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			1

			It was the first Saturday since Karen had walked out and Craig was at the loosest of all ends. He had heel-dragged his way through making a large breakfast but once he’d sat down to eat, found himself without appetite. He had plans to go out for a walk at some point but didn’t want to squander the energy and opportunity too early in the day. 

			He tapped the blu-ray of North By Northwest against his hand. It was still in the cellophane, a birthday gift from her. He wouldn’t be able to watch it without thinking of her constantly, so he put it back on the shelf. Even the Switch held no appeal. Once capable of swallowing hours, if not days of his time, Red Dead and GTA held little appeal now. He had moved on to strictly multi-player games but how could he enjoy Mario Kart in single-player mode?

			He flopped onto the sofa and started doom-scrolling. Facebook, Twitter, Insta, Facebook, Twitter, Insta ad infinitum. He wasn’t worried about seeing any of her posts. He knew she wouldn’t tweet or check-in or anything. It wasn’t her style, he realised, because she would be sensitive enough to him on the other ends of her feeds. 

			How could he so easily spend thirty minutes scrolling through fails, sports highlights and friends’ updates that were either depressingly mundane, or depressingly exciting, and at the end have zero recall of anything he had seen?

			It wasn’t that he planned to lose half an hour this way. It was just that each morsel only cost him seven seconds and so was easy to engage with, and then the next one. And the next one. North By Northwest required over two hours of commitment, a GTA mission probably even longer. He was happy to commit to seven seconds, but minutes and hours? There was probably some metaphor for his relationship with Karen right there. There were probably metaphors everywhere; had he forgotten how to play life in single-player mode?

			He closed and locked his phone and lay on the sofa for a long moment. He probably should tidy the flat. Jengad pizza boxes on the counter, mugs in the sink forming a natural honeycomb pattern. He was no clean freak, but the state of the place was the most obvious symptom that something was awry in his life. Without really thinking, he had wandered through to the bedroom, stepped over a mound of clothes, sat at the little desk and opened his laptop. Before he knew it, he was back on Facebook, reliving the exact same posts he had seen on his phone. He didn’t take them in this time either. The news websites were full of the same usual depressing stuff, and he had no interest in the day’s football fixtures that were previewed and punditted to monotony.

			Also without really thinking, he had typed s-e-x into the address bar. Auto-complete did the rest and the front page to SexyChat unfurled before him. It wasn’t even that he was in the mood for a wank. Even if he was, it didn’t feel right using a camgirl for it. It was too soon. But visiting SexyChat was a habit he had formed before Karen, one that had returned naturally to fill the bored hours of the last week.

			He scrolled down through the thumbnail gallery of rooms. Mostly young women in underwear lounging on beds or chunky gaming chairs, the occasional couple, legs and arms entwined, and a few blokes, pasty in the glare of their monitors, expressions of bored dejection betraying how little attention they were getting.

			Katya₍^. .^₎ʃ

			It was the first time he’d seen her since he’d returned to SexyChat. Her handle with the cute ascii cat made him smile. He didn’t like the idea of having favourites among the dozen or so rooms he returned to regularly, as it seemed a bit juvenile. But there was no question, she was his favourite. Certainly he had spent far more time in her room than anyone else’s. She was the only one he had actually spent money on.

			Katya₍^. .^₎ʃ

			Age: mid-20s. 

			From: East Europe but don’t ask where exactly. 

			Location: Somewhere in UK, but don’t ask where exactly! Lolz!

			Height: 5’4”. 

			

			Vital statistics: 34-26-36. 

			Boobs: B-cup, natural. 

			Hair: blonde, natural. 

			Eyes: green. 

			Piercings: Ears and belly button. 

			Tattoos: none. 

			But that description under her profile didn’t really explain why he liked her.

			Katya₍^. .^₎ʃ

			She sat cross-legged on a fluffy rug on the floor of her bedroom, the camera’s vantage slightly above her. She was wearing brightly coloured underwear, probably Agent Provocateur. She was smiling and chatting away about something, although the feed was silent.

			Craig clicked into her room and unmuted her. 

			‘–thinking about it, but I don’t know. I don’t want to end up with runners’ feet!’ Her voice was surprisingly normal, neither the high-pitched squeak or husky whisper some girls adopted. She had a strong accent but spoke fluently. Her cam feed took up much of the webpage, to the side was the column of messages the other users sent her:

			FootJobber267: I’d love your feet no matter what they looked like!!! (winking face with tongue emoji)

			She laughed out loud. ‘I know you would. I can always count on you.’

