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Chapter One
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Madison tossed her sleek, mahogany hair back as the white light of the webcam signalled that she was live. Her face appeared on the screen to confirm that she looked amazing. The straighteners she spent over £200 on were an investment. When, not if, she started to get big sponsorship deals, she could pay off the amount on her credit card that was already dangerously close to its limit, but she couldn’t worry about that now.

“Hi guys, and girls, or should I say Mad Stars?” If she said it enough, the name would catch on, and everyone knew the importance of a brand.

She paused and looked at the likes and comments on the screen. She’d just recently reached 1012 TikTok followers and had hoped more of them might join the live stream. Maybe the others would see this later after she downloaded then shared the video, so she continued as if they were all watching.

“So, I want to talk to you all today about good vibes. I’m sure you’ll all agree that if you start your day the way you want it to continue, then good things are more likely to happen.”

She looked down at her notes as she prepared herself for the advertising part of the stream. It had to sound like she wasn’t being paid to promote the product and was just talking to her TikTok besties.

“I find that, for me, if I don’t have my oat milk latte in the morning, or I leave the house without putting on lip gloss, I’m just not as energetic or confident. Have any of you felt like that? Hey, why don’t you drop in the comments what gives you good vibes to start the day?”

Madison paused as two comments came in. One was from Glow Queen, agreeing that she needed lip gloss to feel confident. The other was Pampered Lass, her best friend Katie’s username.

“I’m with you on the oat milk latte, but buying takeout coffee is just sooooo expensive, she read out the message, then paused for a second. “Yes, Pampered Lass, it totally is, but I have good news for you. I make my own at home, and it’s not super expensive to do. You don’t even need a coffee machine.”

She reached over and picked up the carton of oat milk she’d left on the desk, then held it in front of the camera. “This locally sourced oat milk is made right here in Manchester. It makes lattes taste just as good as if you bought them in a coffee shop, and because I love you all so much, I got in touch with them and asked them to create a special discount code for all my Mad Stars who buy direct from them. You’ll get 20% off and I’ll post the code and link in the comments. You can thank me later.”

Madison didn’t mention how she had chased the local oat milk supplier for weeks and pleaded with them to partner with her in exchange for a 10% commission on sales made using the code. Her followers didn’t need to know that.

She talked for another five minutes about manifesting and how positive vibes could attract a new partner, a job or make people like you more. A few comments came in. Some weren’t even from Katie, who she had promised free makeup to in exchange for her contributions, assuming she ever managed to get anyone to send her free makeup in bulk.

“Right, Mad Stars,” she said. “I’m going to have to love you and leave you, but I’ll be back soon. Don’t miss me too much.” She blew kisses at the camera, being careful to face a little to the left so it picked up her best side.

She ended the livestream, then her smile dropped.

“That was exhausting,” she announced to the empty room, wondering how anyone managed to do a full-time job when 10 minutes in front of a live audience was so draining. Her face ached from smiling the whole time.

Her forehead furrowed a little as she read a comment that had just been posted on one of her other videos.

“I know what I’d like to do to you. It can involve oat milk if you like. I’d pour it.... Wherever you want, then lap it all up with my tongue. Slurp, slurp.”

She scrunched her face, then remembered that another TikTokker had warned how that could bring on early wrinkles.

The guy who had commented was probably some perv in his forties or fifties, and maybe the same person who had made more than a dozen comments over the past month.

He wasn’t the first creep to think he was God’s gift to women and to try his luck, but he was the most persistent. Each time she blocked him, he joined with another account. It was always the same pervy vibe with some comment that showed he had been watching her videos.

Madison tried to tell herself it was just some sad and lonely old guy who lived halfway across the world and would never act on the things he said he wanted to do to her, even if he managed to find his way out of his parents’ cellar. Physically, he probably couldn’t do anything without a truckload of Viagra. She laughed to herself, but still felt a little uneasy.

Katie had told her, “You’re nobody until you’ve had your first stalker.” Her friend had three in the space of a year, although Madison was sure two of them were Katie under different names. Also, she only had 874 followers, so the stalker theory didn’t work as well as she claimed. Or at least, it didn’t boost your follower count.

