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To Steve and Lorna, 
my family, my friends 
and two bulwarks against anomie, 
with love
















Two forms of darkness are there. One is Night…


And one is Blindness.


Mary Elizabeth Coleridge


Doubt


















PROLOGUE





Wounds of the heart are often fatal,


but not necessarily so.


Henry Gray FRS


Gray’s Anatomy
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Why did you let your eyes so rest on me,


And hold your breath between?


In all the ages this can never be


As if it had not been.


Mary Elizabeth Coleridge


A Moment




Of all the couples sitting in the Rivoli Bar at the Ritz that Thursday evening, the pair that was having the most conspicuously good time was not, in fact, a couple.


Cormoran Strike and Robin Ellacott, private detectives, business partners and self-declared best friends, were celebrating Robin’s thirtieth birthday. Both had been slightly self-conscious on first arriving in the bar, which resembled an art deco jewel box, with its walls of dark wood and gold, and its frosted panels of Lalique glass, because each was aware that this outing was unique in the almost five years they’d known one another. Never before had they chosen to spend an evening in each other’s company outside work, without the presence of other friends or colleagues, or the pretext of injury (because there’d been an occasion a few weeks previously, when Strike had accidentally given his partner two black eyes and bought her a takeaway curry as recompense).


Even more unusually, both had had enough sleep, and each was looking their best. Robin was wearing a figure-hugging blue dress, her long strawberry-blonde hair clean and loose, and her partner had noticed the appreciative glances she’d drawn from male drinkers as she passed. He’d already complimented her on the opal lying in the hollow at the base of her throat, which had been a thirtieth birthday gift from her parents. The tiny diamonds surrounding it made a glittering halo in the bar’s golden lights, and whenever Robin moved, sparks of scarlet fire twinkled in the opal’s depths.


Strike was wearing his favourite Italian suit, with a white shirt and dark tie. His resemblance to a broken-nosed, slightly overweight Beethoven had increased now that he’d shaved off his recently grown beard, but the waitress’s warm smile as she handed Strike his first Old Fashioned reminded Robin of what her ex-husband’s new wife, Sarah Shadlock, had once said of the detective:


‘He is strangely attractive, isn’t he? Bit beaten-up-looking, but I’ve never minded that.’


What a liar she’d been: Sarah had liked her men smoothly handsome, as proven by her relentless and ultimately successful pursuit of Matthew.


Sitting facing each other in leopard-print chairs at their table for two, Strike and Robin had initially subsumed their slight awkwardness in work talk. Discussion of the cases currently on the detective agency’s books carried them through a powerful cocktail apiece, by which time their increasingly loud laughter had started drawing glances from both barmen and customers. Soon Robin’s eyes were bright and her face slightly flushed, and even Strike, who was considerably larger than his partner and well able to handle his alcohol, had taken enough bourbon to make him feel pleasantly buoyant and loose-limbed.


After their second cocktails, talk became more personal. Strike, who was the illegitimate son of a rock star he’d met only twice, told Robin that one of his half-sisters, Prudence, wanted to meet him.


‘Where does she fit in?’ Robin asked. She knew that Strike’s father had been married three times, and that her partner was the result of a one-night stand with a woman most commonly described in the press as a ‘supergroupie’, but she was hazy about the rest of the family tree.


‘She’s the other illegitimate,’ said Strike. ‘Few years younger than me. Her mother was that actress, Lindsey Fanthrope? Mixed-race woman? She’s been in everything. EastEnders, The Bill…’


‘D’you want to meet Prudence?’


‘Not sure,’ Strike admitted. ‘Can’t help feeling I’ve got enough relatives to be going on with. She’s also a therapist.’


‘What kind?’


‘Jungian.’


His expression, which compounded wariness and distaste, made Robin laugh.


‘What’s wrong with being a Jungian therapist?’


‘I dunno… I quite liked her from her texts, but…’


Trying to find the right words, Strike’s eyes found the bronze panel on the wall behind Robin’s head, which showed a naked Leda being impregnated by Zeus in the form of a swan.


‘… well, she said she hasn’t had an easy time of it either, having him as a father. But when I found out what she does for a living…’


His voice trailed away. He drank more bourbon.


‘You thought she was being insincere?’


‘Not exactly insincere…’ Strike heaved a sigh. ‘I’ve had enough matchbox psychologists telling me why I live the way I do and tracing it all back to my family, so-called. Prudence said in one of her texts that she’d found forgiving Rokeby “healing”— Sod this,’ said Strike abruptly, ‘it’s your birthday, let’s talk about your family. What does your dad do for a living? You’ve never told me.’


‘Oh, haven’t I?’ said Robin, with mild surprise. ‘He’s a professor of sheep medicine, production and reproduction.’


Strike choked on his cocktail.


‘What’s funny?’ Robin asked, eyebrows raised.


‘Sorry,’ said Strike, coughing and laughing simultaneously. ‘Wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.’


‘He’s quite an authority, I’ll have you know,’ said Robin, mock-offended.


‘Professor of sheep— What was the rest of it, again?’


‘Medicine, production and reprod— Why’s that so funny?’ Robin said, as Strike guffawed a second time.


‘Dunno, maybe the “production” and “reproduction” thing,’ said Strike. ‘And also the sheep.’


‘He’s got forty-six letters after his name. I counted when I was a kid.’


‘Very impressive,’ said Strike, taking another sip of bourbon and attempting to look serious. ‘So, when did he first become interested in sheep? Was this a lifelong thing or did a particular sheep catch his eye when he was—’


‘He doesn’t shag them, Strike.’


The detective’s renewed laughter made heads turn.


‘His older brother got the family farm, so Dad did veterinary science at Durham and, yeah, he specialised— Stop bloody laughing! He’s also the editor of a magazine.’


‘Please tell me it’s about sheep.’


‘Yes, it is. Sheep Management,’ said Robin, ‘and before you ask, no, they don’t have a photo feature called “Readers’ Sheep”.’


This time Strike’s bellow of laughter was heard by the whole bar.


‘Keep it down,’ said Robin, smiling but aware of the many eyes now upon them. ‘We don’t want to be banned from another bar in London.’


‘We didn’t get banned from the American Bar, did we?’


Strike’s memory of the aftermath of attempting to punch a suspect in the Stafford Hotel was hazy, not because he’d been drunk, but because he’d been lost to everything but his own rage.


‘They might not have barred us explicitly, but try going back in there and see what kind of a welcome you get,’ said Robin, fishing one of the last olives out of the dishes that had arrived with their first drink. Strike had already single-handedly finished the crisps.


‘Charlotte’s father kept sheep,’ Strike said, and Robin felt that small frisson of interest she always experienced when he mentioned his former fiancée, which was almost never.


‘Really?’


‘Yeah, on Arran,’ said Strike. ‘He had a massive house there with his third wife. Hobby farming, you know. Probably a tax write-off. They were evil-looking bastards – the sheep, that is – can’t remember the name of the breed. Black and white. Huge horns and yellow eyes.’


‘They sound like Jacobs,’ said Robin, and responding to Strike’s grin, she said, ‘I grew up with massive piles of Sheep Management next to the loo – obviously I know sheep breeds… What’s Arran like?’


She really meant, ‘What was Charlotte’s family like?’


‘Pretty, from what I can remember, but I was only at the house once. Never got a return invitation. Charlotte’s father hated the sight of me.’


‘Why?’


Strike downed the last of his cocktail before answering.


‘Well, there were a few reasons, but I think top of the list was that his wife tried to seduce me.’


Robin’s gasp was far louder than she’d intended.


‘Yeah. I must’ve been about twenty-two, twenty-three. She was at least forty. Very good-looking, if you like them coke-thin.’


‘How – what…?’


‘We’d gone to Arran for the weekend. Scheherazade – that was the stepmother – and Charlotte’s father were very big drinkers. Half the family had drug problems as well, all the stepsisters and half-brothers.


‘The four of us sat up boozing after dinner. Her father wasn’t over-keen on me in the first place – hoping for something a lot more blue-blooded. They’d put Charlotte and me in separate bedrooms on different floors.


‘I went up to my attic room about two in the morning, stripped off, fell into bed very pissed, turned out the light and a couple of minutes later the door opened. I thought it was Charlotte, obviously. The room was pitch black. I moved over, she slid in beside me –’


Robin realised her mouth was agape and closed it.


‘– stark naked. Still didn’t twig – I had most of a bottle of whisky inside me. She – ah – reached for me – if you know what I’m saying –’


Robin clapped a hand over her mouth.


‘– and we kissed and it was only when she whispered in my ear that she’d noticed me looking at her tits when she’d bent over the fire that I realised I was in bed with my hostess. Not that it matters, but I hadn’t been looking at her tits. I’d been getting ready to catch her. She was so pissed, I thought she was going to topple into the fire when she threw a log on it.’


‘What did you do?’ Robin asked through her fingers.


‘Shot out of bed like I had a firework up my arse,’ said Strike, as Robin began to laugh again, ‘hit the washstand, knocked it over and smashed some giant Victorian jug. She just sniggered. I had the impression she thought I’d be straight back in bed with her once the shock wore off. I was trying to find my boxers in the dark when Charlotte opened the door for real.’


‘Oh my God.’


‘Yeah, she didn’t take too kindly to finding me and her stepmother naked in the same bedroom,’ said Strike. ‘It was a toss-up which of us she wanted to kill most. The screaming woke Sir Anthony. He came charging upstairs in his brocade dressing gown, but he was so pissed he hadn’t tied it properly. He turned the lights on and stood there holding a shooting stick, oblivious to the fact that his cock was hanging out until his wife pointed it out.


‘“Anthony, we can see Johnny Winkle.”’


Robin now laughed so hard that Strike had to wait for her to compose herself before continuing the story. At the bar a short distance from their table, a silver-haired man was watching Robin with a slight smirk on his face.


‘What then?’ Robin asked breathlessly, mopping her eyes with the miniature napkin that had come with her drink.


‘Well, as far as I can remember, Scheherazade didn’t bother to justify herself. If anything, she seemed to think it was all a bit of a laugh. Charlotte lunged at her and I held Charlotte back, and Sir Anthony basically seemed to take the view that it was all my fault for not locking my bedroom door. Charlotte was a bit inclined that way too. But life in squats with my mother hadn’t really prepared me for what to expect from the aristocracy. On balance, I’d have to say people were a lot better behaved in the squats.’


He raised his hand to indicate to the smiling waitress that they were ready for more drinks, and Robin, whose ribs were sore from laughing, got to her feet.


‘Need the loo,’ she said breathlessly, and the eyes of the silver-haired man on the bar stool followed her as she walked away.


The cocktails had been small but very strong, and Robin, who spent so much of her life running surveillance in trainers, was out of the habit of wearing heels. She had to grasp the handrail firmly while navigating the red-carpeted stairs down to the Ladies’ Room, which was more palatial than any Robin had visited before. The soft pink of a strawberry macaron, it featured circular marble sinks, a velvet sofa and walls covered in murals of nymphs standing in water lily-strewn lakes.


Having peed, Robin straightened her dress and checked her mascara in the mirror, expecting it to have run with all the laughing. Washing her hands, she thought back over the story Strike had just told her. However funny she’d found it, it was also slightly intimidating. In spite of the vast array of human vagaries, many of them sexual, that Robin had encountered in her detective career, she sometimes felt herself to be inexperienced and unworldly compared to other women her age. Robin’s personal experience of the wilder shores of sexual adventurousness was non-existent. She’d only ever had one sexual partner and had reasons beyond the usual for wishing to trust the person with whom she went to bed. A middle-aged man with a patch of vitiligo under his left ear had once stood in the dock and claimed that nineteen-year-old Robin had invited him into a dark stairwell for sex, and that he’d choked her into unconsciousness because she’d told him she ‘liked it rough’.


‘I think my next drink had better be water,’ Robin said five minutes later, as she dropped back into her seat opposite Strike again. ‘Those are seriously strong cocktails.’


‘Too late,’ said Strike, as the waitress set fresh glasses in front of them. ‘Fancy a sandwich, mop up some of the alcohol?’


He passed her the menu. The prices were exorbitant.


‘No, listen—’


‘I wouldn’t have invited you to the Ritz if I wasn’t prepared to cough up,’ said Strike with an expansive gesture. ‘I’d have ordered a cake, but—’


‘Ilsa’s already done it, for tomorrow night?’ Robin guessed.


The following evening a group of friends, Strike included, would be giving Robin a birthday dinner, organised by their mutual friend.


‘Yeah. I wasn’t supposed to tell you, so act surprised. Who’s coming to this dinner, anyway?’ Strike asked. He had a slight curiosity about whether there were any people he didn’t know about: specifically, men.


Robin listed the names of the couples.


‘… and you and me,’ she finished.


‘Who’s Richard?’


‘Max’s new boyfriend,’ said Robin. Max was her flatmate and landlord, an actor who rented out a bedroom because he couldn’t make his mortgage repayments without a lodger. ‘I’m starting to wonder if it isn’t time to move out of Max’s,’ she added.


The waitress appeared and Strike ordered them both sandwiches before turning back to Robin.


‘Why’re you thinking of moving out?’


‘Well, the TV show Max is in pays really well and they’ve just commissioned a second series, and he and Richard seem very keen on each other. I don’t want to wait until they ask me to leave. Anyway’ – Robin took a sip of her fresh cocktail – ‘I’m thirty. It’s about time I was out on my own, don’t you think?’


Strike shrugged.


‘I’m not big on having to do things by certain dates. That’s more Lucy’s department.’


Lucy was the sister with whom Strike had spent most of his childhood, because they’d shared a mother. He and Lucy generally held opposing views on what constituted life’s pleasures and priorities. It distressed Lucy that Strike, who was nearly forty, continued to live alone in two rented rooms over his office, without any of the stabilising obligations – a spouse, children, a mortgage, parent-teacher associations, duty Christmas parties with neighbours – that their mother, too, had ruthlessly shirked.


‘Well, I think it’s about time I had my own place,’ said Robin. ‘I’ll miss Wolfgang, but—’


‘Who’s Wolfgang?’	


‘Max’s dachshund,’ said Robin, surprised by the sharpness of Strike’s tone.


‘Oh… thought it was some German bloke you’d taken a shine to.’


‘Ha… no,’ said Robin.


She really was feeling quite drunk now. Hopefully the sandwiches would help.


‘No,’ she repeated, ‘Max isn’t the type to try and set me up with Germans. Makes quite a nice change, I must say.’


‘Do many people try and set you up with Germans?’


‘Not Germans, but… Oh, you know what it’s like. Vanessa keeps telling me to get myself on Tinder and my cousin Katie wants me to meet some friend of hers who’s just moved to London. They call him Axeman.’


‘Axeman?’ repeated Strike.


‘Yes, because his name’s… something that sounds like Axeman. I can’t remember,’ said Robin, with a vague wave of the hand. ‘He’s recently divorced, so Katie thinks we’d be perfect for each other. I don’t really understand why it would make two people compatible, just because they’ve screwed up a marriage each. In fact, if anything—’


‘You didn’t screw up your marriage,’ said Strike.


‘I did,’ Robin contradicted him. ‘I shouldn’t have married Matthew at all. It was a mess, and it got worse as we went on.’


‘He was the one who had the affair.’


‘But I was the one who didn’t want to be there. I was the one who tried to end it on the honeymoon, then chickened out—’


‘Did you?’ said Strike, to whom this was new information.


‘Yes,’ said Robin. ‘I knew, deep down, knew it was all wrong…’


For a moment she was transported back to the Maldives, and those hot nights she’d paced alone on the white sand outside their villa while Matthew slept, asking herself whether she was in love with Cormoran Strike.


The sandwiches arrived and Robin requested a glass of water. For a minute or so they ate in silence, until Strike said,


‘I wouldn’t go on Tinder.’


‘You wouldn’t, or I shouldn’t?’


‘Both,’ said Strike. He’d managed to finish one sandwich and start on his second before Robin had taken two bites. ‘In our line of work it’s not smart to put yourself online too much.’


‘That’s what I told Vanessa,’ said Robin. ‘But she said I could use a fake name until I got keen on someone.’


‘Nothing like lying about your own name to build a firm foundation of trust,’ said Strike and Robin laughed again.


Strike ordered more cocktails and Robin didn’t protest. The bar was more crowded now than when they’d first sat down, the hum of conversation louder, and the crystals hanging from the chandeliers were each surrounded by a misty aureole. Robin now felt an indiscriminate fondness for everyone in the room, from the elderly couple talking quietly over champagne and the bustling bartenders in their white jackets to the silver-haired man who smiled at her as she gazed around. Most of all, she liked Cormoran Strike, who was giving her a wonderful, memorable and costly birthday evening.


As for Strike, who genuinely hadn’t ogled the breasts of Scheherazade Campbell all those years ago, he was doing his best to extend the same courtesy to his business partner, but she’d never looked better to him: flushed with drink and laughter, her red-blonde hair shining in the diffused glow from the golden cupola above them. When she bent forward suddenly to pick up something on the floor, a deep cavern of cleavage was revealed behind the hanging opal.


‘Perfume,’ she said, straightening up, having retrieved the small purple bag she’d carried from Liberty, in which was Strike’s birthday present. ‘Want to put some on.’


She untied the ribbon, unwrapped the parcel and extracted the square white bottle, and Strike watched her spray a small amount on each wrist, and then – he forced himself to look away – down into the hollow between her breasts.


‘I love it,’ she said, wrist to her nose. ‘Thank you.’


He caught a small waft of perfume from where he sat: his sense of smell slightly impaired from long years of smoking, he nevertheless detected roses and an undertone of musk, which made him think of sun-warmed skin.


Fresh cocktails arrived.


‘I think she’s forgotten my water,’ said Robin, sipping her Manhattan. ‘This has got to be my last. I don’t wear heels much any more. Don’t want to faceplant in the middle of the Ritz.’


‘I’ll get you a cab.’


‘You’ve spent enough.’


‘We’re doing OK, money-wise,’ said Strike. ‘For a change.’


‘I know – isn’t it fantastic?’ sighed Robin. ‘We’ve actually got a healthy bank balance and tons of work coming in… Strike, we’re a success,’ she said, beaming, and he felt himself beaming back.


‘Who’d have thought?’


‘I would,’ said Robin.


‘When you met me I was well-nigh bankrupt, sleeping on a camp bed in my office and had one client.’


‘So? I liked that you hadn’t given up,’ said Robin, ‘and I could tell you were really good at what you did.’


‘The hell could you tell that?’


‘Well, I watched you doing it, didn’t I?’


