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      On my way home from work, I have no choice but to walk past the Wall. It’s a route I can’t get around, one I am used to, one I have been walking all my life. That doesn’t make it any less hard to deal with.

      In fact, now, it’s even worse. Now that it’s Abigail and Ariel in the top ten.

      She got the news last night, like all the other wannabe Influencers, all the hopefuls who’d been chosen for the annual tournament. The competition — which was too nice a word to describe what the event truly was — had been enacted in the year 2049, over three decades before I was even born. That means, since that day sixty years ago, there have been almost six hundred deaths. Six hundred deaths you can link back to nothing important, nothing except my two least favorite words: social media.

      Can you tell I’m kind of in a bad mood today?

      Anyway. The Wall.

      It sits in the middle of New California, not far from where Hollywood once was back in the olden days before movies and television stopped production. Back then, this town had been bustling. Now, it’s a ghost town. Well, this whole nation’s a ghost town. But that’s another story for another time.

      The Wall is long, and I mean long. Think of it like those giant bodies of water that span entire states, like Lake Michigan. Except, this Wall spans entire continents. Well, the developed ones anyway, the ones with Internet capability. Which is just about everywhere.

      They started building it back in 2030, right around the time that the CEO of HXT, the biggest social media platform on the planet, became even more influential than the President. It took nearly two decades to build. Why? Because Influencers and Ordinaries are everywhere, not just here in the United States.

      The Wall had to be vast enough to separate us, no matter where on the planet we lived. Which means that the Wall on my route to work is the same Wall that businessmen in London and children in India pass by. The entire world is divided, factionalized by that one wall, the wall no one but them can get past.

      I’m just gonna tell you right now — I’m an outlier. Ever since I was little, I never understood why so many people were obsessed with social media. Mind you, back then, I hadn’t reached the point of hatred yet, just disinterest. I never understood the appeal of having a million eyes watching you every second of the day, never comprehended how so many people could lose their entire lives in a rectangular device.

      Although, with all the commercials they play nowadays, it’s easy to see why my little sister got sucked in. They — meaning the CEO of HXT and everyone doing her biddings — do a good job of drawing you into their world by making you feel like your world is worthless. Of course, it’s only dangling a carrot in front of a horse. No one ever gets over the Wall. The tournament that starts today kills more people than it fulfills dreams.

      I hate social media, hate the Influencers, hate everything the Wall and the exclusive world beyond represents. But as I walk past the border that April evening, the sun going down with a splash of pink-orange and vivid violet on the horizon, I’m wishing Ariel wins.

      Watch me tonight! That’s what Ariel had said, so cheerily (already talking like the Influencers before she even won), that morning when she called me from the location. Where the location is located, I have no idea. It’s one of the many things that HXT and its CEO get away with just not telling anyone.

      Ariel had said it was a ghost town like ours, but a real one, one in some rural place where there were only farmland and old, abandoned buildings. Perfect place for a bunch of people to start murdering each other over likes, followers, and audience votes.

      Ridiculous. Ridiculous, but I turn the program on, anyway. Because Ariel asked me to. And there’s not much I won’t do for Ariel.

      For a moment, before the live streaming starts, I sit in my dimly-lit living room and watch the commercials flash across my phone. A familiar face, belonging to Loren Harper, the most popular Influencer in the world, lights up the screen with her perfect blonde hair, white teeth, and slim body. She is the It Girl, the one everyone aspires to be, the one my own little sister has posters of in her bedroom. No matter where you go, what you watch, you can never get away from Loren’s flawless, perpetually happy face.

      Right then, she’s advertising some new cosmetic that promises to “make you look like your favorite Influencer!” The commercial shows Loren smilingly dabbing at her face with a foundation-soaked sponge, everything about her face so perfect that it almost looks unreal, like a plastic doll’s face.

      Her final punch line before the screen fades is this: “Can’t get over the Wall? No problem! Now, you can look like me, and share a little bit of Influencer happiness!”

      I sigh and shake my head. There’s no telling how many thirteen-year-olds she just sent into a deep depression with that twenty-second commercial. It’s no wonder this whole town is in such darkness, such poverty.

      I feel myself growing annoyed, wanting to switch my device off. Thankfully, the streaming starts at that exact second, and my nervous anticipation at seeing my sister on the screen overtakes everything else. I sit forward on the couch, anxiously gripping my phone.