Anyway, she couldn’t waste time worrying about pathetic losers when she had to be at college in 45 minutes. Mr Tobias would be thrilled to have a reason for berating her in class. What was his problem anyway?

There was no time to get changed, so she tied her hair back and put on a cap. Turning up for class in full influencer attire would only get her singled out by the tutor again. He seemed to think that influencing wasn’t a real job and that his course should be taken by people who wanted a serious career in either social media or AI.

Both were useful skills to have for her career plans, and she knew of plenty of people who made a living from influencing. Most of them had wardrobes full of designer outfits and rarely had to pay for anything.

Only last week, £16.33 appeared in her bank account from sharing a coupon code for a new local second-hand store selling vintage clothes. She thought about taking a screenshot of the payment and showing Mr Tobias that influencing paid. He was set in his ways though. Seeing proof wouldn’t change his mind. So, she decided to get the last laugh when someday soon, she would become a household name. That would show him and the other doubters.

In her rush to leave, she forgot to block the creep on TikTok.

She was on the bus when another comment came through. “I was only joking about the oat milk, unless you want to, but I think we should meet in person. I’m going to be an actor someday, so we’d make a real power couple.”

She blocked him, then got off the bus after it stopped outside the college.

Katie was sitting on the wall waiting for her.

“How did I do?” She was like a cute puppy in need of praise and attention.

“Great, and I don’t think anyone noticed the advertising; I managed to work it in there seamlessly.”

“You’re a natural. Does the oat milk really taste like it’s from a coffee shop?”

Madison pulled a face and said, “It’s awful, a bit like when my aunt used to make me a coffee using milk she didn’t realise had gone off.”

They both laughed.

“And you’re trying to convince people to buy it in bulk.”

“It’s simple psychology. If you make something look good, people won’t go against the popular opinion and admit it tastes like curdled milk lattes.”

“Did he pop up again?” Katie’s expression turned serious.

Madison knew who she meant. “Yes, and I blocked him, again.”

“You’re so close to making it. This is a sign.” Katie grinned as she linked arms with Madison, and they made their way to class.

She did her best to ignore the feeling that someone was watching her. It was probably one of the other students. She didn’t broadcast her influencing in class anymore after Mr Tobias showed so much disdain for her career aspirations, but a few of her classmates watched her videos and followed her. One or two had even asked for an autograph. She definitely had low-key celebrity status.
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“So, today we’ll be looking at some of the recent developments in AI,” Mr Tobias began as Katie and Madison entered the room, stooping as they took seats at the back, but it was no use. He had spotted them. “And for those of you who already have careers mapped out as millionaire influencers, try to pay attention, because this might be a backup career for you if all else fails.”

A few students laughed, and he smiled to himself as if satisfied at having gotten at least one dig in so early in the day.

“He’s so jealous,” Katie whispered, smiling encouragingly at Madison.

She took a notebook and pen out of her bag, ready to make notes. Despite the tutor’s opinion of her, she was interested in learning more about AI. There were so many ways she could use it in her content. She wanted to know everything.

Mr Tobias sat down in his seat and leaned back, as he said, “AI is a buzzword right now, but today, we’re going to start by looking at what the term actually covers, and the careers it can lead to. Even if you have no interest in the development side of it, most roles are going to incorporate AI soon, if they don’t already. For example, Miss Dempsey, someday soon, influencers might not be real people at all. I would be able to create a video pretending to be an 18-year-old female and she would look and sound just like you.”

Madison forced a smile, but stared at him, wondering why she was always being singled out.

“Wouldn’t that be a bit weird though, sir?” The question came from Katie.

Madison sniggered along with at least half of the other students.

“My point is, people are going to be replaced. AI can do so much more, and it doesn’t need to be paid the minimum wage. Sure, there are some costs, but in the long run, it saves money, and businesses are there to make money. They don’t want to spend more than they have to. But it’s not all bad news, because people are still needed to help with this. Does anyone want to give me some suggestions of careers where knowing how to use and work with AI will make you more in demand?”

“Marketing,” someone called out.

“That’s one,” he confirmed. “Anyone else?”

