

The Influencer

“If you’re seeing this, it means we should be friends. So, like my page!”
Alexis Day frowned and let out an annoyed growl, swiping to delete the voice recording. It wouldn’t do, she didn’t sound… cheerful enough. She stared at her cell as the video played again, smiling to herself. She looked good, her makeup looking just right; she’d made an effort, but it didn’t look like she’d made an effort. The T-shirt she wore was a size too small for her frame, revealing just enough of her figure without being too much. Perfect for Shutter, the world’s most popular social media platform and, really, the only one that mattered anymore.
Alexis just couldn’t get the voice right. She sounded too desperate, and in fact, she was.
She hadn’t jumped on the Shutter phenomenon quickly enough, sticking to her previous haunts, ones where she knew exactly how the algorithms worked and thought people would never abandon for way too long.
People hadn’t deserted the likes of Click, Flash, and Chatter completely; she still got decent traction on her profiles when she turned her attention to them, but they were an afterthought. Shutter mattered. That’s where the influencers hung out; that’s where the money was made; that’s where she belonged.
Alexis just had to figure it all out, and each day, her frustration with the platform increased.
No, not with the platform. She loved it and marveled at its perfection. Alexis just hadn’t stumbled on the magic formula, the way to turn her videos viral, going from a thousand views to millions.
The previous night, Alexis couldn’t sleep. She’d aggressively swiped through her cell, studying the most popular videos, watching “How To” videos on Chatter, reading endless blogs, and found nothing to help her. She’d done everything. Tried it all, but nothing worked. Finally crying herself to sleep, Alexis had concluded that she just didn’t have it, so she’d have to change herself.
She woke up with a plan. With her first profile, Alexis had tried to be herself too much, revealing more of the mid-twenties, single, bookish, and opinionated woman she was. That wasn’t Shutter. Skimming through the videos she’d uploaded, she realized she’d plunged in too hard at chasing those trending videos, instead of starting off small and building the perfect Shutter personality.
So, she deleted her first profile. It caused a stabbing pain in her heart at first. Her palms grew sweaty when she pressed confirmed, when Shutter asked if she really wanted to go through with erasing her handle and all her videos. Alexis almost said no. Almost. Even though it made her neck muscles tighten, her mouth go drier than the Sahara desert, she pressed yes, and let her phone fall onto the bed. She’d curled up into a ball then, sobbing over the wasted past months and thousands of lost followers.
But she had to do it. They’d come back, plus more.
Alexis then went to work, cleaning the tears from her face, showering, carefully selecting her too-small T-shirt and tight leather pants. They had to be the right color, the correct shape. She spent an hour in front of her mirror, getting her makeup just right, her hair stylish and messy but suggestive. Then, she got on her bed, lying on her stomach, working to find the perfect angle.
Smiling, she reviewed the video one more time, forgetting how many takes she’d burned through before settling on the perfect one. Alexis smirked back at her reflection, brown eyes twinkling, feet up in the air as she lied on her belly. That pose seemed to attract thousands of viewers without a problem. Sex sells.
“Okay, let’s try this again,” Alexis told herself, waiting for the recording to play through once more. “Bright, cheerful. Spontaneous. You’ve got this.”
Holding record, Alexis took a deep breath, suppressing the butterflies in her stomach, and matched the smile in the recording.
“If you’re seeing this, it means we should be friends. So, give me a like!”
Falling back onto the mattress, Alexis laughed, listening to her voice repeating the words. That last-minute change worked. Give me a like. Not desperate at all.
“Perfect,” Alexis grinned, fingers flying across her screen as she added a few worthwhile hashtags. “I’ve got this.”
***
Pangs of pain shot through Alexis’ stomach as she reached for her phone. She’d stuffed it under her pillow after hitting publish, resisting the urge to stare at it as the notifications flooded in.
Or so she had hoped.
It’s why she had thrusted it to where she couldn’t see it and went on her laptop instead, responding to comments on her other social medias, flooding her posts with LOLs and a healthy modicum of emojis. The love her activity received definitely helped boost her ego. Her experience with Shutter so far has really knocked it out of the park, and Alexis reflected on the strength it had taken to delete her old profile.