      And then she appears. They all do, one by one. The start of the show reminds me of ancient footage of that century-old show, The Mickey Mouse Club, where all the cast members introduce themselves with just a quick, snappy exclamation of their name. The Tournament’s logo appears (with Sponsored by HXT in fine print at the bottom), and then all ten of the contestants flash across the screen in peppy, heavily-produced succession.

      “Bryn!” announces a fifteen-year-old boy with glossy, perfectly arranged blonde hair and an ultra-white smile. His country’s flag appears beneath his face — it’s the Wales flag.

      “Jeena!” cries a twenty-one-year-old girl with a faint accent from South Korea.

      “Mason!”

      “Aaron!”

      “Kristy!”

      “Jorge!”

      “Shreya!”

      “Ava!”

      “Chase!”

      Back-to-back, all nine of them appear for a two-second instant to declare their name and show their country. Not that the whole world doesn’t already know everything there is to know about them. They’re the people with the most followers in the Ordinary World. They’re as close to Influencer status as you can get without actually going over the Wall.

      At last, my sister is shown. It took her five grueling years, since she was twelve years old, to get to the point where she was chosen for the top ten Ordinary profiles. I watched her cry, stay up late, waste money, and all but kill herself just to gain Internet attention. But you can’t tell it when she appears on the screen. She looks like the others, like a girl who’s had an easy life. You can’t tell that, up until now, she lived with her brother on the edge of poverty because her parents died from a disease that couldn’t be cured, now that all the doctors live on the other side of the Wall.

      You can’t tell that I raised her on a meager, assemblyman’s salary, barely feeding her from the wages I make assembling selfie sticks and ring lights all day. All you see is a face radiating with makeup and beauty, her brown eyes warm and sparkling, her dark hair silky and long, her crop top and shorts showing off a thin body she put through way too many dangerous diets to achieve.

      And then she cries her name, “Ariel!” And it takes everything I have in me to keep from throwing my phone across the room. I’m happy to see her, but no amount of joy can take away from the pain at knowing what’s coming for her. She’s gorgeous, the prettiest one of the ten, in my opinion, but she’s low on the totem pole in terms of followers. She barely made it into the top ten. I worry she’ll be one of the first ones killed, and at the same time, I worry she’ll end up the winner. Either way, the system will destroy my little sister.

      Her spotlight ends quickly, and then the camera pans to show all ten of the contestants lined up on an empty street in front of a giant skyscraper that looked like it was once a big city mall. But Ariel was right — the whole place is a ghost town now. It’s gray, and dark, and you can practically see tumbleweeds rolling past. But the contestants, with their glittery faces and bright clothes, add color to the screen. They stand out, each of them with perfect smiles fixed in place.

      The camera shifts to a TV hostess standing on the edge of the group, a little apart from the hopefuls. Like them, she is a pristinely-arranged woman, clearly someone from the other side of the Wall, but not quite Influencer status. She’s in her late forties, and the evidence of many plastic surgeries in the bizarre stiffness of her cheeks and lips.

      She announces, “Welcome to the sixtieth annual Influencer Tournament!” and then launches into the same speech they give every year, where they talk about how nice and benevolent the CEO of HXT was to invent the tournament. They think she did this wonderful thing by allowing nine people to be murdered every year.

      Their reasoning? Apparently, she had saved the Ordinaries from their intense depression by allowing hardworking hopefuls the chance to become an Influencer, which is everyone in their right mind’s greatest aspiration.

      I don’t buy any of it. I don’t buy anything that woman tries to sell us, especially since she herself is so secretive. No one’s ever seen her face. No one even knows her name. She’s the mastermind behind the social system geared toward total transparency, toward everyone knowing everyone. Yet, she’s the biggest enigma of all.

      Once the speech is over, the cameraperson takes a moment to go down the line of contestants, highlighting each of them. Their personal details, such as name, age, and country, are briefly touched on. But most of the attention is placed on how many followers their social profile has, how many likes and comments each of their posts brings in, how buzzworthy they are.

      By their standards, the most important member of the group is Bryn, the boy from Wales. I can understand why. He has the face a teenage girl would go wild over. But I can’t help but wonder how much of it is real, and how much of it is money spent to make it that way.

      The second most important contestant is Shreya, the exotic beauty from New Delhi. She’s only twelve, but dresses like somebody twice her age. That’s nothing abnormal, though. They don’t sell modest clothes in the shops. I’m not even sure they make them anymore. If they did, nobody would buy them, because they all want to look like their skin-exposed idols.