The lesson went by quickly and Madison took down four pages of notes, feeling inspired by some of the information Mr Tobias had shared with the class, from using AI to alter voices to make it look like someone had said words that they would never say in real life, to creating deepfake videos that were so convincing, the person’s mother wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

She wished Mr Tobias would cover those in more detail, but the course wasn’t that advanced, so she would have to do the research herself. When her career took off in a big way, it would save time to use AI in her videos. There wasn’t enough time to do everything herself, so it would increase her content, and that meant more time for building her brand and securing partnerships with bigger names to make even more money.

Katie and Madison left class together before going their separate ways. Katie had a date with some guy she had met online, despite Madison’s warning that he might be a catfish.

“I’ll call you later to prove I’m still alive.” Katie laughed at the worried look on her friend’s face.

“It’s not funny. Sometimes, I don’t think you realise how many weirdos are out there. Not everyone is who they say they are. Didn’t you just hear anything in class today?”

“Do you think my date is a robot? Is that what you’re saying? Maybe he’ll go all ‘Terminator’ on me.” Katie feigned a look of horror.

“You’ve got to stop watching classic films. But seriously, be careful.”

“That’s why I have this.” Katie took a can of pepper spray out of her bag.

Madison wasn’t sure that was legal, but felt relieved that at least she had some way to protect herself if things went wrong on the date.

She went home to look into AI voice-changing technology, but something caught her eye as she unlocked the door to the student house.

An envelope with no address or stamp was on the doormat, with her name written in fancy handwriting.

Perhaps it was one of the neighbours again. They had complained a lot when the house was first let to students. They hated everything, any kind of noise or loud music, even when nobody was home. But why pick on her? Madison rarely joined in with the occasional party at the house, unless she could use it in her content.

She opened it and saw a folded piece of paper. After unfolding it, she read the words that were in the same handwriting as her name on the envelope:

Madison. I think you may have a false impression of me. Why else would you keep blocking me?

I want you to know, I’ve watched all your TikTok videos, and I loved your first livestream – hopefully, the first of many. I’ve never met a woman like you and so I might have misspoken when I DM’d you.

I thought I would try a more direct approach and write you a letter. I know it’s slightly old-fashioned, but maybe you’ll find it romantic?

Anyway, would you like to meet? How about tomorrow in the park across the road? It’s public. I’m sure you’ll feel safe there and I just want to prove to you I’m a nice guy. Please give me a chance.

Yours T.

She dropped the letter on the floor and stepped back outside, looking up and down the street.

There was nobody there. She shivered, despite it being a warm spring day. This wasn’t just a social media stalker. He knew where she lived.
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Chapter Two
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Jessica smiled as she served her neighbour, Mrs Brown from number twelve. Two pints of milk, a loaf of brown bread and a tin of cat food. It was usually the same, or with the occasional variation, like a cake or some muffins if the grandchildren were visiting.

“Thanks, love,” Mrs Brown said as Jessica helped her put the items into the cotton bag.

“No problem. See you later.”

“Just these,” the man who was next in the queue said as he put a packet of bourbon biscuits down next to a litre bottle of diet cola, as if that would cancel out the calories from the biscuits.

She recognised him as one of the regulars. Some of her colleagues had joked that he fancied her, because he only ever came into the shop when she was on shift. Even when someone was on both tills, it was always hers he went to.

Jessica had laughed it off, but tried not to offer him any encouragement. At first, she treated him like any other customer and had been happy to chat, but now she only responded politely and in short sentences or one-word answers.

He was far from ugly, so she could see why someone might be attracted to that rugged, almost handsome face and dark hair, and he was tall, maybe 6ft3. He talked about being an actor.

If he was cast in a romcom, he would be the tall and dark, yet sensitive male lead who the audience falls in love with long before the female lead realises her own feelings for him.

On the other hand, he could easily be cast as a villain, because the intense way he always stared at her creeped her out. She’d never admit that to her colleagues, especially Susan, who had joked about wishing he looked at her like that.

She scanned his items, took the £5 note he was holding out, then counted and dropped his change into his hand, all in record time, determined not to give him any reason to hang around.

“Had a busy day?” The man pocketed his change.