She’d never erased a handle before. Never. In truth, she’d never needed to; she had the social media knack so many others strove for. Before the rise of Shutter, people recognized her on the streets a few times a week while she went out for a simple cup of coffee, or while she was out looking for that perfect photo opportunity. Of course, she posed for selfies with her followers; they helped her handles spread across the world, reaching new followers to love her.
But Shutter didn’t work that way.
Taking a deep breath and ignoring the pain piercing her stomach, she reached out with a trembling hand, plunging her fingers beneath the pillow and almost shuddering when they came into contact with the cool, smooth plastic and glass of her phone.
Closing her eyes, she pulled it free, her fingerprint unlocking the screen without her looking. A tear trickled down her cheek. This is too much; I can’t do this. What if no one liked it? What if no one’s commented? Worse, what if I get a handful of pity emojis? 
Her breath came fast. Even with her eyes closed, the room seemed to spin. The pain in her stomach increased, a constant stabbing as it tried to flip around, battling with her intestines to escape through her throat.
“No,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “I can do this. I can!”
Opening her eyes, Alexis opened the Shutter app and laughed. Tears flowed from her eyes, and she scrubbed them away so she could see her notifications better, laughing again.
She’d only posted the video half an hour ago, but it already had 2,432 views, 500 likes, a bunch of comments… and she’d gained followers! Just 700 so far, but she crushed the disappointment; it had only been thirty minutes!
Laughing, she liked all the comments, chatting to her new friends, striking while the iron was still hot. All the blogs she’d read said to comment, to like, to interact, all to help the video spread and gain more traffic.
Alexis laughed as an idea popped into her head, and typed a comment onto her own post for others to see. “Hey! I’m new here, so would you share my video, too? You’re the best. Love you!!”
“Okay,” she breathed, placing her precious device down on the mattress. “I think my stomach will finally let me have some coffee, and maybe some fruit, and then?” She grinned, glancing at her phone as more notifications swept in. “More videos!”
***
Alexis wiped the streaky mascara from her cheeks, her trembling hands smearing it further as she stared in the mirror.
“Hideous,” she told herself. “Loser with no talent. No one cares about you! No one!”
She tried to sigh, but a wet sob sounded instead, followed by more tears. In the corner of her room, where it sat on a charger, her phone pinged. She ignored it, even though the noise made her heart skip a beat. It hadn’t made a noise in well over an hour. Stifling her tears, she waited, fixed on a point in her mirror where she couldn’t see herself or the phone.
“Maybe it’s just something with the time zones,” Alexis whispered, nodding as she spoke. “I’m on the East Coast, after all. Maybe I need to upload my videos later on in the day to capture LA and the rest of California.”
But her cell remained silent, the deluge of notifications refusing to sweep in. Alexis sobbed again and leaned forward, her head touching the glass. “Why? Why can’t I get it right?”
It had all started so well. Her new profile gained a steady stream of followers, her videos a healthy amount of daily likes and comments, and new uploads brought views in for her old work, too.
But then the raging river of notifications dried up. Her clips, still pulling off that look of a cute, girl-next-door sexy style she aimed for, stopped gaining views. Alexis tried more provocative clothes, jumped on the spicy trends, went on following sprees of her own, hoping the profiles would follow back, but nothing helped. Every day, each new video pulled in a lower number, until the one that morning finally broke her.
Alexis had worn her lowest cut top. Her shortest shorts. She’d flirted outrageously with the camera, performing take after take until she had it just right. It was her magnus opus, the greatest Shutter clip anyone could ever take.
In the four hours since she posted it, the video boasted less than a hundred views and a handful of likes, with even fewer comments.
She’d tore through the trending clips on Shutter, rage building, breath harder to come by, frustration making her chest tight as she poured over videos inferior to hers, created by users with less talent and looks than her.
Or so her anger told her. When the tears broke her rising hostility, Alexis realized the truth. All the other Shutter creators had more talent than her, looked better than her. Were better than her.
“Why won’t they, why can’t they, see the thought and effort I put into all this?” Makeup ran down her face, black tears running away from her red ringed eyes. “Why can’t they just feel sorry for me and like my videos?”
Her sobs faltered. Pity. That was it! A last resort, sure, but it could work! Alexis tapped a finger against her lip, studying her reflection. A mess stared back, but she could fix it a little so it still appeared genuine but presentable. Dabbing at her face with some tissues had the desired effect, cleaning the worst of the wreck of blacks, blues, and reds on her face.
