter Eight
      

      	
        Chapter Nine
      

      	
        Chapter Ten
      

      	
        Chapter Eleven
      

      	
        Chapter Twelve
      

      	
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      	
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      	
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      	
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      	
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-One
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Two
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Three
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Four
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Five
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty-Six
      

      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        About the Author
      

      	
        Books Available From Bold Strokes Books
      

      	
        Bold Strokes Books
      

    

  

    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        By the Author
      

      	
        Copyright
      

    

  
OEBPS/images/x.png





OEBPS/images/titlepage.png
STREAMLINE

by
Lauren Melissa Ellzey

BoLD
B

V4

2024





OEBPS/images/youtube.png





OEBPS/images/insta.png





OEBPS/images/thankyou.jpg
Thank you for purchasing this
Bold Strokes Books eBook.

Join our mailing list to learn about new
releases, read interviews with our authors,
and learn about upcoming events.

It’s a great way to get a glimpse of who we are
behind the scenes as well as between the pages.

www.boldstrokesbooks.com





OEBPS/images/Streamline.jpg
LAUREN MELISSA ELLZEY






OEBPS/images/threads.png





OEBPS/images/fb.png





OEBPS/images/bsb.jpg