‘Remember when you brought in that tray of coffee and biscuits?’ said Strike. ‘To me and John Bristow, that first morning? I couldn’t fathom where you’d got it all. It was like a conjuring trick.’


Robin laughed.


‘I only asked the bloke downstairs.’


‘And you said “we”. “I thought, having offered the client coffee, we ought to provide it.”’


‘Your memory,’ said Robin, surprised that he had the exact words on the tip of his tongue.


‘Yeah, well… you’re not a… usual person,’ said Strike.


He picked up his almost-empty drink and raised it.


‘To the Strike and Ellacott Detective Agency. And happy thirtieth.’


Robin picked up her glass, clinked it against his and drained it.


‘Shit, Strike, look at the time,’ she said suddenly, catching sight of her watch. ‘I’ve got to be up at five, I’m supposed to be following Miss Jones’s boyfriend.’


‘Yeah, OK,’ grunted Strike, who could happily have spent another couple of hours here in his comfy chair, bathed in golden light, the smell of rose and musk drifting across the table. He signalled for the bill.


As Robin had anticipated, she was definitely unsteady on her high heels as she crossed the bar, and it took her far longer than it should have done to locate the token for her coat in the bottom of her handbag.


‘Could you hold this, please?’ she asked Strike, handing him the bag containing her perfume while she rummaged.


Having retrieved her coat, Strike had to help her put it on.


‘I am definitely quite drunk,’ Robin muttered, taking back the little purple bag, and seconds later she proved it by turning her heel on the edge of the circular scarlet rug that covered the lobby’s marble floor and slipping sideways. Strike caught her, and kept his arm around her waist as he steered her out of one of the side entrances flanking the revolving door, because he didn’t trust her in it.


‘Sorry,’ said Robin as they walked carefully down the steep stone steps at the front of the Ritz, Strike’s arm still around her waist. She liked the feel of him, bulky and warm beside her: it had more often been she who had supported him, on those occasions when the stump of his right leg had refused to continue to bear his weight after some ill-advised piece of overexertion. He was holding her so tightly that her head was almost resting on his chest and she could smell the aftershave he’d put on for this special occasion, even over the usual smell of old cigarettes.


‘Taxi,’ said Strike, pointing, as a black cab came gliding smoothly towards them.


‘Strike,’ said Robin, leaning back into him so as to look into his face.


She’d intended to thank him, to tell him what a wonderful evening she’d had, but when their eyes connected no words came. For a minute sliver of time everything around them blurred, as though they stood in the eye of some slow-motion tornado of purring cars and passing lights, of pedestrians and cloud-dappled sky, and only the feel and smell of each other was real, and Strike, looking down into her upturned face, forgot in that second every stern resolution that had restrained him for nearly five years and made an almost infinitesimal dip of his head, his mouth heading for hers.


And unwittingly, Robin’s expression moved from happiness to fear. He saw it and straightened up again, and before either of them could quite process what had just happened the mundane roar of a motorbike courier heralded the return of the world to its regular course; the tornado had passed and Strike was guiding Robin towards the taxi’s open door, and she was falling back onto its solid seat.


‘’Night,’ he called in after her. The door had slammed and the taxi had pulled away before Robin, dazed, could decide whether she felt more shock, elation or regret.













2





Come let me talk with thee, allotted part


Of immortality – my own deep heart!


Maria Jane Jewsbury


To My Own Heart




The days following their night at the Ritz were, for Robin, full of agitation and suspense. She was well aware that Strike had posed a wordless question and that she’d silently returned a ‘no’, far more forcefully than if she hadn’t been full of bourbon and vermouth, and caught off guard. Now there was an increase of reserve in Strike’s manner, a slightly forced briskness and a determined avoidance of all personal subjects. Barriers that had come down over their five years working together seemed to have been re-erected. Robin was afraid she’d hurt Strike, and she didn’t underestimate what it took to hurt a man as quietly confident and resilient as her partner.


Meanwhile, Strike was full of self-recrimination. He shouldn’t have made that foolish, unconsummated move: hadn’t he concluded months previously that a relationship with his partner was impossible? They spent too much time together, they were legally bound to each other by the business, the friendship was too valuable to him to jeopardise, so why, in the golden glow of those exorbitantly priced cocktails, had he jettisoned every good resolution and yielded to powerful impulse?


Self-reproach mingled with feelings still less pleasant. The fact was that Strike had very rarely suffered rebuffs from women, because he was unusually good at reading people. Never before had he made a move without being certain that his advance would be welcome, and he’d certainly never had any woman react the way Robin had: with alarm that, in his worst moments, Strike thought could have been disgust. He might be broken-nosed, overweight and one-legged, with dense, dark curly hair that schoolfriends had dubbed pube-like, but that hadn’t ever stopped him pulling gorgeous women before. Indeed, male friends, to whose eyes the detective’s sexual appeal was largely invisible, had often expressed resentment and amazement that he had such a successful sex life. But perhaps it was insufferable vanity to think that the attraction he’d held for previous girlfriends lingered, even as his morning cough worsened and grey hairs started to appear among the dark brown?


Worse still was the idea that he’d totally misinterpreted Robin’s feelings over a period of years. He’d assumed her slight awkwardness at times when they were forced into physical or emotional proximity had the same root as his own: a determination not to succumb to temptation. In the days following her silent rejection of his kiss, he kept going over incidents he’d thought proved the attraction was mutual, returning again and again to the fact that she’d broken off her first dance at her wedding to follow him, leaving Matthew abandoned on the dance floor. She and Strike had hugged at the top of the hotel stairs, and as he’d held her in her wedding dress he could have sworn he’d heard the same dangerous thought in her mind as filled his: let’s run away, and to hell with the consequences. Had he imagined it all?


Perhaps he had. Perhaps Robin had wanted to run, but merely back to London and the job. Maybe she saw him as a mentor and a friend, but nothing more.


It was in this unsettled and depressed mood that Strike greeted his fortieth birthday, which was marked by a restaurant dinner organised, as Robin’s had been, by their mutual friends Nick and Ilsa.


Here, for the first time, Robin met Strike’s oldest friend from Cornwall, Dave Polworth, who, as Strike had once predicted, Robin didn’t much like. Polworth was small and garrulous, commented negatively on every aspect of London life and referred to women, including the waitress who served them, as ‘tarts’. Robin, who was at the opposite end of the table from Strike, spent much of the evening making laboured small talk with Polworth’s wife, Penny, whose main topics of conversation were her two children, how expensive everything in London was, and what a twat her husband was.


Robin had bought Strike a rare test pressing of Tom Waits’s first album, Closing Time, for his birthday. She knew Waits was his favourite artist, and her best memory of the evening was the look of unfeigned surprise and pleasure on Strike’s face when he unwrapped it. She thought she sensed some return of his usual warmth when he thanked her, and she hoped the gift would convey the message that a woman who found him repugnant wouldn’t have gone to so much effort to buy him something she knew he’d really want. She wasn’t to know that Strike was asking himself whether Robin considered him and the sixty-five-year-old Waits contemporaries.


A week after Strike’s birthday, the agency’s longest-serving subcontractor, Andy Hutchins, handed in his notice. It wasn’t entirely a surprise: although his MS was in remission, the job was taking its toll. They gave Andy a farewell drinks party, which everyone except the other subcontractor, Sam Barclay, attended, because he’d drawn the short straw and was currently following a target through the West End.


While Strike and Hutchins talked shop on the other side of the pub table, Robin talked to their newest hire, Michelle Greenstreet, known to her new colleagues, at her own request, as Midge. She was a Mancunian ex-policewoman, tall, lean and very fit, a gym fanatic with short, slicked-back dark hair and clear grey eyes. Robin had already been made to feel slightly inadequate by the sight of Midge’s six-pack as she stretched to reach the topmost file balanced on a cabinet, but she liked her directness, and the fact that she didn’t seem to hold herself superior to Robin, who alone at the agency wasn’t ex-police or military. Tonight, Midge confided in Robin for the first time that a major reason for wishing to relocate to London had been a bad break-up.


‘Was your ex police as well?’ asked Robin.


‘Nope. She never held a job for more than a coupla months,’ said Midge, with more than a trace of bitterness. ‘She’s an undiscovered genius who’s either gonna write a bestselling novel, or paint a picture that’ll win the Turner Prize. I was out all day making money to pay the bills, and she was at home pissing around online. I ended it when I found her dating profile on Zoosk.’


‘God, I’m sorry,’ said Robin. ‘My marriage ended when I found a diamond earring in our bed.’


‘Yeah, Vanessa told me,’ said Midge, who’d been recommended to the agency by Robin’s policewoman friend. ‘She said you didn’t keep it, either, you fookin’ mug.’


‘I’d’ve flogged it,’ rasped Pat Chauncey, the office manager, breaking unexpectedly into the conversation. Pat was a gravel-voiced fifty-seven-year-old with boot-black hair and teeth the colour of old ivory, who chain-smoked outside the office and sucked constantly on an e-cigarette inside it. ‘I had a woman send me my first husband’s Y-fronts in the post, cheeky cow.’


‘Seriously?’ asked Midge.


‘Oh yeah,’ growled Pat.


‘What did you do?’ Robin asked.


‘Pinned ’em to the front door so they were the first thing he’d see when he come home from work,’ said Pat. She took a deep pull on her e-cigarette and said, ‘And I sent her somefing back she wouldn’t forget.’


‘What?’ said Robin and Midge in unison.


‘Never you mind,’ said Pat. ‘But let’s just say it wouldn’t spread easy on toast.’


The three women’s shouts of laughter drew Strike and Hutchins’s attention: Strike caught Robin’s eye and she held it, grinning. He looked away feeling slightly more cheerful than he’d done in a while.


The departure of Andy placed a not-unfamiliar strain on the agency, because it currently had several time-consuming jobs on its books. The first and longest-running of these involved trying to dig up dirt on the ex-boyfriend of a client nicknamed Miss Jones, who was locked into a bitter custody battle over her baby daughter. Miss Jones was a good-looking brunette who had an almost embarrassing yen for Strike. He might have derived a much needed ego-boost from her unabashed pursuit of him, were it not for the fact that he found her combination of entitlement and neediness thoroughly unattractive.


Their second client was also the wealthiest: a Russian-American billionaire who lived between Moscow, New York and London. A couple of extremely valuable objects had recently disappeared from his house on South Audley Street, though the security alarm hadn’t been tripped. The client suspected his London-based stepson and wished to catch the young man in the act without alerting either the police or his wife, who was disposed to consider her hard-partying and jobless offspring a misunderstood paragon. Hidden spy cameras, monitored by the agency, were now concealed in every corner of the house. The stepson, who was known at the agency as Fingers, was likewise under surveillance in case he tried to sell the missing Fabergé casket or the Hellenistic head of Alexander the Great.


The agency’s last case, codenamed Groomer, was in Robin’s view a particularly nasty one. A well-known international correspondent for an American news channel had recently broken up with her boyfriend of three years, who was an equally successful TV producer. Shortly after their acrimonious split, the journalist had found out that her ex-partner was still in contact with her seventeen-year-old daughter, whom Midge had dubbed Legs. The seventeen-year-old, who was tall and slender, with long blonde hair, was already featuring in gossip columns, partly because of her famous surname and partly because she’d already done some modelling. Though the agency hadn’t yet witnessed sexual contact between Legs and Groomer, their body language was far from parental-filial during their secret meet-ups. The situation had plunged Legs’ mother into a state of fury, fear and suspicion that was poisoning her relationship with her daughter.


To everyone’s relief, because they’d been so stretched after Andy’s departure, at the start of December Strike succeeded in poaching an ex-Met officer by the name of Dev Shah from a rival detective agency. There was bad blood between Strike and Mitch Patterson, the boss of the agency in question, which dated back to the time Patterson had put Strike himself under surveillance. When Shah answered the question ‘Why d’you want to leave Patterson Inc?’ with the words ‘I’m tired of working for cunts,’ Strike hired him on the spot.


Like Barclay, Shah was married with a young child. He was shorter than both of his new male colleagues, with eyelashes so thick that Robin thought they looked fake. Everyone at the agency took to Dev: Strike, because he was quick on the uptake and methodical in his record-keeping; Robin, because she liked his dry sense of humour and what she inwardly termed a lack of dickishness; Barclay and Midge, because Shah demonstrated early on that he was a team player without any noticeable need to outshine the other subcontractors; and Pat, as she admitted in her gravelly voice to Robin while the latter was handing in her receipts one Friday, because he ‘could give Imran Khan a run for his money, couldn’t he? Those eyes!’


‘Mm, very handsome,’ said Robin indifferently, tallying her receipts. Pat had spent much of the previous twelve months openly hoping that Robin might fall for the charms of a previous subcontractor whose good looks had been equalled by his creepiness. Robin could only be grateful that Dev was married.


She’d been forced to temporarily shelve her flat-hunting plans because of the long hours she was working, but still volunteered to stake out the billionaire’s house over Christmas. It suited her to have an excuse not to return to her parents in Masham, because she was certain Matthew and Sarah would be parading their new-born child, sex so far unknown, around the familiar streets where once, as teenagers, he and Robin had strolled hand in hand. Robin’s parents were disappointed, and Strike was clearly uncomfortable about taking her up on the offer.


‘It’s fine,’ said Robin, disinclined to go into her reasons. ‘I’d rather stay in London. You missed Christmas last year.’


She was starting to feel mentally and physically exhausted. She’d worked almost non-stop for the past two years, years that had included separation and divorce. The recent increase of reserve between her and Strike was playing on her mind, and little as she’d wanted to go back to Masham, the prospect of working through the festive season was undeniably depressing.


Then, in mid-December, Robin’s favourite cousin, Katie, issued a last-minute invitation for her to join a skiing party over New Year. A couple had dropped out on finding out that the wife was pregnant; the chalet was already paid for, so Robin only needed to buy flights. She’d never skied in her life, but as Katie and her husband would be taking it in turns to look after their three-year-old son while the other was on the slopes, there’d always be somebody around to talk to, should she not wish to spend most of her time falling over on the nursery slopes. Robin thought the trip might give her the sense of perspective and serenity that was eluding her in London. Only after she’d accepted did she learn that in addition to Katie and her husband, and a couple of mutual friends from Masham, Hugh ‘Axeman’ Jacks would be of the party.


She told Strike none of these details, only that she had the chance of a skiing trip and would like to take it, which meant slightly increasing the amount of time she’d planned to take off over New Year. Aware that Robin was owed far more leave than she was proposing to take, Strike agreed without hesitation, and wished her a good time.
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Eyes with the glow and hue of wine


Like yours, can daze a man outright…


Emily Pfeiffer


A Rhyme for the Time




On 28 December, the ex-boyfriend of Miss Jones, who’d lived an apparently blameless life for weeks, finally slipped up in grand style, buying a large quantity of coke in front of Dev Shah, then taking it in the company of two escorts, before taking them home to Islington. The exhilarated Miss Jones insisted on coming into the office to see the pictures Shah had taken, then tried to embrace Strike. When he pushed her gently but firmly away she seemed more intrigued than offended. After paying her final bill, she insisted on kissing Strike on the cheek, told him boldly that she owed him a favour and hoped he’d call it in one day, then departed in a cloud of Chanel No. 5.


The following day, the mother in the Groomer case was sent to Indonesia to report on a catastrophic air crash. Shortly before her departure, she called Strike to tell him her daughter was planning to spend New Year’s Eve at Annabel’s with the family of a schoolfriend. She was certain Groomer would try to meet up with her daughter there and demanded that the agency place detectives in the nightclub to keep watch.


Strike, who’d rather have asked almost anyone else for assistance, called Miss Jones, who’d be able to take Strike and Midge into the members-only club as her guests. Strike was set on taking Midge with him, not only because the latter would be able to tail Legs into the bathroom if necessary, but because he didn’t want Miss Jones to think he’d engineered the situation in the hope of sleeping with her.


He felt a callous sense of relief when Miss Jones called him two hours before the proposed rendezvous to tell him her baby daughter had come down with a fever.


‘… and my bloody nanny’s phoned in sick and my parents are in Mustique, so I’m screwed,’ she told him petulantly. ‘But you can still go: I’ve left your names at the door.’


‘I’m very grateful,’ he told her. ‘I hope she gets better soon.’


He rang off before Miss Jones could suggest any further meetings.


By 11 p.m., he and Midge, who was wearing a dark red velvet tuxedo, were to be found in the basement of the club in Berkeley Square, sitting opposite each other at a table between two mirrored pillars and beneath hundreds of golden helium balloons, from which dangled gleaming ribbons. Their seventeen-year-old target was sitting a few tables away with her schoolfriend’s family. She kept glancing towards the restaurant entrance, wearing a look of mingled hope and nervousness. Mobile phones weren’t permitted in Annabel’s, and Strike could see the restless teenager’s mounting frustration at being forced to rely solely on her senses for information.


‘Five o’clock, party of eight,’ Midge said quietly to Strike. ‘You’re getting looks.’


Strike spotted them as Midge said it. A man and a woman at a table of eight had turned in their seats to look at him. The woman, who had long hair of the same red-gold as Robin’s, was wearing a skin-tight black dress and stilettos that laced all the way up her smooth brown legs to her knees. The man, who was sporting a brocade dinner jacket and a foppish cravat, looked vaguely familiar to Strike, though he couldn’t immediately place him.


‘D’you think they’ve recognised you from the papers?’ suggested Midge.


‘Bloody well hope not,’ growled Strike. ‘Or I’m out of business.’


The photo the press used most often dated from Strike’s time in the military and he was now older, longer-haired and carrying much more weight. On those occasions when he’d had to give evidence in court, he’d always done so wearing the heavy beard that grew conveniently quickly when he had need of it.


Strike found his observers’ reflections in a nearby pillar and saw that they were now talking with their heads together. The woman was very good-looking and – atypically, in this room – she appeared not to have had anything obvious done to her face: her forehead still wrinkled when she raised her eyebrows, her lips weren’t unnaturally plump and she was too young – perhaps mid-thirties – to have submitted to the surgery that had left the oldest woman at her table with an unnervingly mask-like appearance.


Beside Strike and Midge, a portly Russian was explaining the plot of Tannhäuser to his much younger female companion.


‘… but Mezdrich has updated it,’ he said, ‘and in this production Jesus now appears in a movie of an orgy in Venus’s cave—’


‘Jesus does?’


‘Da, and so the church is unhappy and Mezdrich will be fired,’ finished the Russian gloomily, raising his glass of champagne to his lips. ‘He’s standing his ground, but it will end badly for him, mark my words.’