She hesitated, turning around in her chair, eyeing her maddeningly silent cell. Making people like her because they felt sorry for her… It was desperate.
Alexis smiled. “A pity follow is still a follow!”
She jumped to her feet, a bounce in her step she hadn’t had since her Shutter triumph two days before, and grabbed her phone, yanking it free from its charger. She took in the notifications it had blared, a follow, like, comment, and private message from a user called DreamComeTrue, and hit the create icon. Taking a deep breath, she started to record.
“Life is just so hard, right?” Alexis wailed, putting enough of her true feelings into her voice. “Just nothing ever goes the way I want it to. I’m not pretty enough, so no boyfriend. Not rich enough, so can’t get the things I want. Now, no one will even leave me a like or a follow?” She let a sob leak from her mouth, and she didn’t have to try all too hard to make it sound real. “What do I have to do? Please, tell me. Please!”
Bottom lip trembling, Alexis hit publish. No hashtags, no witty, suggestive comment. She sent it out into the digital world, and as she did, her stomach flipped.
Did I just make a mistake? Oh, no, I did, didn’t I?
Bile flooded her throat. Sweat surged through her skin, making her palms slick. Her head pounded.
“Oh, God,” Alexis wailed, trying to breathe normal breaths. “I’m having a panic attack.”
Vision swimming, neck muscles tight, she glanced around the room, looking for anything to distract herself. Her eyes fell to her screen, the Shutter app still open, the private message from DreamComeTrue still waiting for her.
“That’ll do!”
“I’ve seen your profile,” the message from the anonymous profile read. “You’ve got talent, but you need luck to cut it online these days. I can help you.”
Alexis bit her lip, the waves of panic subsiding a little as she focused on her cell. About to message back, the typing icon appeared below the message. DreamComeTrue was writing!
She jumped when her cell pinged.
“I’d delete that clip if I were you,” the new message read, “though I get what you’re going through. Users will just laugh at you, but I won’t. I want to help, and I know I can. You listen to me, and you’ll have all the followers you want. You’ll be FAMOUS.”
Famous. What Alexis had always dreamt about. People loved celebrities, obsessed over them, hung onto every word they typed, studied every photo and video they uploaded.
Alexis read the messages again. DreamComeTrue had it right; people would laugh at her clip. She pulled it up, wincing as her high-pitched whine of a voice disturbed the silence, her stomach flipping again as she stared at her tear streaked, makeup ruined face, and hit delete.
Tight muscles relaxed in an instance.
Returning to the private messages, she typed into her cell.
“Tell me more.”
***
Alexis sat in a darkened booth of a local bar, The Exchange, a place only a few blocks from her apartment. A flicker of doubt had gnawed at her when she realized DreamComeTrue lived in the same city as her, but so did another twenty million people or so.
She didn’t really go to bars, but this one opened early, and there weren’t many people around. Jazz music thumped at an acceptable level, though it still made the booth’s table vibrate. Despite being inside, and the bar’s gloomy setting, Alexis wore her oversized sunglasses, and the hood of her pullover covered her hair and forehead. She didn’t know why, but she’d done it on instinct. DreamComeTrue knew what she looked like; he’d seen her clips on Shutter. Sighing, she glanced at the time on her phone. The guy still had a minute to show. Any later than that, she’d leave. Doubt crept into her stomach again and whispered to her anxiety.
Alexis bit at her fingernails, the varnish chipping. She’d read about meeting followers, and every blog said not to do it. Any clip she found warned her against it. Stalkers. Obsessed weirdos. They preyed on the influencers, couldn’t get enough of them, re-watching their videos, commenting with their demands, searched the towns and cities they lived in for a glimpse of them.
What am I doing? I’ve come out here, alone, to meet a creepy weirdo called DreamComeTrue who says he can help me. Have I lost my mind?
“That’s a nasty habit, you know? Biting your nails.”
Alexis almost leapt out of the booth as her heart tried to escape through her chest. A man stood before her, grinning. Slim and average height, he wore a plain brown sweatshirt, faded-denim jeans, and white sneakers. His hair was slicked back, an expensive cut made to look accessible, and the faint smell of rich aftershave swam into her nostrils. His mesmerizing green eyes twinkled despite the gloom.