“Rushed off my feet,” she said.

“I can see.” He looked around, but didn’t seem convinced.

The shop was quiet, but Jessica wasn’t going to engage further as she turned her back on him and began to unpack a box of cigarettes, then placed the individual boxes neatly in the spaces behind her. The stock didn’t need to be replenished just yet, but maybe he would get the hint and leave.

“See you later,” he called, and she heard his footsteps walking away.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, but hoped not.

She spent the rest of her shift neatening up the stock on the shelves until David arrived.

“Your boyfriend’s outside,” he said with a smirk on his face.

“Who...” she began. No, it couldn’t be him, could it?

“Your older admirer.”

He wasn’t that old. Jessica was 25, but the customer was in his mid-thirties, so around 10 years older than her. She supposed that to David who was just 18, that seemed old. Either way, she wasn’t interested and found it unsettling that he was waiting outside for her.

“He’s not waiting for me. Is he?”

“Looks like it. Your shift is about to end, and there’s nobody else in the shop who he might be waiting for.”

“Yeah, thanks, Sherlock.” Jessica didn’t mean to snap at David, so gave him an apologetic smile. “See you tomorrow.”

She needed to change her shift and would call her manager as soon as she got home. In the meantime, she had to get out of the shop without the creepy customer seeing her.

The stockroom in the back had a door that led to the alley outside. She often used it to take rubbish out to the bins.

“David, can you do me a favour in two minutes? Lock the door in the stockroom that leads outside”

“Did you forget to lock it?”

“No, it’s locked, but it won’t be after I go out that way.”

A look of understanding crossed his face.

“You’ll have to face him sometime, you know? Just tell him you’re not interested.”

“Not today,” she responded, wishing it was that easy. The fact that David thought it was, only showed what women had to put up with and men never had to worry about. Telling a man that she wasn’t interested wouldn’t work if he was obsessed enough. Her actions had already shown that, but he either wasn’t paying attention or just didn’t care. She’d seen friends being chatted up by men in bars on a night out. They took ‘no’ as ‘maybe later’ or ‘try harder’. Once, she and her friend had to distract a man while their other friend left through a back door and escaped in an Uber.

Jessica hadn’t experienced that kind of behaviour first-hand, until now, but she knew that if her gut instinct was right, saying no wouldn’t help with this guy. Dealing with unwanted attention on a night out was one thing, but at work, it was so much more complicated. The way things were, she couldn’t just quit, and it would take ages to find a new job. And why should she have to? The question made her angry. This was her job and she hadn’t done anything wrong.

As she left through the stockroom and hurried down the alley, then cut through someone’s garden, feeling like an intruder, she resented the fact she had to do this.

By the time she arrived home, her heart was racing and her hand shook as she turned the key in the lock.

How dare he make her feel like this? Sure, she had some customers, mostly elderly men, who flirted a little, but they were harmless. Someone waiting outside was a different level. All she had ever done was try to be a good employee, chatting with the customers, smiling at their jokes, even the ones that weren’t funny – which was most of them, and successfully managing to sell additional items that were on promotion on the counter. She was chosen as Employee of the Month three times because of her sales skills and excellent customer service. Why couldn’t he see that she was only doing her job?

Jessica called her manager, Brian. He answered and asked her to calm down mid-rant, but that only made her angrier.

Despite this, she made a conscious effort to at least sound calm.

“Can I just change shifts, please? I’ll do evenings, weekends, nights if I have to.” Of course, it would mean saying goodbye to what little social life she had, but what were her other options?

“Oh, very well,” he conceded, but his tone suggested that this was more of an inconvenience for him than it was for her. He had been complaining for weeks that nobody wanted the weekend and late shifts, so he should be happy.
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The shift change took a while for her to get used to, but after a month, her body clock adapted to sleeping during the day and working five nights a week. She missed a lot of the regular customers who shopped during normal working hours, but at least after 11pm, she could lock up and only serve customers through the hatch. So, if the creep figured out her new hours and showed up, he couldn’t physically get to her.