‘Legs on the move,’ Strike informed Midge as the teenager stood up with the rest of her party, the ostrich trim on her mini-dress wafting fluffily around her.


‘Dance floor,’ Midge guessed.


She was right. Ten minutes later, Strike and Midge had secured a vantage point in a niche off the tiny dance floor, from where they had a clear view of their target dancing in shoes that appeared a little too high for her, her eyes still darting frequently towards the entrance.


‘Wonder how Robin’s enjoying skiing?’ Midge shouted up to Strike, as ‘Uptown Funk’ began pounding through the room. ‘Mate of mine broke his collarbone first time he tried it. D’you ski?’


‘No,’ said Strike.


‘Nice place, Zermatt,’ said Midge loudly, and then something Strike didn’t catch.


‘What?’ Strike said.


‘I said, “Wonder if she’s pulled?” Good opportunity, New Year’s—’


Legs was gesturing to her schoolfriend that she was going to sit the rest of the dance out. Leaving the dance floor, she snatched up her evening bag and wound her way out of the room.


‘She’s going to use her mobile in the bogs,’ predicted Midge, taking off in pursuit.


Strike remained in the alcove, his bottle of zero-alcohol beer already warm in his hand, his only companion an enormous stucco Bodhisattva. Tipsy people were crammed on the sofas near him, shouting at each other over the music. Strike had just loosened his tie and undone the top button of his shirt when he saw the man in the brocade jacket walking towards him, stumbling over legs and handbags as he approached. Now, at last, Strike placed him: Valentine Longcaster, one of Charlotte’s stepbrothers.


‘Long time no see,’ he yelled when he reached Strike.


‘Yeah,’ said Strike, shaking the proffered hand, ‘how’s it going?’


Valentine reached up and pushed back his long, sweaty fringe, revealing widely dilated pupils.


‘Not bad,’ he shouted over the pounding bass. ‘Can’t complain.’ Strike could see a faint trace of white powder inside one nostril. ‘You here on business or pleasure?’


‘Pleasure,’ lied Strike.


Valentine shouted something indecipherable in which Strike heard the name of Charlotte’s husband, Jago Ross.


‘What?’ he shouted back, unsmiling.


‘I said, Jago wants to name you in the divorce.’


‘He’ll have a job,’ Strike said loudly back. ‘I haven’t seen her in years.’


‘Not what Jago says,’ shouted Valentine. ‘He found a nude picture she sent you, on her old phone.’


Fuck.


Valentine reached out to steady himself on the Bodhisattva. His female companion with the red-gold hair was watching them from the dance floor.


‘That’s Madeline,’ Valentine shouted in Strike’s ear, following his eyeline. ‘She thinks you’re sexy.’


Valentine’s laugh was high-pitched. Strike sipped his beer in silence. At last the younger man seemed to feel no more was to be gained from proximity to Strike, so he pushed himself back upright, gave a mock salute and stumbled out of sight again, just as Legs reappeared on the edge of the dance floor and collapsed onto a velvet stool in a flutter of ostrich features and palpable misery.


‘Ladies’,’ Midge informed Strike, rejoining him a few minutes later. ‘Don’t think she could get phone reception.’


‘Good,’ said Strike brutally.


‘D’you think he told her he was coming?’


‘Looks like it.’


Strike took another mouthful of warm beer and said loudly,


‘So how many people are on this skiing trip with Robin?’


‘I think there’s just six of them,’ Midge yelled back. ‘Two couples and a spare bloke.’


‘Ah,’ said Strike, nodding as though the information were of only casual significance.


‘They’ve been trying to fix her up with him,’ said Midge. ‘She was telling me, before Christmas… Hugh Jacks, his name is.’ She looked at Strike expectantly. ‘Huge axe.’


‘Huh,’ said Strike, with a forced smile.


‘Haha, yeah. Why,’ Midge shouted in his ear, ‘don’t parents say it out loud before they choose the name?’


Strike nodded, eyes on the teenager now wiping her nose on the back of her hand.


It was a quarter to midnight. With luck, Strike thought, once the new year had been rung in, their target would be scooped up by the schoolfriend’s family and taken safely back to their house in Chelsea. As he watched, the schoolfriend arrived to drag Legs back onto the dance floor.


At ten to midnight, Legs disappeared once more in the direction of the Ladies’, Midge on her tail. Strike, whose stump was aching and who wished he could sit down, had no choice but to lean up against the gigantic Bodhisattva because most of the free seats were littered with bags and discarded jackets he didn’t want to move. His beer bottle was now empty.


‘D’you not like New Year’s Eve or something?’ said a working-class London voice beside him.


It was the woman with red-gold hair, now pink-faced and dishevelled from dancing. Her approach had been masked by an upheaval in the seats ahead of him, as nearly everyone had stood up to flood onto the too-small dance floor, excitement mounting as midnight drew closer.


‘Not my favourite,’ he shouted back at her.


She was extremely pretty and definitely high, though speaking perfectly coherently. Several fine gold necklaces hung around her slender neck, the strapless dress was tight across her breasts and the half-empty champagne flute in her hand was in danger of spilling its contents.


‘Nor mine, not this year,’ she shouted up into his ear. He liked hearing an East End accent among all these upper-class ones. ‘You’re Cormoran Strike, right? Valentine told me.’


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘And you’re…?’


‘Madeline Courson-Miles. Not detecting tonight, are you?’


‘No,’ he lied, but he was in far less of a hurry to shoo her away than he had been with Valentine. ‘Why isn’t this New Year your favourite?’


‘Gigi Cazenove.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Gigi Cazenove,’ she said more loudly, leaning in, her breath tickling his ear. ‘The singer? She was a client of mine.’ When she saw his blank look, she said, ‘She was found hanged this morning.’


‘Shit,’ said Strike.


‘Yeah,’ said Madeline. ‘She was only twenty-three.’


She sipped her champagne, looking sombre, then shouted in  his ear:


‘I’ve never met a private detective before.’


‘As far as you know,’ said Strike, and she laughed. ‘What d’you do?’


‘I’m a jeweller,’ she shouted back at him and her slight smile told Strike that most people would have recognised her name.


The dance floor was now heaving with hot bodies. Many people were wearing glittery party hats. Strike could see the portly Russian who’d been talking about Tannhäuser pouring with sweat as he bounced out of time to Clean Bandit’s ‘Rather Be’.


Strike’s thoughts flickered towards Robin, somewhere in the Alps, perhaps drunk on glühwein, dancing with the newly divorced man her friends were insistent she meet. He remembered the look on her face as he’d bent to kiss her.


It’s easy being with you, sang Jess Glynne,


Sacred simplicity,


As long as we’re together,


There’s no place I’d rather be…


‘One minute to 2015, ladies and gentlemen,’ shouted the DJ and Madeline Courson-Miles glanced up at Strike, drained her champagne flute and leaned in to shout into his ear again.


‘Is that tall girl in the tux your date?’


‘No, a friend,’ said Strike. ‘Both at a loose end tonight.’


‘So she wouldn’t mind if I kissed you at midnight?’


He looked down into her lovely, inviting face, the hazel eyes warm, her hair rippling over her bare shoulders.


‘She wouldn’t,’ said Strike, half-smiling.


‘But you would?’


‘Get ready,’ bellowed the DJ.


‘Are you married?’ Strike asked.


‘Divorced,’ said Madeline.


‘Dating anyone?’


‘No.’


‘Ten –’


‘In that case,’ said Cormoran Strike, setting down his empty beer bottle.


‘Eight –’


Madeline bent to put her glass down on a nearby table but missed the edge: it fell onto the carpeted floor and she shrugged as she straightened up.


‘Six – five –’


She wound her arms around his neck; he slid his arms around her waist. She was thinner than Robin: he could feel her ribs through the tight dress. The desire in her eyes was like a balm to him. It was New Year’s Eve. Fuck everything.


‘– three – two – one –’


She pressed herself into him, her hands now in his hair, her tongue in his mouth. The air around them was rent with screams and applause. They didn’t release each other until the first raucous bars of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ had been sung. Strike glanced around. There was no sign of either Midge or Legs.


‘I’m going to have to leave soon,’ he shouted, ‘but I want your number.’


‘Gimme your phone, then.’


She typed her number in for him, then handed the phone back. With a wink, she turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd.


Midge didn’t reappear for another quarter of an hour. Legs rejoined her schoolfriend’s party, her mascara smudged.


‘She kept trying to find somewhere she could get reception, but no luck,’ Midge bellowed in his ear. ‘So she went back to the bogs for a good sob.’


‘Too bad,’ said Strike.


‘Have you got lipstick on you?’ asked Midge, staring up at him.


He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


‘Met an old friend of my mother’s,’ he said. ‘Well – happy 2015.’


‘Same to you,’ said Midge, extending a hand, which he shook. As she looked out over the jubilant crowd, where balloons were being batted around and glitter was exploding from party poppers, Midge shouted into Strike’s ear, ‘Never seen in the new year in a toilet before. Hope it’s not an omen.’
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Sleep on content, as sleeps the patient rose.


Walk boldly on the white untrodden snows,


The winter is the winter’s own release.


Helen Jackson


January




On the whole, Robin had enjoyed her time in Zermatt. She’d forgotten what it felt like to have eight hours’ sleep a night; she’d enjoyed the food, the skiing and the company of her friends; and suffered barely a tremor when Katie told her, with a look of concern that turned to relief when Robin responded calmly, that Matthew had indeed brought Sarah back to Masham over Christmas, along with his new-born son.


‘They’ve called him William,’ said Katie. ‘We ran into them one night in the Bay Horse. Matthew’s aunt was babysitting. I really don’t like that Sarah. Sooooo smug.’


‘Can’t say I’m that keen on her either,’ said Robin. She was glad to know she’d avoided the almost inevitable meeting in their home town, and with luck, next Christmas it would be Sarah’s family’s turn to host their grandson, so there’d be no danger of a chance encounter.


The view from Robin’s bedroom was of the snow-coated Matterhorn, which pierced the bright blue sky like a gigantic fang. The light on the pyramidal mountain changed from gold to peach, from ink blue to heather depending on the angle of the sun, and alone in her room, staring at the mountain, Robin came closest to achieving the peace and perspective she’d sought in coming on the trip.


The only part of the holiday with which Robin would gladly have dispensed was Hugh Jacks. He was a couple of years older and worked in pharmaceutical chemistry. She supposed he was quite nice-looking, with a neat sandy beard, broad shoulders and large blue eyes, and he wasn’t precisely unlikeable, but Robin couldn’t help finding him slightly pathetic. No matter the subject under discussion, he somehow managed to bring it back to his divorce, which appeared to have blindsided him. After six years of marriage, his wife had announced that she wasn’t happy, that she hadn’t been happy for a long time, packed her bags and departed. Hugh told Robin the whole story twice in the first few days of the holiday, and after the second, almost identical recital, she did her best to avoid sitting next to him at dinner. Unfortunately, he didn’t take the hint, but kept targeting her, encouraging her to share details of her own failed marriage in a lugubrious tone that would have been appropriate had they both been suffering from the same terminal disease. Robin adopted a bracing attitude, telling him there were plenty more fish in the sea and that she was personally glad to be free again. Hugh told her how much he admired her feistiness with a slightly more cheerful look in his watery blue eyes, and she was afraid he might have taken her declaration of happy independence as a tacit invitation.


‘He’s lovely, isn’t he?’ Katie asked her hopefully, one evening in a bar, when Robin had just succeeded in shaking Hugh off after another hour of anecdotes about his ex-wife.


‘He’s all right,’ said Robin, who didn’t want to offend her cousin, ‘but he’s really not my type, Katie.’


‘He’s usually quite funny,’ said Katie, disappointed. ‘You aren’t seeing him at his best. Wait until he’s had a drink or two.’


But on New Year’s Eve, with a large amount of beer and schnapps inside him, Hugh became first boisterous, though not particularly amusing, then maudlin. At midnight, the two couples kissed their partners, and the bleary-eyed Hugh opened his arms to Robin, who let him kiss her on the cheek and then tried to free herself, while he breathed drunkenly in her ear:


‘You’re so lovely.’


‘Thanks,’ said Robin, and then, ‘could you let go, please?’


He did so, and Robin went to bed shortly afterwards, locking her door. Somebody knocked on it soon after she’d turned out the light: she lay in the darkness, pretending to be asleep, and heard footsteps walking slowly away.


The other less-than-perfect aspect of her break had been her own tendency to brood about Strike and the incident outside the Ritz. It was easy enough not to think about her partner while trying to keep herself vertical on skis, but otherwise her disengaged mind kept returning to the question of what would have happened if she’d cast off her inhibitions and fears, and let him kiss her. This led inexorably to another question, the same one she’d asked herself while pacing the warm white sand in the Maldives three years previously. Was she to spend every holiday, for the rest of her life, wondering whether she was in love with Cormoran Strike?


You’re not, she told herself. He gave you the chance of a lifetime, and maybe you do love him a bit, because he’s your best friend, but you’re not in love with him. And then, more honestly, and if you are, you need to get over it. Yes, maybe he was hurt when you didn’t let him kiss you, but better that than he thinks you’re pining away for love of him. A lovesick partner is literally the last thing he’d want.


If only she could have been the kind of woman who could have enjoyed a kiss one drunken evening and then laughed it off. On the evidence of what she knew about Strike’s past love life, that was what he liked: women who played the game with an insouciance Robin had never learned.


She returned to the office in the second week of January, bringing with her a large box of Swiss chocolates. To everyone who asked, Strike included, she said she’d had a wonderful time.













PART ONE





The heart is the central organ of the entire system


and consists of a hollow muscle;


by its contraction the blood is pumped to all parts of the body 


through a complicated series of tubes…


Henry Gray FRS


Gray’s Anatomy
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’Tis a strange mystery, the power of words!


Life is in them, and death. A word can send


The crimson colour hurrying to the cheek,


Hurrying with many meanings, or can turn


The current cold and deadly to the heart.


Letitia Elizabeth Landon


The Power of Words




14 September 2011 From
  The Buzz, a news and entertainment website


The Buzz talks to Josh Blay and Edie Ledwell, boyfriend/girlfriend creators of YouTube’s smash-hit cartoon, The Ink Black Heart!














	TB:


	So, a cartoon about decomposing body parts, a couple of skeletons, a demon and a ghost… how do you explain its success?







	Edie:


	Wait, is Drek a demon?







	TB:


	You tell me!







	Edie:


	I genuinely don’t know.







	[Josh laughs]







	TB:


	I’m just saying, when you describe The Ink Black Heart to people who haven’t watched it, they’re kind of surprised it’s a hit. [Edie and Josh laugh] Did you expect the reaction to your – let’s be honest – very weird animation?







	Edie:


	No, we definitely didn’t.







	Josh:


	We were having a laugh. It’s basically a bunch of in-jokes.







	Edie:


	But it turned out far more people got the joke than we expected.







	TB:


	When you say ‘the joke’ – people read a lot of meaning into the story!







	Josh:


	Yeah and we… sometimes you think ‘Oh yeah, I suppose that is what we were getting at’, but other times—







	Edie:


	 Sometimes they see things that – well, not that aren’t there, but that we never saw or intended.







	TB:


	Can you give an example?







	Josh:


	The talking worm. We just thought that was funny, because a worm in a graveyard, you know, it’s eating decomposing bodies. So we liked the idea of it being pissed off about its job and talking about it like it’s boring hard graft. Like working in a factory. It’s just a jaded worm.







	Edie:


	But then we had people saying it’s phallic or whatever. And a group of parents complaining—







	Josh:


	—complaining that we’re making penis jokes for kids.







	Edie:


	And we’re definitely not. The Worm is not a penis.







	[All laugh]







	TB:


	So why d’you think The Ink Black Heart has taken off the way it has?







	Edie:


	We don’t understand it any better than you do. We’re inside it. We can’t see it from the outside.







	Josh:


	We can only assume there are far more disturbed people out there than any of us realised.







	[All laugh]







	TB:


	What do you think it is about Harty, the disembodied heart/hero that people love so much? You voice Harty, right, Josh?







	Josh:


	Yeah. Er… [thinks for a long time] I suppose he knows he’s bad but he’s trying to be good.







	Edie:


	He isn’t really bad, though. Or he wouldn’t be trying to be good.







	Josh:


	I think people kind of identify with him.







	Edie:


	He’s been through a lot of stuff.







	Josh:


	Specifically, a rib cage, a coffin lid and six feet of soil.







	[All laugh]







	TB:


	So what are your plans for the cartoon? Stay on YouTube, or—?







	Edie:


	We don’t plan, do we?







	Josh:


	Plans are for smugliks.







	TB:


	But this thing is getting really big! You’re making money now, right?







	Josh:


	Yeah. Who knew? It’s crazy.







	TB:


	Do you have anyone helping you with this? An agent, or—?







	Josh:


	We’ve got a friend who knows this stuff who’s helping us, yeah.







	TB:


	A couple of your fans have created an online game based on the game Drek plays in the cartoon. Have you seen it?







	Josh:


	Yeah, we saw that the other day. It’s an impressive bit of coding.







	Edie:


	 It’s weird, though, because Drek’s game – the one in the cartoon—







	Josh:


	—yeah—







	Edie:


	—isn’t really a game. Or, I mean, it wasn’t supposed to be, was it?







	[Josh shakes head]







	Edie:


	It was supposed to be more… the whole point of the game is that it isn’t really a game.







	TB:


	So when Drek forces everyone to ‘play the game’—







	Edie:


	Does he force them? I don’t know whether he forces them. I think they kind of humour him because he’s bored—







	Josh:


	—borkled—







	Edie:


	—sorry, yeah, borkled, and so they agree to play, but it always goes badly wrong for someone.







	Josh:


	Drek’s game is – you know [in Drek’s voice] ‘play the game, bwah!’… abide by rules. Do the expected thing.







	TB:


	So it’s a metaphor?







	Edie:


	Yeah, but it’s paradoxical, because Drek himself never plays by the rules. He just likes watching everyone else try and follow them.







	TB:


	You say you don’t plan, but will there be—?







	Josh:


	Drek T-shirts? We were literally asked by someone the other day where they could buy a Drek T-shirt.







	Edie:


	We were just… are you for real?







	TB:


	No merch, then?







	[laughing] We aren’t planning merch.







	Josh:


	We like it being what it is. We like just messing around. We’re not business people.







	Edie:


	We’re more the kind of people who lie in a cemetery and imagine disembodied hearts bobbling around. [All laugh]








15 September 2011
 Part of an in-game chat between the  co-creators of the online  Drek’s Game





<15 September 2011 20.38>


Anomie: ‘Not what we meant’. We took all the rules out of her fucking cartoon, pretentious fucking bitch.