The guy screamed money.
“DreamComeTrue?” Alexis breathed, her hammering heart settling down.
“Call me Kel,” he replied with a smirk and pointed at the booth. “Mind if I sit down?”
Alexis nodded, eyeing her cell. He’d arrived right on time. Kel glanced around, caught the eye of a passing bartender, and raised a hand.
“They don’t do table service here,” Alexis murmured as the worker approached.
Kel shrugged.
“Hey, how’s your day, man?” Kel asked, raising his eyebrows and smiling.
Alexis stared at his perfect white teeth and his gleaming skin, and wondered why she’d never seen such a beautiful face before on Shutter. A man like him would easily get millions of views with every upload.
“Good,” the bartender replied, eyes shining. Kel obviously had the same effect on him as he had on Alexis. “What can I get you?”
Kel glanced at Alexis, then winked at the man. “Now, I’ve never been here before so sorry about this, but I didn’t realize you don’t do table service… But could you get me an Americano, and a Skinny Almond Milk Decaf Latte for the lady?”
He knows my drink… He knows my drink! Wait, how? Did I upload a video about it? I must have… Haven’t I?
The bartender grinned. “Yeah, no problem. I’ll make them myself.”
Kel watched him leave, then turned his grin onto Alexis. She never wanted that smile to go away.
“So… You said you can help me?”
He sat back, crossing his arms, head cocked to the side. “Straight to business, eh? Being famous really matters to you, doesn’t it?”
“Of course, it does.” Alexis frowned. “I mean, look at you. You’ve got everything.”
Kel laughed. “I’m not famous.”
“You must be!” Alexis leaned forward. “You’ve got money for the most expensive clothes, you know, the ones that don’t look expensive, but they really are. Your teeth are the whitest I’ve ever seen. Your skin doesn’t have a single blemish. You can charm people into doing whatever you want… You must be famous.”
The bartender returned, carrying the drinks and setting them down without taking his eyes off Kel, who beamed back. 
“They’re on the house,” the man said, cheeks turning red.
“Ah, thanks,” Kel replied, pulling out his phone. A high-end phone, just released. “Can I leave you a tip, though? It’s only fair.” The man nodded. “How much do you make an hour?”
“Ten dollars,” he replied, pulling out an e-reader for payment.
Kel typed on his phone, then tapped it against the reader. “There you go. Have a nice day, my good sir.”
“A hundred dollars?” the man cried, eyebrows shooting up his forehead. “I can’t accept this.”
“You can, and you will,” Kel replied, his voice and eyes a little rougher than before. “Now, have a nice day.”
He sipped at his Americano as the man staggered off, dazed by his good fortune, and winked at Alexis.
“See,” she said, “you are famous. The way you tipped him and sent him on his way.”
“Being famous doesn’t bother me.” Kel smiled, putting his coffee down. “Helping people does. So, tell me this; why do you want to be famous?”
“I want people to love me.” Alexis didn’t even need to think about it; the desire was seared into her soul ever since she grew up watching influencers living their best lives on Chatter. “I want to matter to people.”
“And being famous makes that happen?”
Alexis stared at him. Didn’t he understand? “Of course, it does! Being famous is the best thing you can hope for. Why bother doing anything if people aren’t going to notice?”
Kel tapped a finger against his lip, the shadow of a smile on his face. Alexis blinked. The light surrounding him appeared darker than it did before, his green eyes brighter. She blinked again and shook her head, the man opposite her suddenly normal again. Just a trick of the light.
He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small vial. Glancing around, he placed it on the table, letting it stand between them. A glittery gold liquid filled it, one Alexis couldn’t pull her eyes away from.
“One sip of this will see your luck turn. Just a few drops onto your tongue, and your next Shutter clip will get millions of views. You’ll get hundreds of thousands of followers. Loyal ones.”
“Really?” Alexis asked, raising an eyebrow. She wanted to believe, the liquid glittered and swirled just so…
“Really.”
She met his eyes. “What do you want for it? I’ve got money, but I won’t do anything else, not until I know you better anyway, and that isn’t a—”
“I don’t want anything.” Kel leaned back, his head cocked to the side again. “It’s yours. My payment comes in ways you wouldn’t understand.”