Early one morning, just before 2am, she was sitting at the hatch and reading a book when she saw someone walk by. She looked up, but nobody was there. She waited for a minute in case it was a customer who had gone to try the door, unaware it was locked at this time. When nobody appeared at the hatch window, she went back to reading, but couldn’t focus enough to finish the page as the overwhelming feeling of being watched engulfed her.

Jessica lifted her head, and her eyes drifted toward the road. Nobody was there. She looked further, across the street and saw a figure standing there. It was hard to see, but she was sure it was a man. And he was looking at her.

It couldn’t be someone at the bus stop. There were no buses at that time.

She took her phone from her bag behind the counter and wondered if she would be taken seriously if she called the police.

And say what? That someone was across the road and was watching her. She knew they were, but couldn’t explain how. The person could have a genuine reason for being there. A late shift somewhere, just like her. Or a middle-of-the-night emergency, and they were waiting for a taxi. Her gut told her otherwise. 

“Okay,” she tried to reason with herself. “The door is locked. If someone tries to break in, you can call the police, and you’ll have something to tell them. They can act on that.”

But what if they somehow found a way inside without her knowing? Jessica stood up and went to the stockroom. It was locked. She unlocked it, switched on the light, looked around the room, then moved a few boxes and proved to herself that nobody was in there. She checked the door that led outside. That was locked too.

She went back into the shop and locked the stockroom door again. When she returned to the window, the silence seemed different somehow, like in a horror movie right before the bad guy came crashing through a window or glass door.

She took out her phone again and opened Facebook, hating that she had to do this. Jessica set the post to public and wrote, “I can’t believe this. I had to change my shifts about a month ago, just because a customer got obsessed and started waiting outside for me. It took ages to adapt to the new sleep pattern. I no longer have any kind of social life. Now I’m sitting here all alone and I think the creep’s outside. He’s watching me from across the road.”

She posted it and felt a little better. It might not stop him, but if anything happened, surely he would become a suspect. 

A few minutes later, she noticed the person was further along the road, but still standing and facing in her direction.

The creepy customer had followed her on Facebook a few months earlier, but she limited what he could see. If she didn’t see him in the shop all the time, she would have blocked him completely, but was worried about angering him. That could help her now.

She opened the Facebook app again and found his profile, copied the link to it, then edited her previous post and shared his profile, telling people he was the stalker who made her decide to change shifts.

Then, she imagined a crime reenactment on television, where the host told viewers that the victim pointed police to her killer, effectively helping to solve her own murder.

That wasn’t how she wanted to die, but what else could she do?

Her phone pinged. A man she didn’t know, with five mutual friends, had commented.

Admit it. You like the attention. Sure, you changed shifts, but if he was really bothering you, you’d have changed jobs. You didn’t exactly make it hard for him to find you, did you?

Jessica wanted to yell at the phone and ask why she should have to change jobs? What next? Should she put a paper bag over her head too in case her face encouraged men to give her unwanted attention? And why stop there? She might as well start wearing bin liners to hide the shape of her size 10 waist and 34C chest.

This wasn’t the first time she had seen victim-blaming online, but it was the first time it was directed at her.

She deleted the comment and considered deleting her post. No, it was there for a reason, not to get attention, but as backup in case something happened to her. Maybe not today, but she had a feeling that the customer would pop up again eventually, and she wanted a record of this on social media.

Time dragged by for the remainder of her shift, but as soon as it finally turned 6am, another colleague arrived to take over. Jessica booked a taxi and went home. Normally, she would walk. It wasn’t far, but she didn’t want to take any chances after the horrible feeling of being watched for several hours.

Maybe changing jobs wasn’t a realistic expectation, but changing locations might be. There was another branch a few miles away – a little further from home. She would ask about transferring there.

Having to be mentally alert and on edge for a big part of her shift had exhausted her. Sleep came quickly after crawling into bed. Otherwise, Jessica might have realised the curtains weren’t closed all the way, and noticed the pair of eyes watching her from outside the window of her ground-floor flat.
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Chapter Three
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Stephanie sat in the living room with the TV on, but kept the volume low and the lights off as she waited for Tommy to return from wherever he had been. It wasn’t work. That finished hours ago, and he never did overtime.