			The internet’s perpetual and sizeable obsession with feet still baffled Craig. FootJobber267 was a handle he recognised, another of Katya’s regular fans, and quite forthcoming with tips and tokens. Especially if there was any footsy involved.

			Opie_dokey: I love to see you in your running gear though. Mmmm.

			‘Thank you, Opie. Maybe I’ll do a gym session for you tomorrow. DM if there’s a particular gym outfit you’d like to see.’ There was a loud ping and the sound of coins clanging that indicated someone had tipped.

			ClarkGrizzwold: get you tits out baby

			Her brow furrowed, lips pursed and she held up a demonstrative finger. ‘Be polite, Clark Grizzwold! I really don’t like to block people. But I have in the past.’

			Jim_Beamish: Not just rude, but terrible grammar as well!

			Katya giggled at this. And then her eyes bulged, her mouth hung open. ‘Jim! Jim! Is that really you?’

			Jim_Beamish: Yes, it is. Long time, no see.

			That was Craig’s handle, exclusively on SexyChat, where as far as anyone knew he was called Jim. And he liked stout and whiskey.

			‘Jim!’ she exclaimed again. ‘Jim’s back, everyone. Jim’s back. We missed you.’ There was something so genuine in how she said it.

			Jim_Beamish: I’m sure they don’t really care. Probably didn’t notice I was not here.

			‘Well, I care. And I noticed.’

			FootJobber267: Yep, he’s right. I really don’t care!!! (zany face emoji)

			Katya leant close towards the camera, giving a nice view of her cleavage. He could hear keyboard tapping.

			As she leant back into her sitting position, an alert flashed on Craig’s screen. A DM from Katya.

			Katya₍^. .^₎ʃ: Its gr8 to c u again, lolz. Do you want to do a private chat, Jim? No show, just talking. I’d like to catch up. No charge.
Yes / No ?

			Craig’s mouse pointer hovered over the response buttons. He thought of Karen. There was some guilt. He clicked on Yes.

			His attention returned to her. ‘Opie says he likes the grey GymShark outfit, so that’s what I’ll wear for the gym workout. You see, if you tip generously, like Opie, you get to see what you want to see. Not with bad manners.’ She glanced at her screen and she reacted. ‘Okay, guys. I’m going to take a break for twenty minutes or so. I want to have my lunch now. But come back later. If Opie is here, we’ll do the gym show. See you in a bit.’

			She held her thumbs and fingers together in a heart gesture. Bright red cartoon hearts manifested on the screen from her hands, floated upwards and burst like soap bubbles. She leant right into the camera. He could see the reflection of the ring light in her green eyes. She gave a loud kiss, a short wave, and the screen went dark, then was replaced by a still of Katya wearing an undersized pink Stetson, finger pointing at the screen in a gun gesture. She was pouting and winking. The caption read ‘BRB’.

			Craig received another DM.

			Katya₍^. .^₎ʃ: Gimme five, as I’m just going to get my lunch. 

			It was then followed by an invitation to a private room. He still felt a little guilty as he clicked on accept.

			Katya’s room appeared again, just the fluffy white rug on the floor.

			Although Katya was open to one-to-one videos, Craig had always communicated solely via DMs. It wasn’t just that he wanted to hide behind the anonymity of a different handle, he found he could talk more freely when just typing.

			She padded into the room and sat back down, a Tupperware box in her hands.

			‘I hope you don’t mind me eating while we chat. I didn’t have breakfast today.’

			Jim_Beamish: You shouldn’t miss breakfast. Most important meal of the day.

			‘I know,’ she stabbed her fork into the box and pulled out a sprig of salad which she munched on.

			Jim_Beamish: But I don’t mind. As long as you don’t talk with your mouth full!

			‘So, Jim. It’s nice to see you pop in the feed again. Where’ve you been?’

			Jim_Beamish: Long story…

			‘Well, that is why I suggested a private chat.’

			Jim_Beamish: Well…

			Jim_Beamish: I started seeing someone.

			‘Jim!’ She clutched both her hands to her chest, beaming. ‘Oh, Jim! I’m pleased for you.’

			Jim_Beamish: You’re not jealous?

			‘Of course I’m jealous. But happy for you too. My loss is some other girl’s gain.’