Morehouse: calm down


Anomie:  this is going to play really fkn badly for Ledwell. She’s shitting all over the fans, saying they’re thick for liking our game


Morehouse:  she wasn’t saying that


Anomie:  of course she fucking  was, she said we’re a pair of shitheads who don’t understand  her metaphors


Anomie:   it’s on her if the fandom turns on her after this


Morehouse:  yeah, speaking of which, maybe tone it down a bit on Twitterr


Anomie:  you know what this is really about? Our game’s getting too popular. She doesn’t like that the fandom’s looking to us to entertain them between episodes. She’s scared we’re getting too much power. She’ll try and shut us down next.


Morehouse: Paranoid much? We’re not a threat, we’re not making money, it’s a tribute.


Anomie: Don’t forget, I fucking know her. She’s a fucking money-grubbing hypocrite.





5 February 2013
  From  The Buzz, a news and entertainment website


Runaway YouTube success The Ink Black Heart snapped up by Netflix


Cult cartoon The Ink Black Heart will be leaving YouTube for Netflix, with a second series already in development. Boyfriend–girlfriend animators Josh Blay and Edie Ledwell, who dreamed up the cartoon in Highgate Cemetery, are rumoured to have secured a high six-figure sum from the streaming service.


Fans of the animation are divided on its move to the mainstream. While some are excited, others are worried that the close connection between creators and fans will now be broken.


Anonymous superfan Anomie, creator of the popular multi-player Drek’s Game, said on Twitter:




So Ledwell’s long-expected sell out’s underway. Looks like everything fans loved will be sacrificed for cash. Prepare for the worst, Inkhearts.
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6 February 2013
 An in-game conversation between Anomie and  three moderators of  Drek’s Game







<Moderator Channel>


<6 February 2013 21.41>


<Anomie, Hartella, Fiendy1, Worm28>


Anomie: Did you see The Buzz quoted me?


Hartella: lol. You’re famous!


Anomie: I was already famous


Anomie: everyone in the fandom wants to know who Anomie is


Hartella: that’s true, we do!


Fiendy1: I still can’t understand why your faithful mods can’t know


Anomie: I have my reasons.


Anomie: Told you they were going to go to Netflix, though, didn’t I?
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Hartella: How do you always know what’s going to happen next?!


Anomie: I’m a genius. Anyway, I think we’re going to need 2-3 new moderators, we’re getting more and more traffic in here


Anomie: Might ask that girl Paperwhite. She seems intelligent.


Hartella: LordDrek’s been playing longer and I like him a lot.


Anomie: what d’you mean, you ‘like him a lot’?


Hartella: well he seems quite nice and he’s a huge fan of the cartoon and the game.


Anomie: I don’t want any real life friends in here. Rule 14, remember? Total anonymity.


Hartella: I don’t know him in real life, he just seems a good guy!


Anomie: ok I’ll ask him and Paperwhite. And maybe Vilepechora, he’s always in here, he can earn his keep


Hartella: don’t you have to check with Morehouse?


Anomie: why?


Anomie: he’ll be happy with whatever I decide


<A new private channel has opened>


<6 February 2013 21.42>


<Fiendy1 invites Worm28>


<Worm28 joins the channel>


Fiendy1: doesn’t get any more modest, does she? ‘I’m a genius’


Worm28: Anomie ?


Fiendy1: who else?


Worm28: you still think Anomie ‘s a girl ?


Fiendy1: she’s definitely a girl, I can tell, from things she says


Worm28: Morehouse knows Anomie in real life and says he ‘s a man


Fiendy1: only to throw everyone off the scent


Worm28: Anomie ’s someone , right ?


Fiendy1: Everyone’s someone


Worm28: I mean like an insider on the Ink Black Heart
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Anomie: I’m the famous one, don’t forget


Hartella: lol.


>


>


>


Hartella: Where is Morehouse, anyway? He hasn’t been in much lately.


Anomie: He’ll be back, don’t worry about that.


Fiendy1: Maybe. I don’t know


Worm28: I wish they hadn ‘t left YouTube . I haven ‘t got Netflix . I cried when I heard


Fiendy1: I was sad too but Anomie needs to stop slagging off L******. She’ll end up shutting us down


Worm28: omg don ‘t say that I ’d die























28 May 2014  From  The Buzz, a news and  entertainment website


Edie Ledwell’s Agent Confirms Hospitalisation


Following days of rumours, Allan Yeoman, agent of writer/animator Edie Ledwell, has confirmed that the Ink Black Heart co-creator was hospitalised on the night of 24 May, but has now returned home.


In a statement, Yeoman, who runs creative agency AYCA, said:


‘At Edie Ledwell’s request, we confirm that she was admitted to hospital on May 24 and has since been discharged. Edie thanks fans for their concern and support and requests privacy to focus on her health.’


Fan speculation has been rife since press reports that police and ambulance were called to the animator’s flat shortly after midnight on the 24th, with eye witnesses claiming Ledwell was unconscious as she was stretchered to the ambulance.


The Ink Black Heart fandom, which has been dubbed ‘toxic’ due to their online behaviour, was divided in response to news of Ledwell’s hospitalisation. While most fans expressed concern, some trolls drew criticism for suggesting that Ledwell had faked a suicide attempt to garner sympathy…
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28 May 2014  In-game chats between Paperwhite,  newest moderator of  Drek’s Game, Morehouse  and Anomie, co-creators of  Drek’s Game



<Private channel>


<28 May 2014 23.03>


Paperwhite: so L****** really did try and kill herself


Morehouse: looks like it


Paperwhite: shit that’s so sad


Morehouse: yeah


Paperwhite: have you talked to Anomie?


Morehouse: not yet


Morehouse: I think he’s avoiding me


Paperwhite: why?


Morehouse: because I told him to lay off L****** on Twitter


Paperwhite: you don’t seriously think that’s why why she did it? Twitter trolls?


Morehouse: I don’t know, but it can’t have helped, being constantly called a sell-out and a traitor


>


Paperwhite: you’re so sweet


Morehouse: Am I?!


Paperwhite: decent, I mean
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Paperwhite: you’re not even pissed off that Anomie gets all the credit for the game


Morehouse: let him have it


Morehouse: There’s more to life than having a load of followers on fucking Twitter


Paperwhite: lol you’re so mature. I mean for real, no snark. You are.


Paperwhite: Can I ask you something?


Morehouse: Go on


Paperwhite: Is Anomie definitely a bloke?


Morehouse: yeah of course. Why are you asking that?


Paperwhite: Fiendy1 told me the other day he thinks Anomie’s a girl


Paperwhite: he kind of hinted you and Anomie are together


Morehouse: Fiendy1’s a shit-stirrer, you don’t want to listen to a word he says about me or Anomie.


Paperwhite: Hartella told me you’d fallen out with Fiendy1


Morehouse: yeah. He’s an immature prick sometimes.


Morehouse: hang on, Anomie’s arrived


<A private channel has opened>


<28 May 2014 23.05>


<Anomie invites Morehouse>
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Paperwhite: what’s he saying?


>


Morehouse: wants me to moderate tomorrow


>


>


>


>


>


Paperwhite: I was worried he knew I sent you pictures


>


>


>


>


>


>


Morehouse: you still there?


Paperwhite: yes


Anomie: hi


<Morehouse has joined the channel>


Morehouse: I’ve been texting you all day


Anomie: I’ve been busy. I need you to moderate tomorrow morning, I can’t do it.


Morehouse: Nor can I, I’ve got a deadline on a paper


Anomie: why are you in here then? Or is ‘deadline for a paper’ your nickname for Paperwhite?


Morehouse: ha ha


Anomie: you two seem to be getting on very well. I hope no pictures have been exchanged. Rule 14, don’t forget.


Morehouse: Have you seen the news?


>


Anomie: what, the “suicide”? Yeah I saw


Morehouse: listen, you need to lay off Ledwell, I’m serious


Anomie: Go tell the rest of the fandom to lay off her. You think I’m the only one who’s sick to death of her fucking hypocrisy and duplicity?


Morehouse: you’re the only one who’s got fifty thousand Twitter followers you keep urging to bully her.
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>


>


>


>


Morehouse: good, won’t be long


Paperwhite: <3


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Morehouse: done


Paperwhite: did he listen to you?


Morehouse: always hard to know with Anomie. Something might’ve sunk in.


Morehouse: he doesn’t like us talking, though. You and me.


Paperwhite: yeah, about that… when are you going to send me a picture back?


Anomie: If she really tried to top herself, it won’t be because of Twitter. Probably a publicity stunt


Anomie: suppose I’ll have to get Hartella to mod for me tomorrow if you can’t.


Morehouse: why can’t you do it?


Anomie: hospital appointment


Morehouse: shit, u ok?


Anomie: it’s not mine, I’m just the chauffeur


Anomie: because god forbid the fucker should use public transport


Anomie: well I’ll let you get back to your ‘deadline’


<Morehouse has left the channel>


<Anomie has left the channel>


<Private channel has closed>
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Morehouse: can’t


Morehouse: my camera phone’s broken


Paperwhite: fuck off, Morehouse


Morehouse: lol. Ok, I don’t like having my photo taken


Paperwhite: I wouldn’t have sent you what I sent last nite if I didn’t think you’d reciprocate


Morehouse: u r gorgeous


Paperwhite: thanx


Morehouse: I’m not


Paperwhite: who cares? I just want a pic of you


Paperwhite: I love talking to you. I just want to know what you look like!


Morehouse: just picture a standard geek


Paperwhite: I like geeks. Send me a pic!


Morehouse: so how’s art school life?


Paperwhite: wow, subtle change of subject


(…)























7 January 2015  From  The Buzz, a news and  entertainment website


Attention, Ink Black Heart fans!


According to insiders, Maverick Film Studios are serious about turning your fave into a full-length feature film! Talks between Maverick, Josh Blay and Edie Ledwell are said to be ‘at an advanced stage’, with a deal expected any day now. How do you feel about the leap from small screen to big? Let us know in the comments!
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7 January 2015  In-game chats between six of the  eight moderators of  Drek’s Game





<A new private channel has opened>


<7 January 2015 16.01>


<LordDrek invites Vilepechora, Paperwhite, Hartella, Fiendy1, Worm28>


LordDrek: THIS IS URGENT


<Paperwhite has joined the channel>


Paperwhite: is this about the movie?


LordDrek: much bigger than that


<Hartella has joined the channel>


Hartella: omg, have you seen the news?
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Paperwhite: about the movie?


Hartella: no, those gunmen who shot up the cartoonists in Paris


<Worm28 has joined the channel>


<Vilepechora has joined the channel>


Paperwhite: Charlie something, yeah.


LordDrek: Charlie Hebdo


LordDrek: that’s what we should do to Ledwell. Go in there and shoot her and all the fuckers she’s got working on the movie and start again.


Vilepechora: lol


Worm28: Drek don ‘t joke about stuff like taht


Paperwhite: is that what you wanted to get us all together for? plan a shooting?


LordDrek: You’re not far wrong


Paperwhite: why haven’t u invited Anomie or Morehouse?


LordDrek: Anomie, you’ll see why in a sec. Morehouse because I don’t trust him not to run off and tell Anomie.


Paperwhite: Tell Anomie what?


LordDrek: You’ll see.
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Worm28: you’ tr making me nervous


LordDrek: wait til you’ve heard what I’ve got to say


LordDrek: you’ll be proper fucking nervous then


<Fiendy1 has joined the channel>


Fiendy1: sorry, had to change


Vilepechora: you realise we can’t see you, right?


Fiendy1: ha ha


Fiendy1: out of sports kit


Vilepechora: what sport?


Fiendy1: football


LordDrek: ok, brace yourselves


LordDrek: Vilepechora and I got suspicious about Anomie


LordDrek: so we traced the IP address.


Paperwhite: wtf?


Vilepechora: There’s other stuff we found out/made connections on


Vilepechora: but the IP address confirms who she really is


Fiendy1: I fucking KNEW it was a girl!


LordDrek: well you were right
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LordDrek: but not just any girl


Hartella: what do you mean?


LordDrek: OK, here it is


LordDrek: Anomie = Edie Ledwell


>


Fiendy1: wtf no way


Worm28: ??????????


Paperwhite: that makes no fkn sense!


Vilepechora: it does


Vilepechora: we’ve been played


LordDrek: played for fucking fools


Hartella: why would she do that?


LordDrek: she’s playing a fucking devious game, that’s why


Fiendy1: sorry but there’s no fkn way that’s true


LordDrek: it is


LordDrek: she’s gonna ‘cut a deal’ with Anomie to make the game official and start charging


Vilepechora: except there is no Anomie. It’s Ledwell’s game, it was all along


Fiendy1: I don’t believe it
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Paperwhite: Nor do I


Paperwhite: Morehouse would never go along with that


LordDrek: have you met Morehouse face-to-face?


Paperwhite: no


Vilepechora: not watched him wanking to you on your webcam?


Paperwhite: go fuck yourself Vilepechora


Paperwhite: I just don’t believe Morehouse would be ok with Ledwell fooling us all like that


Fiendy1: what would she gain, pretending to be Anomie and trolling herself?


LordDrek: easy: ‘meet’ Anomie and decide he’s a good guy after all – he’s got valid concerns about over-commercialisation and all that shit


LordDrek: ‘let’s monetize the game, Anomie can take the profits, he deserves it’


LordDrek: she’ll probably have some crippled kid playing Anomie for extra feelz


LordDrek: Then cripple-Anomie tells fans now he’s met her he realises he got her all wrong, she’s great, Blay gets sidelined/ bullied by fandom who want the game
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Vilepechora: fandom loves Ledwell, she gets all the good press & profits


LordDrek: & fans cough up thinking Anomie’s gonna get the money


LordDrek: only problem: Ledwell’s gonna need a fall guy to take the rap for ‘hacking’ Anomie, or whatever the excuse is going to be for him slagging her off


LordDrek: And she’s got money and skills to frame one of us


Worm28: I don ’t get it . She hates Anomie .


Vilepechora: it’s all been fake, moron. Her way of playing the victim to the press & the fans


LordDrek: you want proof, I’ll send it to you now


<LordDrek wants to send you a file>


<Click alt+y to accept the file>


>


>


>


>


Worm28: shit there ‘s loads


Hartella: omg how long have u guys been working on this?
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LordDrek: months


>


>


Hartella: whoa


Hartella: when the game went offline that time was when Ledwell was in hospital????? I never made that connection!


Paperwhite: are you sure the dates tally?


Hartella: omg I always knew she was a liar but this is insane


Fiendy1: how did you guys get her emails to her agent???


LordDrek: from a friendly source inside her agent’s office who thinks she’s a total bitch


Hartella: OMG YES – remember when she said she’d only talk to Anomie if he met her face-to-face?


Vilepechora: yeah, all laying the ground


Hartella: I thought that was so fkn weird at the time! why would she even think of meeting him if she hated him so much?


Vilepechora: exactly


LordDrek: and read the deleted tweets. She’s slipped up more than once, accidentally tweeting Anomie messages from her own account
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Hartella: I feel physically sick


Vilepechora: and don’t forget, we’ve been bitching about Ledwell in front of her all this time


Worm28: so this is the end of the game ? We can ’t play any more ?


Paperwhite: no it isn’t, don’t be stupid


Paperwhite: the game’s ours, it isn’t hers


Paperwhite: the game’s bigger than Blay/Ledwell


Worm28: stop using there full names , we ‘re not allowed ! Rule 14 !


LordDrek: if you ask me, B*** needs to know the depths of her fuckin treachery


LordDrek: she’s trying to fuck him over just as much as us


Vilepechora: so how do we let him know?


>


Hartella: I could go and see him if u want


Worm28: you don ’t know where he lives


Hartella: I do, actually. He’ll see me, I’m sure he will
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Paperwhite: you know J*** B***? for real?


Hartella: yes. I forgot, you probably joined after I told the others. I used to be L****** and B***’s personal assistant.


Paperwhite: wtf????


Hartella: Drek, we could go and talk to J*** together.


LordDrek: can’t, hun, sorry, im busy with you know what


Worm28: what?


LordDrek: never u mind


Worm28: am I the only one who never breaks rule 14 ?


Hartella: ok then I’ll go alone and show him this dossier


LordDrek: u serious?


Hartella: of course, what she’s doing is despicable


Fiendy1: Hartella, you know her – you really think she could pretend to be Anomie?


Hartella: honestly? Yes. Working for her wasn’t a fun experience. She’s hard as nails and in it for all she can get


LordDrek: you sure you’re ok to go alone?


Hartella: yeah, of course


LordDrek: wish I could come
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Vilepechora: this is awesome of you, Hartella


Hartella: anything for the fandom


Vilepechora: Ok, remember: not a word on the mods channel or in front of Anomie or Morehouse


Vilepechora: we can’t be too careful


Vilepechora: and don’t act any different


Vilepechora: no digs, no hints, nothing


Vilepechora: because she’ll be looking for a fall guy, remember


Worm28: shit , I ‘ve got to go I ‘m late for work


<Worm28 has left the channel>


Paperwhite: I’m supposed to be moderating. See you later.


<Paperwhite has left the channel>


Fiendy1: I’m still not sure, you guys


Vilepechora: read the whole file and you’ll change your mind.


<Fiendy1 has left the channel>


>


>


<A new private channel has opened>


<7 January 2015 16.25>


<LordDrek invites Hartella>


<Hartella joins the channel>


Hartella: Hi! How are rehearsals going?


LordDrek: Hard work, but that’s Chekhov for you. Listen, will you do me a favour, babe?


LordDrek: Don’t tell Josh where you got the file.


LordDrek: if he thinks a pair of mods in Drek’s Game put it together, he might not trust it


Hartella: ok but where do I say I got it then?


LordDrek: say concerned fans/sources sent the stuff to you. That’s credible, you’re a leader in the fandom


Hartella: ok, makes sense. I’ll try and go see Josh this Saturday


LordDrek: you’re a heroine. Keep us posted.


Hartella: will do xxx


Hartella: ok I got to get back to work, speak soon xxx


LordDrek: thanks, gorgeous xxx
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>


<Hartella has left the channel>


LordDrek: is that all of them gone?