I wouldn’t understand? This is too weird. A magic potion? But what if it works… Alexis studied the liquid, the bar’s lowlight playing off the glitter, soothing her. She reached forward, her fingers twitching. It could be the answer to all her problems.
“I can just… take it?”
Kel snatched it away from her grasp at the last moment. Rage bubbled in Alexis’ chest as he held it just out of her grasp.
“Just a few drops at a time. That’s all you need. Say it.”
Breathing in, she let out a calming breath. It didn’t work; her fingers still stretched for it. “Just a few drops.”
“Remember that.” Kel leaned forward and pushed the vial onto her palm. “This is potent stuff. Have fun now.”
Kel climbed to his feet and walked off without a backward glance; he didn’t even finish his coffee. The bartender looked hopefully in his direction and half-raised a hand, one that Kel ignored.
Alexis stuffed the vial into her pocket and snatched up her phone. It hadn’t cost her anything, and just a drop of the liquid wouldn’t hurt. Would it?
***
Weeks later, Alexis wondered what would have happened if she’d followed Kel’s advice and taken just a few drops of the liquid. She hadn’t heard from him since, though her private messages were hard to keep up with these days.
She hadn’t followed his advice. Instead, she’d downed the entire vial in one go. Better safe than sorry.
Her limbs had trembled when the liquid slid down her throat, her stomach warm as it settled there, its sweet, peach-like taste lingering in her mouth as she smiled at herself in the mirror. Grabbing her cell, she put Kel’s potion to the test and piggybacked on one of Shutter’s latest trends. In all honesty, she hadn’t expected much, and tried to kid herself into nonchalance when she hit publish and set her phone back down onto the mattress.
The amount of notifications she received drained her battery life within an hour.
Since then, she’d had to get multiple devices. Chargers hung out of every socket in her room, and Alexis pondered hiring a personal assistant to carry out all the pesky demands of being an influencer. It wasn’t just on Shutter where her popularity had bloomed. Her presence across all her social medias had exploded, and the advertisement money she’d made on Chatter would set her up for life within a month or two.
Grinning and leaning back against her new, expensive, and highly comfortable office chair, Alexis reviewed her follower statistics, pausing as she studied her Shutter profile. That had been the golden goose, the one that mattered more than any other. Before she met Kel and drank his formula, she had a measly three thousand followers. Now, she had twelve million people behind her, with thousands more rolling in by the second. By the end of the month, she’d be the number one profile on the app. People loved her. They hung off her every clip, imitating her, buying the products she suggested — which made her team of sponsors admire her even more — and creating clips in her honor, hoping, wishing, that Alexis would return the favor with a tiny like.
“Dreams can come true after all.”
Glancing around, she picked up her burner cell, one with private profiles for her apps, one designed for her to take with her when she went out and about, a quiet cell that would keep her connected with the social world, but not inundated with notifications. “I think I deserve a coffee today.”
Getting to her feet and stretching, her eyes caught a new notification sliding into her DMs. Without thinking, she opened it, then scowled.
“Can we meet? Please.”
It came from a profile called ShutterFlutter065. She’d already blocked ShutterFlutter001 through 064, the guy — and it just had to be a man — always asking the same thing.
The only drawback from fame, aside from the constant barrage of followers demanding attention, were the obsessives. At least I was never that bad. Hitting the block button and tossing her phone aside, Alexis pulled on a wide-brimmed hat and shades before leaving for her treat.
***
“Oh, my God… It’s you, isn’t it?”
Behind her oversized sunglasses, Alexis blinked at the barista who’d taken her order at Café Moon, her favorite local coffee shop. The girl’s lips trembled, her hands shaking as she attempted to scrawl the fake name Alexis had given her onto the paper cup. She must be new, never seen her in here before.
“Who?” Alexis muttered, forcing her voice to sound deeper and huskier.
“Alexis Day, from Shutter!” the barista squealed, her wide eyes shining with unshed tears. “I knew you lived around here and hoped you might come in one day. I saw a Café Moon cup in one of your clips.”