			

			Jim_Beamish: Not any more. We broke up.

			Jim_Beamish: (sad face emoji)

			‘Oohhh, Jim. Are you okay?’

			Jim_Beamish: More or less.

			‘How long did it last? I feel it was last year, before Hallowe’en. I mean you didn’t say goodbye, did you?’

			Jim_Beamish: Yes. Seven months. Sorry, I just stopped logging on.

			‘Probably busy having sex.’

			Jim_Beamish: (smiling face with smiling eyes emoji)

			‘But I understand. I’m sorry that you broke up. Do you want to talk about it?’

			Jim_Beamish: Not just yet. It’s too soon. But one day.

			‘Well. I am always here to listen to you, Jim. You always were one of my favourites.’

			Jim_Beamish: Only because I spend tokens. (winking face emoji)

			She clutched her chest again in mock horror. ‘Jim! How can you say such a thing?’

			Jim_Beamish: Sorry. Joking. But you didn’t really miss me?

			‘Yeah. I did. I was even thinking about you just the other day.’ She put down the Tupperware and stood, turned away from him and leaned off screen. After a moment of rummaging, she returned clutching something. She sat again and then pulled on a T-shirt. It was tight, cheekily so, exposing her tummy, with pink piping around the collar and sleeves. On the front was a cartoon of Mickey and Minnie Mouse embracing. It had been new, but the image had been pre-distressed to give it a vintage feel.

			Jim_Beamish: You remembered.

			Craig had bought her the T-shirt. He had ordered it via the Throne website, which included a wishlist of gifts for her. He hadn’t felt comfortable buying her lingerie or a toy, but a T-shirt was okay, and she looked great in it.

			

			‘Of course I remembered. I pretty much remember every gift I get. It’s funny, because even without the note that comes with the gift I can usually tell who chose it. If it’s gym gear, probably Opie. Expensive lingerie is usually one of two people. And flip-flops? How many pairs of flip-flops does a girl need? But you’re the only one who ever bought me a T-shirt. Even so, I’d remember. Like I said, you were my favourite.’

			Jim_Beamish: You were my favourite too.

			‘Of course I was!’ she teased.

			Jim_Beamish: So what did I miss while I was away from Katya world?

			‘Well, the usual stuff ‘round here. A bit of trouble with Throbbing Hood, if you remember him. More like Sheriff of Nottingham, it turned out. Sheriff of Rottingham! But nothing to worry about. But the big news is I finally went on my holiday.’

			Jim_Beamish: You did? I remember you talking about it. Did you find someone to go with?’

			‘No. I couldn’t find anyone.’

			Jim_Beamish: I bet you got plenty of offers from here, though.

			‘Yes. Lots of offers. Some of them even offered to pay for the whole trip “no strings attached.” Yeah, right! No, I thought to myself, I can wait forever for someone who wants to go on holiday with me, or I can just pluck up the courage and go by myself. So that’s what I did.’

			Jim_Beamish: Was it California?

			‘Yes. You remembered. It was just a week, because I thought that would not be long enough to get too lonely.’

			Jim_Beamish: Let me guess, Disneyland?!?!

			‘Yes!’ She gesticulated at the image on her T-shirt, ‘And this is the T-shirt I wore. And I did think of you, Jim, on that day. Almost as if you were with me…’

			Jim_Beamish: I would have loved it.

			‘I went on Space Mountain twice! Which for me was a very big deal. After that, nothing else could scare me.’

			

			Jim_Beamish: It lived up to expectation?

			‘It did. Yes. But you know, I actually enjoyed Universal Studios more. It wasn’t even the rides and stuff, but just the backlot from the movies. And I went to Hollywood Boulevard and saw the stars on the pavement. And I shopped on Rodeo Drive like Julia Roberts. And I know it’s cliché for somebody in my line of work, but I don’t care.’

			Jim_Beamish: I hope they treated you right in the shop?’

			‘They did. Don’t worry. But maybe the best day was a trip out from Los Angeles to a ranch in California, where I rode a horse. Finally got to live out my cowgirl fantasy.’

			Jim_Beamish: Cowgirl Fantasy! Lolz, I bet they were all drooling here at the very thought.

			‘Always back to the sex!’