Vilepechora: roflmao


Vilepechora: Fuck me, they’re thick


Vilepechora: not sure Fiendy1 totally went for it


LordDrek: who cares what that little fag thinks


LordDrek: all we need is for Blay to believe it


Vilepechora: true


LordDrek: I just called that fat pig Hartella ‘gorgeous’


Vilepechora: roflmao you cuck


LordDrek: but she agreed not to say where she got the stuff


Vilepechora: fkn amazing


Vilepechora: think Paperwhite’ll tell Morehouse?


LordDrek: not if she’s got any sense


LordDrek: touchpaper lit, bwah


Vilepechora: lol if this works… 


<Hartella has left the channel>


<LordDrek has left the channel>


<Private channel has closed>
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Thou shalt have fame! – Oh, mockery! give the reed


From storms a shelter – give the drooping vine


Something round which its tendrils may entwine –


Give the parch’d flower a rain-drop, and the meed


Of love’s kind words to woman! Worthless fame!


Felicia Hemans


Properzia Rossi




The last Friday afternoon in January found Robin sitting alone at the partners’ desk in the agency’s small office in Denmark Street, killing time before setting out to view a flat in Acton by reviewing the Groomer file. There was a lot of noise in the street outside: comprehensive building work continued to cause disruption around Charing Cross Road, and all journeys to and from the office meant walking over planks, past pneumatic drills and the catcalls of builders. In consequence of the racket outside, the first intimation Robin had that a prospective client had just walked in off the street wasn’t the sound of the glass outer door opening, but the phone on the desk ringing.


On answering, she heard Pat’s baritone.


‘Message from Mr Strike. Would you be free to visit Gateshead this Saturday?’


This was code. Since last year’s successful resolution of a cold case, which had earned the agency another flurry of flattering press coverage, two would-be clients of pronounced eccentricity had walked in off the street. The first, a clearly mentally ill woman, had begged Barclay, the only detective present at the time, to help her prove the government was watching her through the air vent of her flat in Gateshead. The second, a heavily tattooed man who seemed slightly manic, had become threatening to Pat when she’d told him there were no detectives available to take down the details of his neighbour who, he was convinced, was part of an ISIS cell. Fortunately, Strike had walked in just as the man had picked up Pat’s stapler, with the apparent aim of throwing it at her. Since then, Strike had insisted that Pat keep the outside door locked when she was alone in the office, and they’d all agreed on a code which meant, in essence, ‘I’ve got a nutter here.’


‘Threatening?’ said Robin quietly, flicking the Groomer file closed.


‘Oh, no,’ said Pat calmly.


‘Mentally ill?’


‘Maybe a bit.’


‘Male?’


‘No.’


‘Have you asked her to leave?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does she want to talk to Strike?’


‘Not necessarily.’


‘All right, Pat, I’ll have a word with her. Coming out now.’


Robin hung up the phone, put the Groomer file back in the drawer and headed for the outer office.


A young woman with untidy brown shoulder-length hair was sitting on the sofa opposite Pat’s desk. Robin was immediately struck by several oddities in the woman’s appearance. The overall impression she gave was of scruffiness, even grubbiness: she was wearing old ankle boots that needed re-heeling, slapdash eyeliner which looked as though it might have been applied the day before and a shirt so deeply creased it could have been slept in. However, unless it was a fake, the Yves Saint Laurent handbag sitting on the sofa beside her would have cost over a thousand pounds and her long black wool coat looked brand new and of high quality. When she saw Robin, the woman caught her breath in a little gasp, and before Robin could say anything, said,


‘Please don’t chuck me out. Please. I really, really need to talk to you. Please.’


Robin hesitated, then said,


‘OK, come through. Pat, could you tell Strike I’m fine to go to Gateshead?’


‘Hmm,’ said Pat. ‘I’d have refused, personally.’


Robin stood back to let the young woman pass into the inner office, then mouthed at Pat ‘twenty minutes’.


As Robin closed the inner-office door, she noticed that the back of the woman’s hair was a little matted, as if it hadn’t been brushed in days, but the label standing up out of the back of her coat declared it to have come from Alexander McQueen.


‘Was that some sort of code?’ she said, turning to face Robin. ‘That stuff about Gateshead?’


‘No, of course not,’ lied Robin with a reassuring smile. ‘Have a seat.’


Robin sat down behind the desk and the woman, who looked around her own age, took the chair facing her. In spite of the unbrushed hair, the badly applied make-up and the pinched expression, she was attractive in an offbeat way. Her square face was pale, her mouth generous and her eyes a striking shade of amber. Judging by her accent, she was London-born. Robin noticed a small, blurry tattoo on one of the woman’s knuckles: a black heart that looked as though she might have inked it herself. Her fingernails were bitten to the quick and the index and middle fingers of her right hand were stained yellow. Taken all in all, the stranger gave the impression of somebody down on their luck who’d just fled a rich woman’s house, stealing her coat and bag as she went.


‘I don’t suppose I can smoke?’ she said.


‘I’m afraid not, we’re a non-smoking—’


‘’S’all right,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve got gum.’


She ferreted around in her handbag, first taking out a brown cardboard folder full of papers. As she was trying to pop a piece of gum out of its pack while balancing the bag on her knee and keeping a grip on the folder, the papers inside slid out and scattered all over the floor. From what Robin could see, they were a mixture of printed-out tweets and handwritten notes.


‘Shit, sorry,’ said the woman breathlessly, scooping up the fallen papers and ramming them back into the folder. Having stuffed it back into her bag and put a piece of gum into her mouth, she sat upright again, now even more dishevelled, her coat bundled untidily around her and her bag clutched defensively on her lap as though it was a pet that might flee.


‘You’re Robin Ellacott, right?’


‘Yes,’ said Robin.


‘I was hoping for you, I read about you in the paper,’ said the woman. Robin was surprised. Clients usually wanted Strike. ‘My name’s Edie Ledwell. That woman outside said you haven’t got any room for more clients—’


‘I’m afraid that’s—’


‘I knew you must be really in demand, but – I can pay,’ she said, and her voice carried an odd undertone of surprise. ‘I really can pay, I can afford it, and I’m – to be perfectly honest, I’m desperate.’


‘We are very booked up, I’m afraid,’ Robin began. ‘We’ve got a waiting—’


‘Please can I just tell you what it’s about? Can I just do that? Please? And then, maybe, even if you can’t actually – actually do it – you can give me some advice about how to – or tell me someone who could help? Please?’


‘All right,’ said Robin, whose curiosity was piqued.


‘OK, so – have you heard of The Ink Black Heart?’


‘Er – yes,’ said Robin, surprised. Her cousin Katie had mentioned the cartoon one night at dinner in Zermatt. Katie had watched The Ink Black Heart while on maternity leave and become fascinated by it, though she’d seemed unsure whether it was funny or simply strange. ‘It’s on Netflix, isn’t it? I’ve never actually watched it.’


‘OK, well, that doesn’t really matter,’ said Edie. ‘The point is, I co-created it with my ex-boyfriend and it’s a success, or whatever’ – Edie sounded strangely tense as she said the word – ‘and there might be a film deal, but that’s only relevant because – well, it’s not relevant to what I need investigating, but I just need you to know that I can pay.’


Before Robin could say anything, more words tumbled out.


‘So, two fans of our cartoon, this is a few years ago now – I suppose you’d call them fans, in the beginning, anyway – these two fans created an online game based on our characters.


‘Nobody knows who the two people who made the game are. They call themselves Anomie and Morehouse. Anomie gets most of the credit and he’s the one who’s got the big following online. Some people say Anomie and Morehouse are the same person, but I don’t know whether that’s true.


‘Anyway, Anomie’ – she took a deep breath – ‘he – I’m sure it’s a “he” – he’s made it his mission to – to—’


She suddenly laughed, a laugh totally without humour: she might as well have cried out in pain.


‘—to make my life as unbearable as he can. It’s like – it’s a daily – he never lets up, it never stops.


‘It started when Josh and I gave an interview and they asked us whether we’d seen Anomie’s game and whether we liked it. And – this is hard to explain – there’s a character called Drek in the cartoon, right? I actually really fucking wish there wasn’t a character called Drek in the cartoon, but it’s too late for that now. Anyway, in our cartoon, Drek makes the other characters play a game and he’s always inventing new rules and it always ends badly for everyone except Drek. His game isn’t really a game at all, there’s no logic to it, it’s just him messing around with the other characters.


‘So we were asked in this interview whether we’d seen Anomie and Morehouse’s game and I said yes, but that the game in our cartoon isn’t really a game at all. It’s more of a metaphor – I’m sorry, this must all sound so stupid, but that’s where it started, right, with me saying Anomie’s game wasn’t really the same as Drek’s game in the cartoon.


‘Anyway, Anomie went ballistic when the interview went online. He started attacking me non-stop. He said they’d taken all the rules of their game directly from Drek’s rules, so what the fuck was I doing, claiming it wasn’t accurate? And tons of the fans agreed with him, saying I was throwing shade on the game because it was free and I wanted to shut it down so I could make an official Drek game and profit off it.


‘I thought it would blow over, but it’s just got worse and worse. You can’t – it’s escalated beyond – Anomie posted a picture of my flat online. He’s convinced people I worked as a prostitute when I was broke. He sent me pictures of my dead mother, claiming I told lies about her death. And the fandom believes all of it, and they attack me for stuff I’ve never done, never said, things I don’t believe.


‘But he also knows true things about me, things he shouldn’t.


‘Last year,’ said Edie, and Robin could see her fingers trembling on the handles of the expensive bag, ‘I tried to kill myself.’


‘I’m so—’ Robin began, but Edie made a gesture of impatience: she evidently didn’t want sympathy.


‘Hardly anyone knew I’d done it, but Anomie did before there was any news coverage; he even knew which hospital I was in. He tweeted about it, saying it was all a put-up job, done to make the fans feel sorry for me.


‘Anyway, last Sunday,’ said Edie, her voice now shaking, ‘Josh – he’s the guy I created The Ink Black Heart with – like I say, we used to be… we were together but we broke up, but we still do the cartoon together – Josh called me and said a rumour’s going round that I’m Anomie, that I’m attacking myself online and making up lies about myself, all for attention and sympathy. I said, “Who’s saying that?” and he wouldn’t tell me, he just said, “That’s what I’m hearing.” And he said he wanted me to tell him directly it wasn’t true.


‘I said, “How can you even think, for a second, that that could be fucking true?”’


Edie’s voice had risen to a shout.


‘I hung up on him, but he called again, and we rowed again, and it’s been two weeks or something and he still fucking believes it, and I can’t convince him—’


There was a knock on the door.


‘Hello?’ called Robin.


‘Anyone like coffee?’ said Pat, opening the door a crack and looking from Robin to Edie. Robin knew Pat wanted to check that everything was all right, having heard Edie’s raised voice.


‘I’m good, thanks, Pat,’ said Robin. ‘Edie?’


‘I – no, thanks,’ said Edie, and Pat closed the door again.


‘So the day before yesterday,’ Edie resumed, ‘Josh and I spoke on the phone again and this time he said he’s got a dossier of “evidence”’ – Edie sketched quotation marks in mid-air – ‘proving I’m really Anomie.’


‘Is that the—?’ began Robin, pointing at the bag on Edie’s lap containing the cardboard folder.


‘No, this is just the stuff Anomie’s tweeted at me – I don’t think this supposed fucking dossier of Josh’s even exists. I said to him, “Where did it come from?” And he wouldn’t tell me. He was stoned,’ said Edie, ‘he smokes a lot of weed. I hung up again.


‘I spent all day yesterday just, like, pacing up and down and… What fucking proof can he have that proves I’m Anomie? It’s just fucking ridiculous!’


Her voice rose again and cracked. Tears now spilled out from the amber eyes; in wiping them away Edie smeared her eyeliner into broad grey streaks across her cheeks and temples. ‘My boyfriend was at work and I was just – I was feeling so fucking desperate, and then I thought, there’s only one way I can stop this. I’ve got to prove who Anomie is. Because I think I know.


‘His name’s Seb Montgomery. He was at art school with Josh. Josh got chucked out but he and Seb stayed friends. Seb helped us animate the first couple of episodes of The Ink Black Heart. He’s a good animator, but we didn’t need him as we went on, and I know he resented it once we started getting a big following, and he blamed me. It’s true I never liked him much, but I didn’t pressure Josh into dropping him, we just didn’t need him any more.


‘Seb and Josh are still friends, and Josh will tell anyone anything, he hasn’t got any kind of filter, especially when he’s pissed or stoned, which he mostly is, which is how Seb would know all the personal stuff Anomie knows about me, but what proves it’s Seb,’ said Edie, her knuckles now white on the handle of her bag, ‘is that Anomie knows something I only ever told Seb. You see, there’s this other character in the cartoon…’


Even though Robin felt genuinely sympathetic towards her uninvited guest, she glanced discreetly at her watch. The minutes were sliding by and Robin had a flat in Acton to see.


‘… called Paperwhite, she’s a ghost, and she’s caused a whole lot of fucking trouble, too – but that’s beside the – what’s relevant is, I told Seb in the pub one night that I based bits of Paperwhite’s character on my ex-flatmate. And a month ago, Anomie tweeted that, naming the flatmate.


‘I called Seb. I said to him, “Who have you told about Paperwhite and Shereece?” And he pretended he couldn’t even remember me telling him.


‘He’s lying. I know Seb’s Anomie, I know he is and I need to prove it, I’ve got to, I can’t keep on like this. Six months ago,’ Edie pressed on as Robin opened her mouth to interrupt again, ‘I joined the game myself, to look at it from the inside. It does look beautiful; whoever animated it is definitely talented, but it isn’t that good as an actual game – it’s really more of an animated chatroom. Loads of fans go in there just to slag me off, from what I can see. I tried asking the other players who Anomie was, and if they knew anything about him. Somebody must have told him I was asking too many questions, because I got banned.


‘I hardly slept last night, and I woke up this morning and just thought, I’ve got to do something about it, because I can’t carry on like this. I need a professional investigator, which is why—’


‘Edie,’ said Robin, breaking across her at last, ‘I totally understand why you want to find out who Anomie is, and I sympathise, but—’


‘Please,’ said Edie, who seemed to shrink inside her bulky coat at Robin’s tone. ‘Please help me. I’ll pay anything at this point.’


‘We don’t do work of the kind that might be needed here,’ Robin finished, truthfully. ‘I think you need somebody who specialises in cyber-investigation, which we’ve never really done. And we haven’t got—’


‘You can’t imagine what it’s like, wondering who it is, wondering who hates me this much. The way he talks… he likes Josh, but he hates me. I think he sees himself as the true – I don’t know – I think he believes he should be in total control of The Ink Black Heart, to decide the storylines and make stipulations to the film company and cast all the voice actors – that’s how he goes on, as though he should be in charge, and I’m just some inconvenient… some inconvenient parasite that got accidentally attached to the thing he loves.’


‘Listen,’ said Robin gently, ‘I’m going to give you the names of two other agencies that might be able to help, because I don’t think we’re the right fit for you.’


Robin wrote the names down for Edie and passed her the note.


‘Thank you,’ said Edie in a small voice, the paper trembling as she looked down at the names of the agencies Robin had given her. ‘I wish… I kind of wanted it to be you, but I suppose if you can’t…’


She thrust the piece of paper into her bag, and Robin resisted the urge to tell her not to lose it, which seemed only too likely. Noticing Robin looking at the bag, Edie raised it off her lap slightly.


‘I’ve only had it a month,’ she said, and turning it around she showed Robin several black stains across the dark red leather. ‘My pen exploded. I’m shit at keeping things nice. I bought it because I told myself I deserved it because we’re a success… Ha ha ha,’ she said bitterly. ‘Big fat success.’


She got to her feet, clutching her bag, and Robin rose too. The harsh office light emphasised Edie’s pallor, and as Robin moved towards her to open the door, she realised that what she’d thought was dirt or make-up on Edie’s neck was in fact bruising.


‘What happened to your neck?’


‘What?’ said Edie.


‘Your neck,’ said Robin, pointing. ‘It’s bruised.’


‘Oh.’


Edie raised a hand to where Robin had noticed the bruising.


‘That’s nothing. I’m clumsy. As you might have noticed.’


Pat looked round as Robin and Edie entered the outer office.


‘Is there a loo I could use?’ asked Edie, her voice constricted.


‘On the landing, just outside the door,’ said Robin.


‘Right. Well… bye, then.’


The glass door opened and closed, and Edie Ledwell disappeared.
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Still she flees, and ever fiercer tear the hungry hounds behind,


Still she flees, and ever faster follow there the huntsmen on…


Amy Levy


Run to Death




‘What was all that about?’ asked Pat in her gravelly voice.


‘She wanted us to investigate someone who’s persecuting her online,’ said Robin.


Even though it was true that they had no room for another client, and that the agency didn’t specialise in cyber-investigations, Robin wished she could have taken Edie Ledwell’s case. The more successful the agency had become, the higher the proportion of unlikeable individuals who gravitated towards it. Of course, those seeking to prove infidelity or treachery were by definition under a certain amount of strain, but some of their recent clients, most notably the billionaire of South Audley Street, had showed a definite tendency to treat Robin as a skivvy, and Edie Ledwell’s ingenuous ‘I was hoping for you’ had touched Robin. Through the glass door came the sound of the noisy flush of the toilet off the landing and Robin saw the dark shadow of Edie’s black coat pass the door, then heard her footsteps clanging away down the metal stairs.


‘You turned her down?’ rasped Pat, after taking a long drag on her e-cigarette.


‘Had to,’ said Robin, moving towards the kitchen area. She just had time for a cup of tea before leaving for Acton.


‘Good,’ said Pat bluntly, returning to her typing. ‘I didn’t take to her.’


‘Why not?’ said Robin, turning to look at the office manager.


‘Drama queen, if you ask me. Her hair could do with a good brush too.’


Used to Pat’s uncompromising snap judgements, which were rooted largely in people’s appearance and occasionally on their superficial resemblance to people she’d previously known, Robin didn’t bother contradicting her.


‘Want a tea?’ she asked as the kettle boiled.


‘Lovely, thanks,’ said Pat, e-cigarette waggling as she continued typing.


Robin made both of them drinks then returned to the inner office, closed the door and resumed her seat at the partners’ desk. After staring abstractedly at the Groomer file for a few seconds, Robin pushed it aside, turned on the PC and typed ‘ink black heart animation’ into Google.


‘Indie cartoon attracts cult following… ’ ‘breakout success… ’ ‘From YouTube to Hollywood: will The Ink Black Heart find big screen favour?’ 


Robin opened YouTube, found episode one of the cartoon, and pressed play.