      At the end of the group, my sister is announced as seventeen-year-old Ariel from the outskirts of New California. But that isn’t important. The hostess glosses right over that. Instead, her follower count is lingered on. She has a whopping one hundred thousand, which seems like a big number to me, but makes the others standing next to her cringe and look at her sideways, almost like they’re already making plans to kill her first. Get rid of the weaker ones before anyone else.

      The hostess puts Ariel down because of this number, too. She says, though with a perky smile, “That’s quite a low number! To my knowledge, you almost didn’t make the cut for the tournament. Am I right, Ariel?”

      “That’s right.” My sister smiles glitteringly.

      She looks so young, so vulnerable. I hate to imagine what will happen in the days to come.

      “Well, we’re glad you managed to beat the odds! You never know, maybe this year will be the year of the underdog!”

      I hope so. And yet, I don’t.

      Introductions are over now, so the hostess goes into the competition rules. These, like the speech, have never been changed since 2049. You would think that after nearly six hundred deaths, someone would think to modify the rules so violence wasn’t allowed. But they don’t, because it’s great for ratings.

      The rules are simple: the competition lasts a week. The goal? To have the highest social numbers out of everyone by the end of the week — which encompasses follower count, number of comments, and number of likes. And this isn’t just the social profiles on HXT — less popular social media platforms are included, like TenSec, the platform on which people get famous just for uploading videos as short as ten seconds, and Rankface, which is nothing but a giant poll system, where people upload pictures of themselves, and viewers rank them based on their beauty.

      In order to climb up the social ladder during the tournament, contestants will be required to post daily, on all three platforms, at all times of the day. Why all times of the day? Because if one girl is posting all night, and another girl chooses to actually go to bed, the one who sleeps will probably lose about a billion followers overnight to the one who forgoes essential bodily needs. Then again, that all-night girl will probably end up getting wiped out at some point.

      Because that’s where the rules get tricky. Technically, the goal is to have the highest numbers. But the goal is also to be the last one standing at the end of the week. So technically, a profile with low numbers could end up winning, if they’re cunning, careful, and violent enough.

      Nothing is fair, and anything goes. The contestants not only have to step on their fellow contestants to gain social prowess, but they also have to survive. They have to make sure their basic human needs are supplied. So far, it looks like they’ll be staying in that abandoned mall. It will probably come stocked with food. But again, the anything goes thing. Someone could easily steal their own supply of food, then destroy all the rest in hopes of starving the other contestants, and that would be totally legal and fair. There’s no telling what these attention-starved people will do.

      My stomach lurches when the countdown kicks off. Sixty seconds until the group is shoved into the building, and the hostess locks the doors, locks them in with each other.

      I pray Ariel is resourceful. I pray she knows how to take care of herself. And I wish, wish with all the frustration inside me, that I had taught her something about self-defense. But all she grew up knowing was the device that never left her hand. All I’d done for her was provide food for her belly, and keep the bills paid for our parents’ home so she would have a roof over her head. She’d practically raised herself.

      I’m almost overwhelmed with a sense of failure, but I can’t let myself go down that road. It’s too late now.

      The countdown hits zero.

      The hostess announces in a crisp, perky voice, “Let the tournament begin!”

      And then the chaos ensues.
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      It’s rare for children not to be gifted smartphones immediately after they’re born. It’s as much a tradition as cutting the umbilical cord or buying diapers. That’s another one of the ways HXT’s CEO is seen as a benevolent woman. She bought out major cell phone companies decades ago, and has been giving the devices away for free ever since.

      In history textbooks, school kids learn about a time in the early twenty-first century, when phones used to be expensive. They shudder, and at the same time frown, because such a notion is incomprehensible. Phones cost nothing to manufacture now, and social media platforms want people to have phones as early as possible so they can continue powering their empire and the entire world that occurs on the other side of the Wall.

      A lot of times, I think about the old days and lament about the century I was raised in. It must have been strange back then, when babies were given toys instead of flashing screens. Weird, but peaceful. I envy the twenty-first century children as my own eyes stay glued to my phone, watching the tournament kick off in full swing.

      There are cameras placed in nearly every inch of that mall, providing high-definition footage of everything the contestants are doing at a given time. When they first run in, they immediately split up. The group breaks as individuals flee in opposite directions. It’s always like this at the start. People make sure their needs are taken care of as soon as competition begins. Then, as the days go on, and more and more people are… eliminated, that’s when alliances start being formed.
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