			Jim_Beamish: (winking face emoji)

			‘But it was a wonderful day. There were six other tourists on the trip and we all had a horse each, and two real-life actual cowboys led us on a trail. And we had a barbecue out in the wilderness. And all the other cowboys and cowgirls were so nice to me. That’s the thing when you travel alone, it forces you to make friends. And it was only one day, but for that one day, we were all the best of friends.’

			Jim_Beamish: Sounds great. Maybe I should go on holiday by myself.

			‘Did you go away with your girlfriend? Sorry. I don’t mean to pry. Tell me it’s none of my business.’

			Jim_Beamish: That’s okay. No, we didn’t go away together. Were talking about it though.

			‘Well, I think nothing puts more stress on a relationship than travelling together. You have to agree on every single thing that you do. Together twenty-four-seven. I can see why it causes breakups.’

			Jim_Beamish: Relationships are hard.

			‘Yes, they are, Jim. Yes, they are. Do you want to get back together with her?’

			

			Jim_Beamish: I don’t know

			Jim_Beamish: Maybe

			Jim_Beamish: Probably yes

			Jim_Beamish: But it’s not up to me. She walked out on me.

			‘Well. Even so. Tell her how you feel. If you want to get back together, tell her. If you stay quiet, you’ll always regret it.’

			Jim_Beamish: Maybe. I think she’s too good for me tbh.

			‘No, Jim!’ She was scowling again, her index finger raised in admonishment. ‘Never think that. Listen, I know we’ve never actually met in person, but we’ve chatted lots. And I have got to know you a bit. You are a good person, Jim. I know that. And nobody is too good for you. Nobody. Okay? Okay?’

			Jim_Beamish: K 

			‘Never forget that.’

			Jim_Beamish: I won’t. It’s just it takes quite a lot for any woman to get past the hunchback and the wooden leg.

			She giggled. ‘Looks aren’t everything.’

			He could hear a faint ring. She went pert with attention. ‘That’s the doorbell. Probably Amazon. Seriously, they turn up any time they like. Morning, noon and night. I’ll deal with it. Will you stick around?’

			Jim_Beamish: Yes. 

			Jim_Beamish: of course

			She nodded and stood. She pulled on a pair of grey tracksuit bottoms and left the room. Again, he was left looking at the fuzzy white rug. He opened another tab and clicked onto a news site again, scanned the stories.

			He heard her voice echoing through from another room as he scanned down through news updates and celebrity gossip.

			A raised voice. Irritation? He couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was unmistakeable. He clicked back on to her page. An argument? Was she shouting? Was that a bump, or a thump of something? He held his breath, craned close to the laptop to hear.

			And she was back in the room. But something was wrong. She came through the bedroom door and from the angle of the camera, he only saw her from the thighs down. But she stepped in backwards, as if she was in retreat. Or being pushed. He could hear her more clearly; not shouting, but upset, angered. She stepped forward. And then she stumbled three steps backwards. Definitely pushed.

			His breath froze. Heart rattled.

			She stepped forward again, this time emphatically.

			Pushed again, and she went down onto the ground. On to the white fuzzy rug. He saw her face. Terrified.

			The man, and there was no question it was a man, stepped into the frame, but his head and shoulders were well above the camera’s field of view. He wore black. Black shoes, black trousers, a black sweatshirt.

			Katya scrambled a bit, twisted into a position where she could push herself up, but for a moment she had her back to the intruder. With vicious accuracy the man punched her hard in the back, just below the shoulder blades. She froze, stunned, gasped. The wind had been knocked right out of her.

			‘No,’ Craig called out. ‘No.’

			The intruder stepped close behind her, feet spread for stability, and at once seemed to have something around her neck; red rope which he yanked tight and bunched in his left hand.

			‘Stop,’ Craig called at the screen, his voice high, weak. Useless.

			The intruder grabbed her by the shoulder with his other hand and pulled the taut rope back. Craig could now see that her face was covered with clear plastic. Her body racked as she tried to draw breath.

			Her mouth was an open circle, the plastic forming a concave dome. Clear plastic flush up against her eyeballs. The hand locked on her shoulder, a small tattoo on the webbing between the thumb and forefinger.

			Craig’s hands shook uncontrollably. Light-headed he felt he was suffocating with her, but reflex took over and he drew a breath. She could not. 

			Her hands flailed at her attacker. And then it was over. She went limp. And slowly the attacker let her body slither to the floor. Her head was covered in a dark red stain. It was so quick.

			‘No.’ With trembling hands he went to the laptop, but froze. He didn’t want to touch it, to risk losing the connection.