An eerie, tinkling piano played over swirling, animated mist, which slowly cleared to reveal tombstones by moonlight. The shot tracked through stone angels overgrown with ivy until a translucent female figure was revealed, standing alone, pearly white among the graves.


‘Sad, so very sad,’ sighed the ghost, and although her face was rendered simply, it was odd how sinister her little smile was.


She turned and drifted off through the graves, dissolving into the darkness. In the foreground, with an unpleasant squelch, something shiny and black appeared to burst out of the ground. It turned to face the viewer, and Robin saw that it was a jet-black human heart with a smiling, innocent face completely at odds with its otherwise grotesque appearance. Robin vaguely registered the sound of the glass door outside opening again, as the heart waved a severed artery and said, in the jaunty timbre of a children’s television presenter:


‘Hello! I’m Harty. I live here in Highgate Cemetery with my friends. You might be wondering why I didn’t decay—’


There was a knock on the inner door and Midge walked in without waiting for a response.


‘—well, that’s because I’m evil!’


‘Oh, sorry,’ said Midge, ‘I thought it was your afternoon off. I need the—’	


She broke off, looking disconcerted, and moved around behind Robin to look at the screen, where Harty was now bounding between graves, introducing a variety of characters crawling out of the ground to join him.


‘You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me,’ said Midge, looking appalled. ‘You  an’ all?’


Robin muted the cartoon.


‘What d’you mean, me and all?’


‘My ex was fookin’ obsessed with that bloody cartoon. It’s shit. Like something you’d make up when you were tripping.’


‘I’ve never seen it before today,’ said Robin. ‘One of the creators was just in here, wanting us to do a job for her.’


‘Who – what’s-her-name Ledwell?’


‘Yes,’ said Robin, surprised that Midge had the name on the tip of her tongue.


Correctly reading Robin’s expression, Midge said,


‘Beth hated her.’


‘Really? Why?’


‘No idea,’ said Midge. ‘That fandom’s toxic. “Play the game, bwah!”’ she added in a squeaky voice.


‘What?’ said Robin, half-laughing.


‘It’s one of the catchphrases. In the cartoon. Beth was always sayin’ it if I didn’t wanna do something. “Play the game, bwah!” Fookin’ ridiculous. She used to play the fookin’ game, too. Online.’


‘The one made by Anomie?’ said Robin, interested.


‘No idea who made it. Childish bollocks,’ said Midge, picking the Groomer file off the desk. ‘Mind if I take this? Got notes to add.’


‘Carry on.’


As Midge left the room, Robin’s mobile rang: it was Strike. She pressed pause on the muted cartoon.


‘Hi.’


‘Hi,’ said Strike, who sounded as though he was somewhere busy: she could hear traffic. ‘Sorry, I know it’s your afternoon off—’


‘No problem,’ said Robin, ‘I’m still at the office. I’ve got a flat viewing in Acton at six; there didn’t seem much point going home first.’


‘Ah, OK,’ said Strike. ‘I wondered how you’d feel about swapping jobs tomorrow? It’d be more convenient for me to do Sloane Square instead of Camden.’


‘Yeah, that’s fine,’ said Robin. On the computer screen in front of her, the black heart stood frozen, pointing into the dark doorway of a mausoleum.


‘Thanks, appreciate it,’ said Strike. ‘Everything all right?’ he added, because he detected an odd note in Robin’s voice.


‘Fine, it’s just – we had a Gateshead in just now. Well, Pat thought she was a Gateshead. She wasn’t really. Have you ever heard of The Ink Black Heart?’


‘No. What is it, a pub?’


‘A cartoon,’ said Robin, pressing play again. The animation was still muted: Harty backed fearfully away from a figure emerging slowly from the tomb’s doorway. It was large, hunched and cloaked in black, with an exaggerated beak-like face. ‘One of the creators wanted us to investigate a fan who’s giving her grief online.’


‘Huh,’ said Strike. ‘What did you say?’


‘That we had no room, but I told her Patterson Inc and McCabes both do cyber-investigation.’


‘Hm. I don’t love giving Patterson work.’


‘I wanted to help her,’ said Robin with a trace of defensiveness. ‘She was in a bit of a state.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Strike. ‘Well, thanks for the swap, I owe  you one.’


After Strike had rung off, Robin unmuted the cartoon. She watched for another minute or so, but couldn’t make much sense of it. Perhaps she’d missed key plot points while it was on mute, but on balance she had to agree with Midge: except that it was beautifully animated, it had the air of a stoner’s macabre fantasy.


She was just about to turn off the PC when Pat knocked and entered the room again.


‘This was in the bathroom,’ said Pat, brandishing the cardboard folder. ‘That scruffy girl must’ve left it. It was on top of the cistern.’


‘Oh,’ said Robin, taking it. ‘Right… well, she might come back for it. If not, we should find an address to send it on to. You couldn’t have a quick look and see whether she’s got an agent or something, could you, Pat? Her name’s Edie Ledwell.’


Pat gave a sniff that clearly implied she liked Edie Ledwell no better for having forgotten her folder, and left the room.


Robin waited for the door to close before opening the folder. Edie had printed out a large number of Anomie’s tweets, which she’d annotated in distinctive swooping handwriting.


Anomie had more than fifty thousand Twitter followers. Robin started flicking through the tweets, which were now out of date order, having fallen to the floor.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Those buying Fedwell’s sob stories of poverty should know her well-off uncle gave her 2 big lots of cash in early noughties. #EdieLiesWell


4.21 pm 22 Sep 2011





Edie had written beneath the tweet: Anomie calls me either ‘Greedie Fedwell’ because I’m a recovered bulimic and because obviously I only care about money or ‘Edie Lieswell’ because I’m supposed to lie non-stop about my past and about my inspiration. It’s true my uncle gave me some cash. £200 the first time and then £500. I was homeless the second time. He gave me the money and told me he couldn’t do anything else for me. Josh knows this and could easily have told Seb.


Robin turned to the next page.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Fedwell laughs in private about basing prize bitch Paperwhite on black ex-flatmate by name of Shereece Summers. Keep punching down Greedie.


3.45 am 24 January 2015





I told Seb I’d sort of borrowed bits of Shereece when we fleshed out the character of Paperwhite the ghost, but I never told anyone else she was part of the inspiration.


Robin looked at the next tweet.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Interesting news, game fans. #GreedieFedwell might despise OUR game, but turns out she’s expert at another kind #OnTheGame






Max R @mreger#5


Not proud of it, but I paid @EdLedDraws for a blow job back in 2002





4.21 pm 13 April 2012





This, Edie had written, is one of his favourite ploys. He gets other haters he’s friendly with to do his dirty work for him, making up claims he can retweet, so he can’t be reported for coming up with the bullshit himself. 


Robin turned another page.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Hearing Edie Ledwell has ‘attempted suicide’. No comment from agent


Anyone got more info?


10.59 pm 24 May 2014







Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Source tells me she’s in Kensington Hospital. Alleged overdose


11.26 pm 24 May 2014





Beneath this, Edie had written: Anomie knew this had happened within hours. I thought Josh was the only person who knew.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


Hmmmmm . .… 




Johnny B @jbaldw1n1>>


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


well, that’s strange, because my sister works at that hospital and saw her walking in unaided and laughing





12.16 pm 24 May 2014





Bullshit. I didn’t walk into the hospital. I can’t remember anything about getting there, I was unconscious. This Johnny guy is another one of his little helper elves, feeding him lies.




Anomie


@AnomieGamemaster


?




Sally Anne Jones @SAJ345_>


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


Not being funny but that hospital does a lot of cosmetic procedures. Seems like there would have been a statement if she’d overdosed?





1.09 pm 24 May 2014





This Sally Anne is a sock-puppet account, created the same evening and never tweeted again. They’ve been saying I had a nose job ever since.


Beneath this were a few responses to the news of Ledwell’s attempted suicide.






Max R @mreger#5


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


I call bullshit. She’s gone to get her massive fkn nose done #Nosegate







Lepines Disciple @LepinesD1sciple


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


Anyone live close to hospital? Should be easy to photograph her coming out #Nosegate







Algernon Gizzard Esq @Gizzard_Al


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


death by botched nose job would be fkn hysterical


[image: image]







DrekIsMySpiritAnimal @playDreksgame


replying to @Gizzard_Al @LepinesD1sciple


@AnomieGamemaster


[image: image]







Zozo @inkyheart28


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


Stop luaghing at this . what if its real .







Laura May @May_Flower*


replying to @AnomieGamemaster


if she’s genuinely tried to kill herself what you’re doing is not ok







Andi Reddy @ydderidna


replying to @May_Flower* @AnomieGamemaster


there would’ve been a statement if she’d really done it #trollingforsympathy








Robin checked her watch: it was time to leave if she wanted to see the Acton flat. Closing the folder, she carried it back outside with her empty mug. Midge was sitting on the sofa, busy adding her notes to the Groomer file.


‘Got any plans for this evening?’ asked Pat as Robin took down her coat from the peg beside the door.


‘Viewing a flat in Acton,’ said Robin. ‘I hope to God it’s better than the last place I saw. There was mould all over the bathroom ceiling and the basin was coming away from the wall. The estate agent said it was a “fixer-upper”.’


‘London fookin’ property,’ mumbled Midge without looking up. ‘I’m living in a virtual fookin’ eggbox.’


Robin bade the other two women goodbye, then left. It was chilly down on Denmark Street. As she walked towards the Tube station, she found herself scanning passers-by for Edie Ledwell, who might by now have noticed that she’d left her folder behind, but there was no sign of her.


It was nearly rush hour. Something she couldn’t put her finger on was nagging at Robin. She’d reached the top of the escalator before she realised it had nothing to do with Edie Ledwell or her cartoon.


Strike wasn’t scheduled to work this evening, so where exactly was he spending the night that made it more convenient for him to stake out Fingers’ flat in Sloane Square the following morning, rather than Legs’ school in Camden?
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She was a careless, fearless girl…


Kindhearted in the main,


But somewhat heedless with her tongue,


And apt at causing pain.


Christina Rossetti


Jessie Cameron




The entrance to Nightjar, the speakeasy bar to which Strike was headed that evening, wasn’t easy to find. He initially walked straight past the discreet wooden door on City Road and had to double back. On ringing the bell and giving his name he was admitted and proceeded downstairs into a dimly lit basement bar of dark wood and exposed brick.


This would be Strike’s sixth date with Madeline Courson-Miles. Each of their previous evenings together had started in a different bar or restaurant picked by Madeline, and ended in her mews house in Pimlico, which she shared with a son, Henry, to whom she’d given birth at nineteen. Henry’s father, whom Madeline hadn’t married, had also been nineteen when Madeline fell pregnant. He’d gone on to become a successful interior designer, and Strike was impressed by how amicable their relationship seemed to be.


Since splitting from Henry’s father, Madeline had wed and divorced an actor who’d left her for the leading lady in his first-ever film. Strike was certainly a very different proposition from the arty men Madeline had previously dated but, fortunately for the detective, she seemed to be enjoying the contrast. As for sixteen-year-old Henry, he was monosyllabic and barely polite to Strike whenever they came into contact at Madeline’s house. Strike didn’t take it personally. He could remember his own feelings towards the men his mother had brought home.


The detective was perfectly happy to let his new girlfriend choose the places they went on dates; because work had dominated his life for so long, he had very little knowledge of London’s best nightspots. A couple of his exes, including his sometime fiancée Charlotte, had been perennially dissatisfied with the kind of places he could afford to take them, but these days he had enough money not to have to worry about bar or restaurant bills. If he had one quibble, it was that Madeline sometimes seemed to forget that a man of his size needed more than bar snacks at the end of a long day’s work, and he’d taken the precaution of having a Big Mac and large fries before heading to Nightjar, which she’d promised offered good drink and live music.


He was shown to a table for two and sat down to wait. Madeline was usually at least half an hour late. She ran a very successful business, with a flagship store on Bond Street, from which she sold and lent jewellery to high-profile clients including A-list actresses and royals. Strike was becoming used to Madeline arriving in a keyed-up state, talking frenetically about the latest work problem until, with a few sips of alcohol inside her, she unwound. She was entirely self-made, and he liked her commitment to what she did, her passion for her business and her pithy observations on the people who underestimated her because of her accent and background. She also happened to be beautiful and eager to have sex with him, and after his long period of enforced celibacy and that dangerous moment with Robin outside the Ritz, these salves to his ego were exceptionally welcome. Even though he hadn’t told any of his friends he was seeing Madeline, he was trying, as he put it to himself, to ‘give things a chance’.


‘I’ll wait, thanks,’ he told the waitress who’d come to take his order, and spent the following twenty minutes perusing a drinks menu that was notable both for its length and for the extravagant concoctions on offer. At the next table, a couple had just been delivered a pair of cocktails that appeared to have candyfloss balanced on the rim of the glass. Strike would have been far happier with a pint of Doom Bar.


‘Babes, I’m so sorry I’m late again,’ came Madeline’s breathless voice at last. She was wearing a suede mini-dress and boots, and looked, as she had every time they’d gone out together, wonderful. Sliding into the chair beside him, she wound one arm around his neck, pulled him in for a kiss on the mouth, then said,


‘I had to see lawyers – God I need a drink – they’ve looked at the pictures and they agree it looks like those bitches at Eldorado have ripped off my design. An hour and a half explaining to me exactly how hard it is to prove, as if I don’t know that already – but I s’pose telling me the same thing ten different times keeps the clock ticking and they bill by the hour, so obviously – I haven’t looked, you’ll have to come back,’ she snapped at the waitress, who’d reappeared. The girl retreated. Madeline took the cocktail menu from Strike.


‘What are you having? I need something strong – what  d’you think of this place? It’s cool, right? What am I going to have? Vodka – yeah, I’ll have an Orca Punch. Where’s that girl gone?’


‘You just told her to sod off,’ said Strike.


‘Shit, was  I rude? Was I? I’ve had such a bloody awful afternoon – we’ve got a new security guy too and he’s seriously OTT – he nearly stopped Lucinda Richardson coming in the store this afternoon. I think I’m gonna have to give him a cheat sheet of who people are – oh , there she is,’ said Madeline, now flashing a smile at the waitress, who returned looking slightly wary. ‘Can I have an Orca Punch?’


‘And a Toronto, please,’ said Strike, and the waitress smiled at him and moved away.


‘How was your day?’ Madeline asked Strike, but before he could answer she slid a hand onto his thigh under the table. ‘Babes, I’ve got to ask you something, and I’m a bit worried about it. I think I’d rather just ask you now and get it out of the way.’


‘I’ve been expecting this,’ said Strike seriously. ‘No, I’m not going to model for you.’


Madeline let out a yelp of laughter.


‘Fuck, you’d be fantastic. What a  fucking ad that would be: I could put you in a tiara. No, but it’s funny you should say that, because… Look, it was already in the pipeline, but I’m worried how you’re going to take it… It’s Charlotte Campbell.’


‘What about her?’ said Strike, trying to keep his tone casual.


As Madeline had been dining with Charlotte’s stepbrother on the night he met her, he hadn’t been surprised to discover that Madeline knew rather a lot about his and Charlotte’s long entanglement. However, he’d made a point of ascertaining the precise degree of her friendship with his ex-fiancée before progressing to a second date, and had been glad to learn that Madeline’s acquaintance with Charlotte was slight, a mere matter of lending her jewellery and bumping into one another at the kinds of launches and cocktail parties that Madeline’s clients routinely attended.	


‘She agreed to be one of my models for the new collection, last year,’ said Madeline, watching Strike closely for his reaction. ‘I’ve felt weird about telling you – there are four of them – I’ve got Alice de Bock, Siobhan Vickery and Constance Cartwright…’


None of these names meant anything to Strike, and Madeline seemed to gather as much from his blank expression.


‘Well, they’re all a bit – Alice is that model who was done for shoplifting and Siobhan’s the girl who had an affair with Evan Duffield while he was still married – the collection’s called “Notorious”, so I wanted to use women who’re, you know – women known to the gossip columns, put it that way. I was going  to use Gigi Cazenove,’ said Madeline, her expression suddenly sombre. ‘That poor girl who—’


‘Hanged herself on New Year’s Eve, yeah,’ said Strike. He’d since read up on the story. The twenty-three-year-old pop singer hadn’t produced the kind of music Strike ever voluntarily listened to and press pictures of her huge-eyed, narrow face had put him in mind of a startled deer. For six months before her death she’d been a spokeswoman for an environmental charity.


‘Exactly. She’d been through this shitty social media storm that turned out to be based on nothing and  I thought it would be such a glorious fuck you to all the people who’d hounded her, but – well, anyway, Charlotte agreed to model and we’re supposed to be doing the photos next week. But if you don’t want me to, I s’pose we could drop her—’


‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Strike. ‘It’s your business – literally. I don’t care. Nothing to do with me.’


He wasn’t delighted by the news, but it wasn’t a surprise. Charlotte had done some occasional modelling over the years he’d known her, along with writing odd bits and pieces for Vogue and Tatler: the fallbacks of a beautiful it-girl with no particular need to work.


‘D’you mean that? Seriously? Because she would be  fucking great and the four of them together would definitely make a splash. I’m going to put Charlotte in a fuck-off collar studded with uncut emeralds.’


‘A collar?’ repeated Strike, thinking of dogs.


‘It’s a heavy choker-y kind of necklace,’ said Madeline, laughing at him again and leaning in for another kiss. ‘God, I love that you don’t give a shit about jewellery. It’s such a nice fucking change of pace.’


‘Are most men interested in jewellery?’


‘You’d be surprised – or, I don’t know if they give a shit about actual jewellery, but they’re often quite interested in design, or the value of the stones, or they’ve got opinions – I’m so tired of men giving me their opinions – or maybe I’m just sick of lawyers. Where’s that bloody girl? I’m dying for  a drink…’


As Strike had expected, with half an Orca Punch inside her Madeline began to relax. A jazz quartet took to the small stage and her hand rested lightly on his thigh while they shouted comments into each other’s ears.


‘Did you tell me how your day was?’ Madeline asked him when their second drinks arrived.


‘No,’ Strike said, ‘but it was fine.’


To Madeline’s slight frustration, he never shared details of cases with her. A private joke had grown up between them that he was investigating the Mayor of London and he might have thought up some amusing fictional crime he’d caught Boris Johnson committing, but he couldn’t muster the lung-power to make her understand, given how loudly the saxophonist was currently playing. However, when at last a break in the music came, and the applause died away, Strike said,


‘Have you ever heard of The Ink Black Heart?’


‘The what? Oh – hang on – is it that weird cartoon?’


‘Yeah. You know it?’