Hopefully, he wouldn’t have anything to complain about today. She wasn’t wasting electricity by having the light on. The television was too quiet for her to hear, so there was no way he could say he heard it from halfway down the street like he sometimes claimed.

If he did come back in a foul mood, it wouldn’t be her fault, and she would have to go along with whatever he wanted in the hope it would cheer him up. She was tired. Tired of arguing. There wasn’t any point to it. So, for years, she wasn’t sure how many, she had just given in and agreed with him until she believed everything he said.

She was ugly, fat, worthless, the cause of Tommy’s unhappiness and she was lucky he still chose to stay with her. The nagging voice in her head sometimes tried to speak up, but was always pushed back down.

The door slammed and she felt her body jolt.

“Why are you sitting in the dark, woman?” Tommy switched on the light and stood in the doorway.

“Waiting for you.”

“Well, I’m back now.”

He walked through to the kitchen and opened the oven. That’s where she had left the shepherd’s pie.

“Well, don’t just sit there all night,” he called out. “Get in here and warm up my tea.”

He was closer to the oven, but she scrambled off the sofa and hurried into the kitchen, knowing he’d been working hard all day, and it was her job to switch the oven on and distract him while the food warmed up, so that he wouldn’t complain about how long it was taking.

She opened the fridge door, took out a beer, removed the cap, then handed the bottle to him.

Tommy stared at her, but didn’t make a move to take it.

“Do you want a glass?”

“Of course I want a sodding glass.” He rolled his eyes.

Stephanie put the bottle down on the table next to him, then fetched a glass, which she placed next to the bottle.

“Bloody hell. Do I have to do everything myself?” He sighed as he poured the beer into it.

She didn’t remind him how much he complained the last time she poured a beer, saying she had done it wrong and ruined one of the few things he still enjoyed when he wasn’t working all hours. 

She turned off the oven, then dished out the shepherd’s pie and placed it in front of Tommy where he was waiting. He looked up at her, studying her from head to toe.

“How much of this did you eat? There’s not much left, is there? I thought you were on a diet.”

She didn’t respond. The diet hadn’t been her idea, but his, and she’d agreed to try to appease him. It sounded weak-minded when she thought about it like that, but looking at herself in the mirror each day, more and more, she could see what Tommy saw when he looked at her.

Her clothes seemed to say one thing with their smaller sizes printed on the labels, but her eyes said something else. With Tommy’s voice constantly berating her, even when he wasn’t there, she leaned toward believing the worst.

He often insisted that some clothes can stretch with you as you gain weight, and she hadn’t bought anything new in years that she could test that theory out on.

As Tommy ate, bits of potato and mince dropped off his fork, and some fell to the floor. She would have to clean that up later, or else he would complain, but not until he was asleep. He hated it when she cleaned up his mess in front of him and he accused her of nagging, even when she hadn’t said anything.

As Tommy finished and put his plate in the sink, he turned to her. “I bought you something.”

That was unusual. He rarely bothered with gifts, not even on birthdays or Christmas, not anymore.

He led her to the hallway where he had left a brown paper bag and told her to open it. She reached her hand inside and pulled out a long, brown wig. It was nothing like her short black hair. Hers had once been long, but after Tommy got angry about the black hairs he kept finding around the house, she got it cut to make him happy.

He still wasn’t happy and had yelled at her, asking what she had done and saying that it made her look butch and uglier than ever because at least before, she could hide her face behind her hair. Nothing she did seemed to make him happy anymore, but he was all that she had, so she never asked him to leave.

“Erm, it’s nice,” she said, holding out the wig.

“Put it on,” he encouraged. “I thought we could do something different tonight.”

Stephanie did as he asked, and he took out his phone, then set it up to record on a small stand in the corner of the room.

“What are we doing?” Stephanie tried to hide her uncertainty.

“I thought we could try role play. Let’s say, you’re a younger woman, around 18 or so and you’re one of those social media people?”

“Influencers?”

“Yes, that’s it.” Tommy smiled at her. It was a rare sight, and she managed a small, awkward smile in response.

“Okay.”

“Just read this out,” he took out a piece of paper and scribbled a few paragraphs down, then handed it to her. “When
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