			He scanned his bedroom furiously. Where was his phone?

			The living room.

			

			He marched through and found the phone on the sofa. It took three attempts to enter the unlock code. He fumbled his way to the phone app and dialled 999.

			‘Hello. Which service do you require?’

			‘Police, please.’

			‘One moment please.’

			He walked back towards his bedroom.

			‘This is a police operator talking. How can I help you?’

			‘I need to report a murder.’

			There was an awful pause before the operator replied, ‘And when did the incident happen?’

			‘Just now. This very second. I just saw it happen.’

			‘Okay, sir. Are you, yourself, in any immediate danger?’

			‘What?’

			‘Are you in any immediate danger?’

			‘No. No. I’m not.’

			‘Are you quite sure?’

			He was back in the bedroom and looking down at the laptop. The feed was still live, but the room was empty again. No Katya. No attacker. No blood. No sign that anything at all was amiss. Just the fuzzy white rug. 

			‘Sir? Are you quite sure you are not in any immediate danger?’

			‘Yes. I am sure.’

			‘Okay. I need to take some details. Can you please tell me your name?’

			‘My name?’

			‘Yes.’

			Feverish thoughts raced through. ‘I’m sorry. I’d rather not, right now. I’m sorry.’

			‘That’s okay. I understand. We can come back to it later. Are you able to tell me your location?’

			‘No. I’d rather not.’

			‘Sir. I know this is very difficult. I appreciate that you have just experienced a great shock. But I think we need to send a car over to you as soon as we can. Even if you are not in immediate danger, we do need to dispatch officers to you.’

			‘No, you don’t understand. The murder didn’t happen here. Where I am.’

			‘It didn’t?’

			‘No. I saw it happen–’ He caught himself. He didn’t want to say ‘online’. ‘Over a zoom call. Like FaceTime. A video call.’

			‘This was a direct connection you had to the location of the alleged incident?’

			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘Okay. I understand. Can you tell me the location of the alleged incident?’

			Silence. ‘I…’ he stuttered.

			‘Sir, I’m sure you understand, we need to send officers to the location of the incident.’

			‘Yes, I…’

			‘So if you could tell us where it happened.’

			‘I don’t know. I’m sorry, I don’t know where it happened.’

			‘You don’t know? But you had a zoom call with the victim or the alleged perpetrator? Or a third party?’

			‘Yes. With the victim. But I didn’t know her location.’

			‘I understand. This will impede us in getting officers to the location. Maybe we can start with the alleged victim’s name?’

			Katya. But he knew that wasn’t her real name. Just her online identity.

			He stammered again, ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Sir?’

			He gulped down a breath. ‘I’m really sorry. I don’t think I can tell you any more. I’m sorry to have taken up your time. Goodbye. I’m sorry.’

			He ended the call.

			Hands up at the sides of his head he let out a wordless roar. Anger. Frustration. Impotence.

			The screen still showed her empty room. Tentatively he approach the laptop, pushed the mouse around. Was there some way to rewind the feed? He hovered the pointer, but didn’t click anything. No rewind feature. Of course there wasn’t.

			Another wave of shakes came over him. He poured himself a glass of water and sipped it in an effort to calm himself. His phone rang, sending a jolt through him. His ringtone, Yaketty-Sax, felt cruelly inappropriate. The incoming number: 999.

			He let it ring. And ring. Then he sent the call to voicemail. After another long moment, he powered off the phone.

			At the bedroom window, he glanced down to the street below. Business as usual. No police cars approaching. They had his number. Could they trace him? Would they? Or would they assume it was just another prank call?

			He let out another raging groan. Loud enough for the neighbours to hear. And then he slumped down on the edge of the bed. And he started to cry.

			Katya’s feed switched off about twenty minutes later. Some algorithm had detected a lack of activity. He had then pressed refresh a few times, as if that might do anything at all helpful.

			He had to get out of the flat. He went for a walk, without direction or destination, towards the edge of the market town he lived in, and then out along the river path before cutting back through a few fields. It was a route he was familiar with, which was just as well. His mind was swimming elsewhere, oblivious to the scenery around him. The shakes had subsided, but he was sick to his guts. 

			When he got home he turned on his phone again. Anticipating missed calls from 999, but there were none. He needed to talk to someone, considered calling Karen. But where to begin?