‘No, not really, but Henry was into it for a while,’ she said. ‘There’s a character called Dred or Dreg or something, isn’t there?’


‘Dunno,’ said Strike. ‘I heard about it for the first time today.’


‘Yeah, Henry liked Dreg. But didn’t they sack the guy who used to do his voice, or something? I remember Henry and his mates talking about it. Henry lost interest after that. It all slightly goes over my head, all the YouTube stuff. That’s not where you make jewellery sales.’


‘Where’s best for jewellery?’


‘Instagram,’ said Madeline promptly. ‘Haven’t you seen my Instagram page? Bloody hell, call yourself a boyfriend…’


She pulled her iPhone out of her bag and brought it up to show him, her booted foot tapping impatiently because the Wi-Fi was slow.


‘There,’ she said, showing him.


He scrolled slowly through the pictures of various beautiful women wearing Madeline’s jewels, interspersed with arty shots of London and quite a few selfies of Madeline wearing her own earrings or necklaces.


‘We should take a selfie now and I can post it,’ she said, taking her iPhone back and switching to her front camera. ‘This is a cool backdrop.’


‘Private detectives don’t do Instagram,’ said Strike, instinctively raising a large hairy-backed hand to block the lens.


‘No,’ she said with a look of surprise, ‘I s’pose not. Shame. We’re both looking kind of hot tonight.’


She slipped her phone back into her bag.


‘You can post a picture of me once I’m in that tiara,’ said Strike, and she giggled.


‘Want another drink, or’ – she leaned in, her breath warm on his ear – ‘shall we go back to the house?’


‘House,’ said Strike, draining his glass. ‘I’ve got to be in Sloane Square early tomorrow.’


‘Yeah? What’s Boris doing in Sloane Square?’


‘Nicking hub caps, mugging old ladies – the usual,’ said Strike. ‘But he’s a wily bastard and I still haven’t managed to catch him in the act.’


Madeline laughed, and Strike raised a hand for the bill.
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The pale queen’s honour! 


A low laugh scathing and sereing 


A mumbling as made by the dead in the tombs…


Jean Ingelow


The Sleep of Sigismund1
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In-game chats between seven of the  eight moderators of  Drek’s Game



<Moderator Channel>


<12 February 2015 09.22>


>


>


>


Anomie: Quiet today


>


>


Vilepechora: Yeah. Numbers have been down last two weeks.


>


>


>


<A new private channel has opened>


<12 February 2015 09.24>


<Hartella invites LordDrek, Vilepechora, Fiendy1, Worm28 and Paperwhite>
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Anomie: What’s with the sudden influx of mods?


>


Vilepechora: dunno


>


>


Anomie: I’m going to ban that bastard Harty292 if he keeps that up


Vilepechora: what’s he doing?


Anomie: breaking rule 14. trying to get ages and locations off girls. Arsehole.


>


>


>


>


Anomie: ok I’ve had enough, I’m banning him.


Vilepechora: doesn’t help our numbers if you keep banning people.


Hartella: peeps?


>


<Vilepechora has joined the channel>


<LordDrek has joined the channel>


<Worm 28 has joined the channel>


Worm28: have u heard from josh ?


Hartella: Let’s wait for the others.


>


<Paperwhite has joined the channel>


<Fiendy1 has joined the channel>


>


Fiendy1: what’s happened?


Hartella: Josh just texted me. He and Ledwell are going to meet face-to-face this afternoon. She’s still denying it, so he’s going to take the dossier and show it to her.


Fiendy1: whoa


Worm28: OMFG


Vilepechora: FKN EXCELLENT!


LordDrek: she’s not gonna be able to bullshit her way out of this one


Paperwhite: where are they gonna meet?
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Anomie: I’ve got to be somewhere later. Can you cover?


>


Vilepechora: sorry, dude, got a work meeting


Vilepechora: get Morehouse to do it


Anomie: he’s got a thing on, he can’t


>


>


>


>


>


Hartella: can’t tell you that, sorry


Paperwhite: because you don’t know or?


Hartella: because Josh trusts me not to say.


Worm28: will there be loiyer ’s there ?


Vilepechora: what the fuck’s a loiyer?


LordDrek: rofl


Fiendy1: fuck off, she’s dyslexic


Hartella: no, Worm, it’ll be just the 2 of them


Vilepechora: She’s in a shit mood on the moderator channel because the numbers have been down lately. Wait til Blay shows her our dossier, hahaha


Paperwhite: why can’t you tell us where they’re meeting?


Hartella: I’ve just told you, Josh trusts me not to tell anyone.


Hartella: obviously he doesn’t want to be interrupted by autograph hunters.


Paperwhite: ffs I’m not going to try and get an autograph I’m miles away from London I just wondered
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>


>


Anomie: I’ve got stuff to do


Anomie: back in a bit


<Anomie has left the channel>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Paperwhite: Tho actually it’s kind of obvious where they’ll meet


Hartella: Paperwhite, seriously, if fans turn up there Josh’ll never trust me again


Paperwhite: I’ve just told you I couldn’t turn up if I wanted to. I’m miles away.


Hartella: Josh trusts me, ok?


Paperwhite: Ffs, Hartella, we get it. Josh Blay’s got your phone number. Get over yourself.


Paperwhite: Gtg


<Paperwhite has left the channel>


Hartella: What the hell’s her problem?


Fiendy1: She’s used to being Anomie and Morehouse’s fave. She doesn’t like you getting attention instead


LordDrek: I knew Morehouse fancied her, but Anomie as well?


Fiendy1: idk for sure but he lets her off with more than anyone else, haven’t you noticed?


Vilepechora: guess who’s left the mod channel because they need to be somewhere later?


Hartella: Well, there you are. As if we needed more proof.
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


<Worm28 has joined the channel>


Vilepechora: cheers


>


>


>


>


Vilepechora: suppose it might not matter soon if we slack off, lol


LordDrek: She’ll be trying to make herself look less of a skank before she meets him.


Hartella: lol


LordDrek: only you could have done this, Hartella


Hartella: *blushes*


LordDrek: Blay should go armed. I’m starting to think she’s psychotic


Vilepechora: can one of you come and help me on the mod channel?


Worm28: I will


>


Hartella: when this gets out the fandom’s explode


LordDrek: yeah. is JB going to let you know how it goes?


Hartella: yes, he said he would.


LordDrek: fuck, this feels like Christmas Eve
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The ground is hollow in the path of mirth…


Felicia Hemans


The Festal Hour




The agency’s next full team meeting took place at the office on the second Friday in February. It was a dark, wet London day. Heavy rain pattered on the windowpanes and the office’s artificial light made everyone but Dev look unhealthily pale.


‘Right,’ said Strike, having dealt with a few loose ends and administrative details, ‘on to Groomer. As you know, we thought he was too smart to hang around Legs’ school, but that changed yesterday lunchtime. Midge?’


‘Yeah,’ she said, taking the biscuit tin from Barclay and passing it to Strike without taking anything herself, ‘he turned up in his BMW at twelve-thirty, window wound down, scanning all the girls who were coming out for lunch. I took pictures – Pat’s printed them out –’


Pat stuck her e-cigarette between her teeth, opened the folder on her lap and passed the wad of pictures around.


‘– and as you can see, he texted her, rather than flag her down in front of her mates. Once the friends were out of sight she doubled back and got into the car with him. I was worried they were going to drive off somewhere, but he only went round the corner so they’d be out of sight of the school gates.’


The photos had reached Robin. She examined them one by one. In the last, which had been taken through the windscreen of the BMW, Groomer, a handsome man of around forty, with a full head of dirty blond hair and an attractively crooked smile, was kissing the back of the seventeen-year-old’s hand as she sat in the passenger seat beside him.


‘The hand-kissing happened right before the school bell rang,’ said Midge. ‘She checked her phone right after it, realised she was due back in class and legged it. He drove off. He didn’t come back and she took the bus home as usual.’


‘But there’ve been developments since,’ said Strike. ‘When Midge showed me these photos, I sent them straight to the mother, who called me this morning. She confronted Legs, pretended another mother had spotted her getting into Groomer’s car. Legs claimed he had just happened to be passing the school and waved at her. The mother demanded to see her mobile. Legs refused. It degenerated into a physical fight.’


‘Oh no,’ groaned Robin.


‘Legs managed to keep the mobile out of her mother’s clutches, so her mother, who pays the bill, locked and wiped it remotely.’


‘Nice one,’ said Barclay and Midge in unison, but Dev shook his head.


‘He’ll exploit it – buy her a new phone. The worst thing that woman can do right now is make herself the bad guy.’


‘I agree,’ said Strike. ‘The client’s already panicking about what’s going to happen when she goes abroad again. Legs will be staying with the schoolfriend whose family took her to Annabel’s at New Year and, having seen them, they don’t look like strict disciplinarians.


‘Anyway, mother and daughter are currently driving to Hereford for Granny’s ninetieth birthday.’


‘The atmosphere in that car must be fantastic,’ said Dev.


‘Bottom line,’ said Strike, ‘the Groomer case continues, although my gut says we’re not going to be able to give the client what she wants. Her daughter’s of age. What Groomer’s doing might be morally off, but it isn’t illegal. Mind you, if he keeps hanging around the school gates we might have something to work with.’


‘He’s too canny to do that on a regular basis,’ said Dev.


‘A baseball bat tae the nuts might sort him out,’ suggested Barclay.


‘What we need is to prove to the girl he’s a creep,’ said Robin. ‘That would end it. The problem is, she currently thinks he’s wonderful.’


‘Does she?’ mused Midge, ‘or is she getting a kick out of stealing her mother’s boyfriend?’


‘Maybe both,’ said Robin.


‘I agree,’ said Strike. ‘Psychologically, turning the girl off him’s the one sure-fire way to end it, but putting full-time surveillance on Groomer himself is going to double the bills and I don’t think the client will go for it. She’s taking the view that she can put a stop to it all by threatening both of them and yelling.’


‘She comes across as a lot smarter than that on the telly,’ said Dev through a mouthful of biscuit.


‘Naebody’s smart wi’ their own family,’ said Barclay. ‘I wouldnae be married if my mother-in-law hadn’t kept telling my wife I was some worthless squaddie on the make.’


‘Didn’t you just repaint your mother-in-law’s kitchen?’ asked Robin.


‘I did, aye. She almost thanked me too,’ said Barclay. ‘Magical  moment.’


Robin and Dev laughed at his dour expression.


‘You know, we’ve got a light weekend,’ said Strike thoughtfully, rubbing the chin that already looked grimy with stubble, though he’d shaved that morning. ‘It mightn’t be a bad idea to have a shufti at what Groomer gets up to when the girl’s not around. Who fancies some overtime?’


‘I’ll do it,’ said Dev before anyone else could speak. ‘I could use the money. Just found out the wife’s expecting again,’ he clarified, and there was a round of congratulations.


‘OK, great,’ said Strike. ‘You’ve got his address. Anything you can get that might make him look a bit less knight-erranty to a schoolgirl… 


‘So, on to Fingers. We’re expecting him back from the Maldives tomorrow lunchtime, so it’ll be business as usual from his arrival at Heathrow at twelve-forty. And I’ve got a meeting with that guy with the mad hair and the patent-pending problem on Monday. I’ll let you know how that goes.


‘Anyone got any issues with the rest of this month’s rota? Pat’s drawing up March now, so talk dates with her if you—’


‘I wondered whether anyone could swap this Sunday with me,’ said Robin. ‘I’m supposed to be tailing Fingers. I wouldn’t ask, but there’s a viewing of a flat I really want to see. They’re only showing it on Sundays.’


‘No problem,’ said Strike, ‘I’ll do your shift, if you don’t mind doing my Monday.’


The swap was agreed and the discussion descended into small talk, so Robin typed out a quick email on her phone to the estate agent.


A notification from BBC News slid across her phone screen as she typed. Something about stabbing victims being named; she swiped it away. There was so much knife crime in London it was hard to keep up: the eight-inch-long scar on Robin’s forearm, still raised, faintly pink and shiny, was the relic of such an attack.


The rest of the team was tidying away chairs or putting them back into their usual position. Rain continued to pound against the office windows. As Robin pressed send on her email, a second BBC notification slid across the screen. Ledwell and Blay discovered in Highgate Cemetery.


Robin stared at the screen for a few seconds, then tapped the notification with a finger. Somebody said goodbye to her but she didn’t answer, because she was waiting for the full story of the stabbing in Highgate Cemetery to load. The glass door of the office opened and closed. Midge and Barclay had left, chatting to each other, their footsteps dying away down the metal staircase.




Highgate Stabbing Victims Were Creators of Cult Cartoon


The victims of a twin stabbing yesterday evening in Highgate Cemetery have been named by Scotland Yard as Edie Ledwell, 30, and Josh Blay, 25, co-creators of Netflix hit animation The Ink Black Heart, which is set in the same London graveyard.


Ledwell’s body was discovered by a cemetery worker. Blay survived the attack and was taken to the Whittington Hospital, where he remains in a critical condition.


Police have asked members of the public who noticed anyone behaving unusually in the vicinity of the cemetery between 4pm and 6pm on the 12th February to call a dedicated hotline (number below). No description of an attacker has been released.


Ledwell and Blay created the surprise hit after meeting at North Grove Art Collective… 





Through the loud thumping of blood in her ears, Robin registered that someone was talking to her. She looked up.


‘What’s the matter?’ said Strike sharply, because the colour had drained from Robin’s face.


‘That girl – woman – who wanted us to investigate the internet troll? She’s been murdered.’
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But should the play


Prove piercing earnest, 


Should the glee glaze 


In death’s stiff stare, 


Would not the fun 


Look too expensive? 


Would not the jest 


Have crawled too far?


Emily Dickinson


LV
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In-game chats between all eight  moderators of  Drek’s Game





<Moderator Channel>


<13 February 2015 17.34>


Worm28: Hartella ?


Worm28: I can see you’re in here


Worm28: hello ?


Worm28: someone talk


Worm28: pleaes


>
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<Morehouse has joined the channel>


Worm28: Morhuse , thank god have you seen ?


Morehouse: yeah


Worm28: I can ’t


Worm28: It can ’t be true can it ?


Worm28: oh god I can’t stop cryign


Worm28: it can ’t be true


Morehouse: I think it must be, Worm


Morehouse: They wouldn’t give out names unless they were sure.


Worm28: oh god


<Fiendy1 has joined the channel>


Fiendy1: have you heard


Worm28: yes


>


>


Fiendy1: anyone know anything?


Morehouse: no


Fiendy1: I’m fkn shaking


<A new private channel has opened>


<13 February 2015 17.35>


<Morehouse invites Paperwhite>


Morehouse: Paperwhite?


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


<Paperwhite has joined the channel>


Paperwhite: Hey Mouse, sorry, I’m on the bus. Home in 20.


Morehouse: Are you sitting down?


<A new private channel has opened>


<13 February 2015 17.35>


<Morehouse invites Paperwhite>


Morehouse: Paperwhite?


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


<Paperwhite has joined the channel>


Paperwhite: Hey Mouse, sorry, I’m on the bus. Home in 20.


Morehouse: Are you sitting down?


<A new private channel has opened>


<13 February 2015 17.36>


<Vilepechora invites LordDrek>


Vilepechora: u there, C?


<LordDrek has joined the channel>


LordDrek: fuuuuuuuuuuck


Vilepechora: hahahahaha


>


LordDrek: FUUUUUUUUUUCK


Vilepechora: can you fkn believe it


>
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Worm28: I can ’t stop crying


Fiendy1: do you think Blay did it?


Worm28: what/ ? ?


Fiendy1: d’you think he stabbed her and then himself?


Worm28: why aer you saying that ?


Fiendy1: look at Twitter, that’s what they’re saying happened.


<Vilepechora has joined the channel>


<LordDrek has joined the channel>


LordDrek: you’ve all heard?


Worm28: yes


Fiendy1: yes


LordDrek: fuck


LordDrek: this is a fkn tragedy


Vilepechora: I know who my money’s on.


Fiendy1: ?


LordDrek: K** N****


Vilepechora: exactly. Crazy fkn bitch.


Paperwhite: Yeah, I’m on the bus!


Morehouse: You haven’t seen the news?


Paperwhite: What news?


Morehouse: Ledwell’s been murdered


>


>


Paperwhite: what?


Morehouse: Stabbed yesterday in H cemetery. Blay too. He’s critical in hospital.


>


>


>


>


Paperwhite: Morehouse, if this is a joke it’s not funny


Morehouse: you think I’d joke about something like this?


>


>


>


>


LordDrek: Burn this & go to mod chan, lets see how they’re takin it


<Vilepechora has left the channel>


<LordDrek has left the channel>


<Private channel has closed>
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Crazy fkn bitch.


LordDrek: yeah, I’ve always thought she was a Jodi Arias in the making.


<Anomie has joined the channel>


Anomie: fuck


>


Anomie: you all seen?


Worm28: yes


<Hartella has joined the channel>


>


>


Anomie: fuck


>


>


>


Anomie: you all been struck dumb or something?


Fiendy1: no we’re just in shock


Worm28: I can ‘t stop cryign


>


Worm28: people on Twitter are saying it ‘s the fans fault


>


>


>


>


Morehouse: are you still there?


Paperwhite: yes


>


Paperwhite: just googled it


>


>


Paperwhite: I think I’m going to throw  up


Morehouse: I know


Morehouse: the hell were they doing in  the cemetery  together?


Morehouse: I heard  they weren’t even speaking to each  other


Paperwhite: who told you that?


Morehouse: Anomie


>


>


<A new private channel has opened>


<13 February 2015 17.47>


<Hartella invites LordDrek and Vilepechora>


Hartella: Drek talk to me


>


>


>


Hartella: Vile, u there?


<LordDrek has joined the channel>


<Vilepechora has joined the channel>


LordDrek: how u doing hun?
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Fiendy1: how is it?


Worm28: they thikn a fan might of done it


>


>


>


>


>


Fiendy1: it could’ve been random


Fiendy1: like a mugging or something


Fiendy1: or someone mentally ill


Worm28: what kind of thing is that to say


Worm28: you think I could kill someon ?


Fiendy1: Worm I don’t mean like  being depressed or whatever


<Worm28 has left the channel>


Fiendy1: shit


Anomie: lol


>


>


Paperwhite: Mouse, I’ve got to tell you something


Morehouse: what?


Paperwhite: LordDrek and Vilepechora thought Ledwell was Anomie


Morehouse: wtf?


Paperwhite: they put together a whole like dossier of proof


Morehouse: when was this?