Alexis’ eyes rolled before she could stop them, and hoped the lenses of her sunglasses hid them enough. Anything could spark anger in an obsessive, their undying love switching to hatred in a matter of seconds. She’d seen other influencers talk about it before, the experience forcing them to tears while they recorded their clips, their loving followers sending them love to heal from the experience. Alexis had suffered it herself. On one of her rare recent excursions to the mall, she stopped to sign autographs in a shoe store. When she tried to leave as the crowd built, a young blonde-haired girl with big brown eyes hurled a swarm of abuse at her, calling her ignorant and accusing her of betraying the followers who made her who she is. 
That reaction video still got millions of views a week.
Frowning, Alexis peered at the girl. She looked familiar, but she couldn’t place her, though the barista’s roots distracted her. The blonde showed through from her poor dye job. Probably did it herself.
“Sorry, I don’t know who you’re talking about. How much for the coffee?”
The girl’s face turned to stone. See, a crazy obsessive. I knew it. Sometimes I wonder if this fame is worth it… Ah, who am I kidding? Of course, it is.
“$3.50.”
Smiling, Alexis recalled Kel’s way with the bartender back at The Exchange. It felt like a lifetime ago. “Hey, how much do you make an hour?”
The barista’s mouth twisted. “Eight dollars.”
Alexis’ eyebrows climbed her forehead as she pulled out her burner, typing away into it, then presented it for payment. “There you go, a little tip.”
The girl took the cell, fumbled around with it as she grabbed the e-reader, then handed it back without a smile. “Your coffee will be ready at the end of the counter. Have a nice day.”
Alexis’ jaw almost fell open. She’d tipped the girl $150! Fury welling in her chest, she almost pulled off her shades to reveal who she really was, but then thought better of it. People stood around her, waiting to order, cellphones in hand. A ‘Do you know who I am?’ meltdown would be all over Shutter within minutes.
Nodding, Alexis moved to the counter’s end, her coffee appearing like clockwork. Grabbing it, cell glued to her face, she left, taking the long way home as she sipped at her drink, flicking through her apps, planning her new clips for the day, and wondering if she could somehow mention ungrateful retail workers. Sighing, she looked up, finding herself in a part of the city she didn’t recognize.
Crap.
Her cell pinged. Frowning, she came to a stop. This cell never got any notifications. Glancing at it, her heart and stomach fluttered as one. It came from DreamComeTrue.
How?
“I warned you,” it read, anxiety creeping from Alexis’ gut. “An entire bottle at once is too much for anyone.”
She glanced around. Did Kel follow her? The sun seemed darker, the shadows longer, the streets emptier. Pulling her hat lower, Alexis moved, head down, hoping she’d find somewhere she recognized.
Her cell pinged again. The anxiety worked its way into her chest.
“You should be nicer,” ShutterFlutter066 had typed. “You mean an awful lot to me. To all of us.”
Alexis’ coffee crashed down to the ground and exploded onto the concrete as she ran. She didn’t know where; she didn’t care. Her body told her to flee, and her limbs agreed. Alexis ran, her phone pinging and pinging as notifications continued to flood in, chasing her all the way back home.
***
Under her covers, Alexis trembled and sobbed, clutching her closed laptop, twitching as every one of her cells pinged and chirped. She’d turned them all off, but somehow, they powered back up and cried for her attention. ShutterFlutter’s last DM, from one number 147 now, told her that she knew how she liked her coffee.
The barista.
Alexis wasn’t safe.
Throwing open her laptop, she turned on some music — she didn’t care what, anything to drown out the pinging — and gasped. Messages flooded the screen. Clicking into another browser changed nothing, changing apps didn’t stop it, and the computer wouldn’t turn off.
“I’m going insane!” Alexis laughed, tears streaming down her face, the constant pinging building into a hellish electronic cacophony. “I’m going insane!”
“Where are you, Alexis?”
“We miss you!”
“How’s your day today, Alexis? You’re my favorite influencer.”
“I know where you live.”
“Be careful next time you leave your house.”
“I HATE YOU.”
***
Outside Alexis’ apartment, Kel shook his head and put his phone away.
“They never listen,” he whispered, though he didn’t feel sorry for her. He never did. “Enjoy the rest of your fame. I hope it’s everything you ever wanted.”
He melted into the shadows, the faint pinging of an army of cellphones sounding in his wake.