			In the end, he picked at a tepid ready-meal and zombie-watched Saturday-night TV. Exhausted, but unable to sleep, he lounged on the couch until the early hours, flicking through the channels of repeats. He dozed, didn’t sleep. 
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			Hollow-eyed, hollow-stomached, just hollow. Sunday yawned out before him. He’d never yearned for the start of the working week so much.

			His appetite had returned a little, but he ate with no pleasure. He kept replaying it over and over. The punch. The red rope. Plastic against eyeballs. He could not unsee it. That phrase had become a meme, but that morning he knew how real it was.

			Logging on to SexyChat felt awful; all the other rooms were carrying on as before. Katya’s room was listed as offline. Last online 20 hours ago.

			He spent an hour trawling through every site that carried UK news, looking for anything that might resemble Katya’s death; every combination of camgirl / online performer / east European / murdered / disappeared. Nothing came close. He thought about diving into local news sources but had no idea where to begin.

			 He held back from googling it, cautious that he could taint his search history.

			The one other place he could look for information was Discord. Katya’s Lounge was the hub for her fans. It was modded by a couple of her most devoted regulars. It contained the usual pages; general chat; non-Katya chat; fan art (copyrighted images of Katya were verboten but this thread contained some surprisingly good drawings of her); gifs (she had given approval to thumbnail-sized animations from her videos, and these cropped up often in the feeds), NSFW (only for mod-approved members, which Craig wasn’t, so he didn’t know for sure what was in there, but he could guess); FAQ and Admin.

			Craig had only visited occasionally, feeling it was all a bit too creepy. He clicked into the general chat. The list of topics was pretty standard, and there was a lot of recycling of the same discussions. 

			Poll: what is Katya’s best feature? (Please vote) hair; eyes; boobs; feet etc.

			Lingerie vs. Swimwear. 

			Katya in California – fave images. 

			Q: Should Katya colour her hair? (I love brunettes). 

			And then…

			WTF happened yesterday? Where did she go?

			Craig’s anxiety rose from his stomach. He clicked into the thread.

			Opie_Dokey: She BRB’d to get some lunch but never came back. Anyone know why? Not like her.

			TurkishDee-lite: Yarp. She does that sometimes. Bit annoying ngl.

			Opie_Dokey: She’s usually a bit more considerate. Oh well. 

			TurkishDee-lite: Maybe she’ll stream today??? I no not scheduled until tomoz.

			Opie_Dokey: ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

			It made him feel sick. They were talking about her as if she would log back on any minute. But he couldn’t tell them the truth. 

			One thing was certain, though: none of them knew about it. It had been a private chat, though he wondered if by some fluke it had been publicly broadcast, but no.

			And then the thought… What if one of them did know about it? Not because he had watched the stream, but because he was the man in black. Could it be one of them, one of the fans? There was no way any of them could trace her real identity, her real location, was there?

			He clicked into the FAQ, scanned down the Qs.

			Q: Is this Katya’s official Discord?

			A: Not exactly. It is run by us, the fans, but Katya has “given us her blessing” (her words) and she does post here occasionally.

			Q: Where can I see Katya perform?

			A: Katya performs exclusively on SexyChat. She often (but not always) posts her schedule in General Chat. Any rooms that purport to be hers on other cam sites are definitely fakes / scams.

			

			Q: Can I get in touch with Katya here?

			A: No. We do not forward messages to her. If you want to communicate with her, do so on SexyChat where you can DM her for tips.

			Q: What is Katya’s real name?

			A: That is private and Katya’s own business. Any attempts to find out her real name on this Discord will result in a permanent ban, without appeal.

			Q: What about her home address?

			A: See the response to the previous Q.

			Q: Does Katya do other Social Media?

			A: Yes, she has Instagram (link) which she updates quite often. It is strictly SFW. She has twitter but it looks like it’s dormant now. She last posted about a year ago.

			Q: Can I see / meet Katya in real life? Does she strip / dance anywhere? Or do PAs?

			A: No. Katya has made it abundantly clear that she wants her relationship with her fans to be 100% online.

			Q: Does Katya ever escort?

			A: Absolutely 100% not. Any attempt to solicit will be met with instant blocking.

			As he had expected, they guarded her privacy quite fiercely. But even so, if somebody was determined, could they be stopped from finding her? He’d heard about the dark web, about doxxing. He didn’t know what it entailed, but it seemed that if you had enough cryptocurrency, you could get whatever you wanted.

