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The Influence Index
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In the year 2147, society no longer ran on cash or credit cards—at least not entirely. Instead, it thrived on “clout”. Every person was assigned a score called the “Influence Index”. This score tracked everything: the number of followers you had, how viral your posts went, and how others reacted to your content. Jobs, housing, travel, and even friendships were determined by the ebb and flow of one’s social media standing.

The platform that ruled the world was called “Tether”, a colossal social network that linked every facet of life into a unified feed. People synced their thoughts, purchases, and daily moments directly to their accounts, with Tether’s algorithms constantly updating Influence Indexes in real-time. A witty post or a trending video could boost someone’s score within hours, unlocking perks like luxury hotel stays or discounted groceries. But a poor post—something tone-deaf, outdated, or unpopular—could send your Influence plummeting, limiting your access to services or worse: freezing your account.  
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Life Under Influence

Kade Vasquez knew the rules of Tether all too well. At twenty-six, he had a respectable score of 742—just high enough to afford a decent apartment in the bustling metropolis of Arcadia. But not high enough to unlock any of the city's real perks. When his neighbor, Tia, hit 900+ thanks to a viral dance challenge, she received a year’s worth of free rent, exclusive invites to influencer lounges, and even her own limited-edition hoverboard.  

Kade, on the other hand, worked two jobs just to maintain his current score. He delivered packages for local businesses during the day and spent his nights moderating comment sections on Tether to prevent his score from slipping. Every action mattered. If someone downvoted your comment or flagged a post, your Influence would take a hit. Even hanging out with people of lower scores was risky—your Index could drop simply through association.  

"Your score dipped by 5 points," Kade’s Tether implant chirped in his ear one evening, just as he sat down to relax.  

"What? Why?" he muttered, flicking his wrist to pull up his feed in midair.  

Apparently, an old meme he posted six months ago had just been flagged as offensive. The algorithm was ruthless. He deleted the post immediately, but it was too late. His Index now sat at 737—just five points shy of losing access to his gym membership.  

“Great,” he grumbled. “Guess I’m walking to work.”
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The Crash

The next morning, Kade’s worst fears came true. His feed lit up with a notification that he’d been “Soft Locked” for the next 48 hours. His Influence had dropped below 730 during the night. This meant no access to delivery gigs, limited public transit options, and his rent would be flagged as “under review”—a dangerous position.

Panic surged through him as he watched his remaining privileges trickle away in real-time. Messages from friends disappeared, and stores within the area flagged his account with "low-priority service" tags. He could feel the judgment, even from strangers in the street. If someone saw your score publicly slip, they acted as if you carried a contagious disease.

Kade scrambled through his messages, searching for someone who could help. But with his Soft Lock in place, only those with 800+ scores could reply to him. His friends were stuck in the same mid-tier as he was—none of them could risk association with a plummeting score.  

That was the thing about the Influence Index: once you started falling, it was hard to climb back up. Every person you interacted with now affected you negatively. And the algorithm didn’t care why your score dipped—it only cared that it had.
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Enter the Underground

By day two of his Soft Lock, desperation drove Kade to the edge. He remembered hearing whispers about The Drift, a black-market network of hackers and social saboteurs who operated outside of Tether’s control. They specialized in one thing: manipulating Influence Indexes for those desperate enough to pay the price.

Kade made his way to a dive bar in the underbelly of Arcadia—a place known to house Drift agents. He found who he was looking for: a woman called Riven, sitting in the shadows with a glass of glowing liquid in hand. Her Influence was hidden, which meant she was either at zero or a ghost in the system.

"You look like someone about to lose everything," Riven said without looking up from her drink.

Kade nodded. "I need my score fixed. Just enough to get back in the game."

Riven chuckled softly. "The game, huh? That's what you think this is?"

"Can you help me or not?"

Riven’s eyes flicked up, sharp and assessing. "It’s not cheap, and there’s no refund if the algorithm catches you."

Kade leaned in. "I don’t care. Whatever it takes."

––––––––
[image: ]


Breaking the Algorithm

Riven led Kade into the back of the bar, where she connected a slim device to the implant behind his ear. The room shimmered with augmented code, projected across the walls like an intricate spiderweb.

"You need more than just a few likes or followers," Riven whispered, fingers flying across the virtual interface. "The system's evolved. It’s not just about posts anymore—it tracks behaviors, interactions, even how long you look at certain ads. We have to rewrite the narrative around you."

"Rewrite?" Kade asked nervously.

"You’re going to become someone else. A new identity. A rising star," she said with a sly grin. "Once you’re in, though, you’ve gotta play it perfect—no glitches, no mistakes."

Kade swallowed hard. “Let’s do it.”

With a final tap, Riven injected the rewritten code into Tether’s database. Immediately, Kade's profile flashed with a new update: Kade Vasquez – Influence 815.  

"Welcome back to the good life," Riven said with a wink.
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Climbing Too High

Overnight, Kade’s life changed. His new score unlocked premium job offers, high-end apartments, and thousands of new followers. Even Tia—the neighbor who had ignored him just days ago—invited him to a rooftop party reserved for high-tier Influencers.  

For the first time in his life, Kade felt powerful. He posted carefully curated moments, built new alliances with top-tier users, and watched his Influence Index climb higher and higher. The thrill of seeing his number rise became addictive.

But the higher he climbed, the more dangerous it became. Other influencers, sensing his sudden rise, started digging into his past. Suspicion spread like wildfire. Who was Kade Vasquez, and how had he skyrocketed in the Index overnight?  

It wasn’t long before Tether’s algorithm flagged his account for a manual review. He received a warning in his feed: "Potential Violation: Score Manipulation Detected." If the system found proof of tampering, he wouldn’t just be Soft Locked—he’d be Erased.

Erasure was the ultimate punishment. Your Influence Index would drop to zero, and no one in society would acknowledge your existence. No job, no housing, no friends. You became invisible, a ghost in the machine. Just like Riven.
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The Final Choice

Kade panicked, knowing the review would come soon. He could already feel the cracks forming in his carefully built image. Fake followers began unfollowing en masse, and his DMs filled with cold silence. If he was going down, he needed a way to disappear before Tether could erase him entirely.

He returned to the underground, searching for Riven. When he found her, she offered him one final way out.

"We can crash your profile, wipe you from the Index completely. But you’ll live in the Drift—off the grid, outside the system. No Influence. No perks. Just freedom," Riven said.

Kade hesitated. Could he really give it all up? The followers, the admiration, the ease of life at the top? Or would he cling to his status and risk being erased forever?

In the end, the choice was clear. He couldn't live in fear of an algorithm that ruled every aspect of his life. With a single command, Riven deleted his profile. Kade Vasquez vanished from Tether, his Influence wiped to zero.
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A New Kind of Freedom

For the first time in years, Kade felt free. No score to maintain, no image to curate. He was invisible to the system but finally visible to himself. He walked the streets of Arcadia without fear, unnoticed by influencers or algorithms.  

And somewhere deep inside the Drift, he smiled—because in a world obsessed with numbers, freedom wasn’t measured by Influence. It was found in the spaces between the algorithms.

The End
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