			He closed the window.

			He went back to it seven times over the course of the Sunday, always checking General Chat to see if there was any news of her.

			Nothing.
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			I’d like to report a murder.’

			The young duty officer glanced at his watch; 8:00am, Monday morning. What a start to the week! Craig had woken early and was unable to get back to sleep. Even taking his time, he had arrived at the local police station half an hour before it opened, and sat in his work van. First through the door, he was at the duty counter before the young attending constable.

			‘A murder?’ It was clear by his reaction that this was not a common occurrence. He looked a little lost, and then called behind him; ‘Sarge. I think this is one for you…’

			Five minutes later, Craig sat in the interview room, which only differed from a holding cell due to the presence of a table, two chairs and a tape recorder. The sergeant entered, carrying a mug in each hand, a pen in his mouth and an A4 pad clenched between his arm and side.

			He set one of the mugs before Craig and told him, ‘Instant, I’m afraid.’

			‘That’s okay. I’m fine with instant.’

			‘We had one of those pod machines. But one of the local busybodies got wind of it and accused us of squandering police resources.’

			The coffee was hot, sweet but otherwise flavourless. Craig was just thankful to have something to occupy his hands. After they’d established that nobody was in immediate danger, as far as they could tell, the sergeant commenced with the preliminaries. Name. Address, Date of birth.

			‘Occupation?’

			‘Is that relevant? I’m sorry.’

			

			‘Just routine, sir. You never know what is going to be relevant, as the case progresses.’

			‘Land surveyor.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘I survey land. I mean, I measure and record the dimensions and features of land.’

			‘Oh, right. Are you one of the chaps with the tripod and telescope?’

			‘Theodolite.’ He saw the sergeant’s pen freeze. He spelled it out.

			‘High-vis jacket? Hard hat?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Good work?’

			‘Sure. I mean, gets me out the house. Visit some interesting places. Work on some interesting projects.’

			‘And how… How does that make you a living? I mean, who do you work for?’

			‘I work for a surveying company. We get contracted by land developers mostly, to survey the land before and after any works they do.’

			‘I see. Okay, let’s get into it then. I’d like you to describe, in your own time, in your own words, exactly what you saw. Try and include every detail you can remember, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant. Try and refrain from your own speculation, if you can. We just want the facts, to start with.’

			Craig started. As soon as he mentioned SexyChat, the sergeant’s eyebrows raised in a most exaggerated gesture. Craig explained. The sergeant was in his fifties; he had never heard of SexyChat or cam sites.

			‘Simpkins!’ he called out. The desk officer appeared at the door. ‘You ever heard of SexyChat?’

			‘Oh yeah,’ the officer nodded, and gave a vaguely crude expression that confirmed he knew exactly what SexyChat was. He then glanced at Craig, and grimaced as he tried to suppress a smile.

			‘Thank you, Simpkins,’ the sergeant said in a tone of voice that also said; That will be all, dismissed.

			Craig outlined everything he had seen. The sergeant asked plenty of clarifying questions, filling a couple of pages of his legal pad. By the end he had every detail of the murder; the bag, the red rope, the black-dressed attacker, the tattoo on the right hand. He also had the full rundown of Craig’s day, his relationship troubles, his internet habits.

			‘So, we still have no idea of the alleged victim’s real name, or the location of the murder?’

			

			‘Yes. She guarded her privacy pretty well. I mean, most girls on these sites guard their anonymity. It’s not like they want friends and family knowing what they do.’

			‘How do we know this even happened in the UK? It could be anywhere in the world.’

			‘No. She was based in the UK. I told you I had contact with her for quite a few months. She was definitely in the UK, even if she didn’t say which area.’

			‘Could she have been, I don’t know, faking that? You said she guarded her privacy. Maybe she just pretended to be in the UK, to protect herself? Do you have any hard proof she was in the UK?’

			‘I suppose not.’

			The sergeant nodded and let out a long huffing sigh. ‘And you’re absolutely sure this was real?’

			‘Yes. Totally sure.’

			‘Wasn’t, maybe, I don’t know, some CGI? Where they make it look like she died?’

			‘A deepfake?’

			‘I suppose?’

			‘No. Definitely not.’

			‘And could it have been faked?’

			‘What?’

			‘A couple of years ago, there was this video going round. A snuff movie. A young girl was tied up and had her throat slit. Sickening, it was. They mobilised a whole department of CID to trace it. Turns out it was just a bunch of film students trying to make their video go viral. The case was broken when the victim turned up alive and well, in an advert for crisps. She was an actress.’

			Craig shook his head, unable to hide his exasperation.

			‘I’m sorry, sir. I can see that this has impacted on you. It’s just, without the name of the victim or the location of the incident, there’s not much we can do, is there? Can’t even file a missing persons report.’

			‘You could contact SexyChat. Find out her real identity. They have to have records.’

			The sergeant gave an expression as if this had not occurred to him. Craig leant over and pulled the pad over, grabbed the pen. He wrote out the URL for SexyChat and then Katya’s handle along with the ascii cat. ‘It’s important that you get these characters right,’ he explained as he pushed the pad back.

			

			The sergeant just looked more perplexed. ‘We’ll get our Cybercrime division onto it,’ he said by way of mollification. ‘But let me tell you what I think is going to happen. Whoever this young lady is, has gone missing. Friends and family will notice and report it. Depending on how thorough the alleged perpetrator is, the remains will be discovered sooner or later. There probably already is an investigation happening, in whatever town this occurred, by the local police there.’

			‘Can you check? I mean, you do have a national database or something, right?’

			‘Yes. But to be honest, these things usually take a few days to get into the system. That means they are too busy because they are actively investigating. Listen. I’ll log your report. We can cross-check with the 999 call you made. Now, when the case gets wrapped up, wherever it is, you’ll probably be invited to give a statement, just to corroborate everything. In the meantime, just try and get on with things. I’m sure that it is in very good hands.’

			Craig nodded. It did make sense.

			‘And you’ll follow up with SexyChat. Try and find her identity?’

			‘Of course. Send it over to Cybercrime today. Don’t worry. We’ve got your contact details. We’ll be in touch if there are any developments.’

			Craig traipsed back to his van. Nothing left to do but get on with the day.

			He drove an hour to the site and spent the morning surveying, relieved that it was a solo job. There had been claims that a recent construction had caused some subsidence, so he was sent to measure the surrounding land, right down to the millimetre. The weather app had forecast light rain due at 3pm, so he worked through and took his lunch break just as the first drops fell. Sat in his van as rain patted the windscreen, he ate his supermarket meal deal. It just reminded him that Karen used to make him pack lunches. Between bites of a hoisin duck wrap he was back to doom-scrolling. 

			SexyChat. Katya’s room. Offline for 2 days.

			Updates on the news websites offered nothing relevant either.

			He opened up WhatsApp. It was the first time in forever he had to scroll down to see Karen’s avatar – she had been pushed southwards by more recent chats; work, school friends, family, five-a-side.

			He clicked into their chat. The most recent messages were so ordinary; she was going to the supermarket and asked if he wanted anything. All this before the big row. Before she walked out. And since then; radio silence. Over the last week his reasoning for this had evolved through; I’m too angry to message; it’s too soon, she needs space, too; well, I’m not going to be the first to message. Now he was at a place where he just wanted to talk to her. 

			In his mind, he had formulated a very long message to break the stalemate. He would apologise for shouting, he would firmly but diplomatically remind her that she had to bear some of the responsibility, he would state clearly that he still had feelings for her and was open to a reconciliation, try to come across as genuine, but not needy, and no pressure.

			His thumb hovered over the keypad. Inactive for a long moment, he began to worry that if she looked at her own phone right then, she would see ‘Craig is typing’ flash up. He hoped maybe that he would see; ‘Karen is typing’.

			In the end, he just typed ‘Hey’.

			She responded almost instantly; ‘Hey’.

			How are you doing?

			Not so great

			You?

			Same

			I miss you

			I miss you too

			Are you doing anything tonight?

			No

			You?

			No

			Do you want to come over?

			Yes

			

			I’m on a job. Can I msg when I start driving back?

			Yes

			C U then

			C U. Xxx

			Xxx

			And that was all it took.

			

			4

			As soon as she hugged him, in the doorway of his flat, buried her face into the hollow of his neck, rubbed his back, he knew that they were back together. They hugged for a long moment, then walked slowly to the kitchen where the kettle was switched on.

			They sat facing each other, shoulders resting against the sofa back, clasping mugs of tea.

			‘I can’t believe you thought we had actually broken up.’

			‘Well,’ he shrugged, ‘It was the last thing you said. “That’s it. I’m done with this.”’
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