Paperwhite: couple of weeks ago


Paperwhite: I never believed it but some of the others did


Paperwhite: and Hartella volunteered to take the dossier to Blay


Paperwhite: and Blay believed it and that’s why he was meeting Ledwell, to tell her he knew she was Anomie


>


Morehouse: why the f didn’t you tell me?


Paperwhite: they told me not to because you were in on it


Hartella: you know what’s happened?


LordDrek: yeah


Vilepechora: fkn terrible


>


>


Hartella: I’m so scared


LordDrek: ?


Hartella: They’re saying on twitter Blay did it


Vilepechora: if he did, he overdid it


LordDrek: news says he’s critical


Hartella: I persuaded him to meet her tho


LordDrek: so?


Hartella: I knew they were going to meet in the cemetery


Hartella: he told me in his text


Hartella: it’ll be on his phone


LordDrek: so? got an alibi?


Hartella: why are you saying that? why would I want them dead, for gods sake?
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>


>


>


>


>


>


Anomie: we’re doing massive numbers right now


Fiendy1: are you for real?


Fiendy1: you care about numbers today?


Anomie: I’m stating a fact, that’s all


<Fiendy1 has left the channel>


>


>


>


>


Anomie: Hartella, why aren’t you talking?


>


>


>


>


Morehouse: you just said you didn’t believe it


Paperwhite: I didn’t know what to think


Paperwhite: I wish I’d told you but the dossier was really convincing and so were Drek and Vile


>


>


>


>


>


>


Paperwhite: I’m  sorry, but I don’t  know who you are, do I?


Paperwhite: you won’t even send me a pic


>


Paperwhite: Morehouse, talk to me


Morehouse: I could’ve told you he wasn’t Ledwell


Paperwhite: you told me you’d never met him face to face


Morehouse: I don’t need to meet him face-to-face I know exactly who he is,I’ve always known, we’ve Facetimed


LordDrek: I never said you would, I was trying to reassure you


Hartella: I was at my sister’s


LordDrek: well then, you’ve got nothing to worry about


Hartella: no


Hartella: I know


>


Hartella: Anomie’s on the mod channel


LordDrek: yeah I can see


Vilepechora: shit


LordDrek: we genuinely thought he was Ledwell


LordDrek: I swear we thought he was


Hartella: do you think I should talk to the police and explain why they were meeting?


LordDrek: up to you


Vilepechora: probably better to tell them before they come and find you


LordDrek: yeah, if you’re on his phone and he told you they were meeting at the cemetery the cops will want to see you
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Hartella: sorry Anomie just trying to process this


Hartella: kind of devastated


Hartella: I can’t be here right now sorry


<Hartella has left the channel>


LordDrek: fuck, this is terrible news


Vilepechora: yeah it is


>


LordDrek: we’re doing massive numbers right now


Anomie: I know


Vilepechora: makes sense


Paperwhite: I’m shitting myself here


Morehouse: why?


Paperwhite: I guessed where Blay & Ledwell were going to meet. I told the others it was obvious.


Morehouse: so?


Paperwhite: so  Hartella thought  I was going to turn up to try and get  an autograph or something


>


Paperwhite: Morehouse I know you’re angry but talk to me


Morehouse: you’ve worried you’ll be suspected?


Paperwhite: I wish I hadn’t said I’d guessed where they’d meet


Paperwhite: I just thought it was obvious


Morehouse: but you live like four hundred miles away from Highgate Cemetery


Hartella: yeah


Hartella: I’d better go think what to do


LordDrek: understood


LordDrek: take care of yourself xxx


Hartella: xxx


<Hartella has left the channel>


Vilepechora: lolololol


LordDrek: dumb fkn foid


LordDrek: mod channel, let’s stir the shit some more


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>
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Vilepechora: people want to connect


>


>


Anomie: Harty292’s back, I thought we perma-banned that cunt


LordDrek: I’ll go kick him out


Vilepechora: what’s your theory, Paperwhite?


Vilepechora: you & Morehouse consoling each other on another chan?


>


>


>


>


>


>


LordDrek: shit the numbers we’re doing are off the fkn chart


Vilepechora: we’re gonna do our biggest nite ever if this keeps up


>


>


>


Paperwhite: how do you know where I live?


Morehouse: I don’t it was just a figure of speech


>


>


Paperwhite: 400 miles isn’t a figure of  speech


Morehouse: I just meant you don’t seem to know London


Morehouse: so I assumed you didn’t live there


Paperwhite: so you picked 400 miles at random


Paperwhite: we’ve never talked about London


Morehouse: you told me you’d never been to Highgate Cemetery


Paperwhite: I haven’t but I bet nor have loads of Londoners


>


Paperwhite: you know who I am


Morehouse: no I don’t, how could i?


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


LordDrek: Bet you


£500 Paperwhite’s telling Morehouse all about our dossier


Vilepechora: hahaha


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>
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>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Morehouse: Anomie, we should close the game for a few days


Morehouse: mark of respect


Anomie: should we  fuck


Anomie: this is exactly the time to make bloody sure everyone knows fans want Drek’s Game.


Anomie: show of strength


Morehouse: the hell is wrong with you?


Paperwhite: I’ve sent you pics


Morehouse: I know but that doesn’t mean I know who u are


Paperwhite: so it’s ok for you to cyber stalk me but I’m not even allowed to know what you look like?


Morehouse: I haven’t cyberstalked u


Paperwhite: I don’t believe you


<Paperwhite has left the channel>


<Morehouse has left the channel>


<Private channel has closed>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


LordDrek: go and  look at what’s happening in the  Circle of Lebanon


Vilepechora: why?


LordDrek: just go  & look it’s fkn hilarious


>


>


>


>


Vilepechora: hahahaha


LordDrek: fkn excellent isn’t it


>


>


>


>
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Morehouse: Ledwell’s dead and Blay might still die


Morehouse: we look like shits, ignoring what’s happened and keeping the game  open


Anomie: if she’d ever been involved in the game or approved of it I’d close for a couple of days


Anomie: but she fkn hated it, so we stay open


LordDrek: yeah, fans are consoling each each other in here, Morehouse


Vilepechora: yeah, they’re pouring in here to grieve


Morehouse: are they hell


Morehouse: go look at the Circle of  Lebanon


LordDrek: why what’s happening?


Morehouse: They’re having a fkn party


Morehouse: they’re celebrating that she’s dead


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


Vilepechora: hahaha, Morehouse’s noticed


>


>


>


>


>
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Vilepechora: don’t think so, bwah


Morehouse: they are


Morehouse: and you 3 don’t seem too bloody sad about it either


<Morehouse has left the channel>


Anomie: fuck off  then you little brown dwarf


Vilepechora: lol


LordDrek: lol


>


Anomie: so which of you stabbed Blay & which Ledwell?


>


Vilepechora: lol, we thought you did them both, bwah


Anomie: I did


Anomie: just testing ;)


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


>


LordDrek: wait is Morehouse <?


Vilepechora: sounds like it


LordDrek: worth knowing


Vilepechora: wanna go join the party?


LordDrek: nah


LordDrek: we should go talk to the boys


Vilepechora: WE GOT OURSELVES A KILL BWAH!!!
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I, who should have known, 


Forereckoned mischief!


Elizabeth Barrett Browning


Aurora Leigh 




The team meeting had ended over an hour ago. Rain continued to pour down onto Denmark Street. The sky beyond the office windows was stormy-dark and the reflections of Strike and Robin, the only two people who remained at the office, were ghostly in the glass.


Pat had lingered beyond her usual going-home time, not because she particularly wanted to meet the CID officer who’d told Robin he’d be with her shortly, but because she seemed to feel that Strike was being insufficiently solicitous towards his partner.


‘She still looks peaky,’ Pat told Strike as he emerged from the inner office, where Robin had heard him cancelling dinner plans with someone unknown. ‘She should have a brandy. I’ll go out and buy some.’


‘I don’t want to meet the police stinking of booze, Pat,’ said Robin before Strike could respond, ‘and I only look horrible because of the light in here. I’m fine. Go home and have a good weekend!’


So Pat took down her umbrella and handbag from their peg beside the glass door and, with a last sceptical look at Robin, departed.


‘What’s wrong with the light in here?’ Strike asked once the door had closed.


‘It makes everyone look like they’re anaemic,’ said Robin. ‘And you didn’t have to cancel your dinner plans, either. I’m fine to meet the police alone.’


‘I’d rather stay,’ said Strike. ‘Want another tea?’


‘That’d be great,’ said Robin. ‘Thanks.’


She was glad he hadn’t left. She felt more shaken than she wanted to admit. Needing activity, she folded up the plastic chair on which she’d sat for the team meeting, stowed it away and settled instead on the revolving chair behind Pat’s desk, which was far more comfortable.


‘I’ve put sugar in it,’ Strike told Robin, setting the mug down in front of her.


‘I’m fine, for God’s sake,’ said Robin, now slightly exasperated. ‘If I keeled over every time someone got stabbed in London I’d spend half my life unconscious.’


Strike sat down on the fake leather sofa with his own mug of tea and said,


‘Ledwell getting killed had nothing to do with you refusing to take her case. You know that, right?’


‘Yes,’ said Robin, preferring to sip tea than to meet his gaze. ‘Obviously I do.’


‘We couldn’t have taken the case ahead of the waiting-list clients.’


‘I know.’


‘And even if that troll she was trying to unmask was the one who knifed her,’ Strike pressed on, ‘which I have to say is extremely unlikely – but even if the troll was the killer, we’d never have found out who they were in this short a period of time.’


‘I know,’ repeated Robin, ‘but – but Edie Ledwell might have felt a bit happier during her last few weeks of life thinking she was doing something about – oh shit,’ she said angrily, turning away from Strike so she could wipe her eyes on her sleeve.


A vivid image of Edie Ledwell had forced its way into her mind: the streaked eyeliner and the tattooed hand with its bitten fingernails, holding tight to the expensive ink-stained bag on her lap. The rain drummed on the windows. Robin really wanted CID to hurry up. She wanted to know exactly what had happened.


The buzzer rang. Robin jumped up, but Strike had already heaved himself off the sofa. When he pressed the intercom button a disembodied voice said,


‘DCI Ryan Murphy here for Robin Ellacott.’


‘Great, come up,’ said Strike, pressing the button to open the door to the street.


Strike walked out onto the landing and looked down at the metal staircase below. Two people were climbing the stairs towards their office. One was tall and male, the other a petite woman with jet-black hair. Both wore civilian clothes.


‘Ryan Murphy,’ said the white officer, a pleasant-looking man with wavy light brown hair.


‘Cormoran Strike,’ said the detective, shaking hands.


‘This is Angela Darwish.’


The black-haired woman nodded silently to Strike as they passed into the office where Robin now stood behind Pat’s desk, ready to shake hands. This done, Strike took the plastic fold-up chairs out of the cupboard again. Once everyone was sitting down, and tea and coffee had been declined, Ryan Murphy asked Robin to tell them exactly what had transpired between her and Edie Ledwell when the animator had come to the agency.


Strike listened to Robin’s account in silence while drinking his tea. He felt a certain pride in her powers of observation and in the methodical way she took the officer through the brief encounter. Murphy took notes and added the occasional question. Darwish, who Strike judged to be over forty, was watching Robin with a slight frown on her face.


‘How’re we spelling “Anomie”?’ asked Murphy the first time Robin said the name. She spelled it out for him.


‘Is that supposed to be a play on “anonymous” or—?’


Strike, who hadn’t heard the name of Ledwell’s internet persecutor until this moment, opened his mouth to speak, but Darwish got there before he did.


‘Anomie,’ she said, in a high, clear voice, ‘means a lack of the usual ethical or social standards.’


‘Really?’ said Murphy. ‘New one on me. Carry on,’ he added to Robin, ‘you were saying she had a folder with her – what was in it?’


‘Printed-out copies of tweets by Anomie, with her own annotations. I didn’t look through the whole thing,’ said Robin. ‘She actually left it behind by mistake.’


‘You haven’t still—?’


‘No,’ said Robin. ‘I asked our office manager to return it via her agent. I can check with Pat if she did.’


‘I’ll do that,’ offered Strike, getting up and moving into the inner office again, so as not to interrupt the interview. The dividing door swung shut behind him.


‘So this Anomie,’ said Murphy, ‘knew a lot of personal stuff about her?’


‘Yes,’ said Robin. ‘I skimmed through the file before I gave it to Pat to send back. He knew she’d been given money by a relative, and that she’d tried to commit suicide, and where she was hospitalised afterwards.’


As Robin said the word ‘suicide’, she noticed Darwish’s gaze flicker towards Murphy and away again. The latter’s unblinking gaze remained fixed on Robin, who went on,


‘Anomie also knew the identity of a girl who’d been the inspiration for one of the cartoon characters. It was that that made Edie think she knew who Anomie really was.’


‘And who did she think it was?’ asked Murphy.


‘A man called Seb Montgomery.’


As she said the name Robin thought she saw an almost imperceptible lowering of shoulders and slackening of faces. She had the strange feeling that she’d disappointed Murphy and Darwish.


‘Did she give you any details about this Montgomery?’ asked Murphy.


‘Yes, he’s an animator or an artist who helped her and Blay when they first started making The Ink Black Heart,’ said Robin. ‘I think she said Montgomery was at the same art school as Blay. After they’d done a few episodes they didn’t need him any more, and she said he resented being dropped, once the cartoon started getting a big following.’


The door opened and Strike reappeared.


‘You were right,’ he told Robin, as rain continued to lash the windows. ‘Pat sent that folder back to Ledwell’s agent. His name’s Allan Yeoman. He runs an agency for creatives in the West End: AYCA.’


‘Great, thanks,’ said Murphy, making another note as Strike dropped back onto the sofa with a grunt.


‘So, did Ledwell mention anyone else as a possible Anomie?’ Murphy asked.


‘No,’ said Robin, ‘only Montgomery.’


‘What was her state of mind during your meeting with her, in your judgement?’


‘Overwrought,’ said Robin. ‘She looked as though she wasn’t really taking care of herself. Bitten fingernails, creased clothes – her boots needed re-heeling—’


‘You noticed her boots needed re-heeling?’ asked Murphy. His upper lip was thicker than his lower, which added a kind of sweetness to a face that was otherwise all angles. He had hazel eyes, though they were nowhere near as distinctive as Edie Ledwell’s amber-coloured ones.


‘Yes. She was – she was all odd contrasts. Very expensive bag and coat but otherwise a bit of a mess. She also had fingertip bruising on her neck.’


‘Bruising to her neck?’


‘Yes – I thought it was dirt at first, but then I got closer and saw what it really was. I asked her what had happened to her and she said she banged into something, that she was clumsy. But it was fingertip bruising, I could see the thumb mark. She mentioned a boyfriend, but didn’t tell me his name. I got the impression they were living together.’


‘Yeah, they were,’ said Murphy. ‘He’s a teacher. Did she give you any reason to suppose she thought she was trying to escape the relationship? Any mention of domestic violence?’


‘No,’ said Robin. ‘She seemed completely focused on what Anomie was doing to her and the fact that Blay thought she was behind it all, although I wouldn’t be surprised if there were other personal troubles. She seemed – put it this way: if I’d seen on the news that she’d killed herself, that wouldn’t have surprised me as much as this has. It was definitely done by somebody else, was it?’


‘Yes,’ said Murphy.


‘Blay’s injuries as well?’ asked Strike.


‘Yes, but – I’m sure you understand—’


‘Of course,’ said Strike, raising a placatory hand. It had been worth a try.


‘This accusation of Blay’s, that she was Anomie,’ said Murphy. ‘What led him to believe that, do you know?’


‘From what I remember,’ said Robin, staring down at the desk in an effort to recall Ledwell’s exact words, ‘he said it was something he’d heard, but he wouldn’t tell her where he’d heard it. They spoke a few times on the phone, with him repeating the accusation and her denying it. But then, during their last call, he’d told her he had a dossier of proof that she was Anomie.’


‘A literal dossier?’ asked Murphy. ‘A physical file?’


‘I don’t know for sure, but she seemed to think so,’ said Robin. ‘She said she’d asked him what was in it and he wouldn’t tell her.’


‘OK, this definitely needs looking into,’ said Murphy, looking at Darwish, who nodded, ‘this dossier and Anomie. We’ll speak to this Seb Montgomery, too. No idea where he works currently, I suppose?’ he asked Robin.


‘No,’ said Robin, ‘sorry. As we couldn’t take the case, I didn’t ask for his details.’


‘No problem. Shouldn’t be too hard to track him down if he helped them animate that cartoon.’


Darwish, who hadn’t spoken since giving the definition of anomie, now cleared her throat.


‘Just a couple more things,’ she said to Robin, for the first time clicking out the nib of her own pen and opening a notebook. ‘Did Ledwell say anything about this Anomie attacking her for her political beliefs?’


‘No,’ said Robin, ‘she didn’t mention politics at all. The attacks were all personal – claiming she’d worked as a prostitute, posting a picture of her flat. He also shared genuine private information he had about her.’


Darwish made a short note, then looked up and said,


‘And you’re quite sure, are you, she didn’t mention anyone else as a possible persecutor?’


‘I’m sure she didn’t,’ said Robin.


‘Did she happen to mention the actor who used to voice her character Drek?’


‘No,’ said Robin, brow furrowed, ‘but she did say something about that character: that she really wished they hadn’t created him. She didn’t say why – unless it was because, in the cartoon, Drek’s the one who makes the other characters play the game. She might have meant that if there hadn’t been any Drek, Anomie would never have made the game.’


‘You’ve watched this cartoon, have you?’ Murphy asked Robin.


‘Only a tiny bit,’ said Robin. ‘It’s…’


‘Nuts?’


Robin forced a smile and said, ‘A bit. Yes.’


Darwish, who’d made another brief note, now closed her notebook and then cast a look at DCI Murphy that plainly said I’ve got everything I need.


‘Right, well, you’ve been very helpful, Miss Ellacott,’ said Murphy as he and Darwish stood up. ‘I’m going to give you my direct number, in case you remember anything else.’


He handed her his card. His hand was large, warm and dry as he shook hers. He was as tall as Strike, though rather slimmer.


Strike showed the visitors out. Robin was putting Murphy’s card into her purse when her partner reappeared.


‘You OK?’ he asked, closing the glass door on the sound of the retreating footsteps.


‘Fine,’ said Robin, for what felt like the umpteenth time. She took the dregs of her sugary tea over to the sink and washed up the mug.


‘There’s something up,’ said Strike as the sound of the door to the street slamming echoed up the stairwell.


Robin turned to look at him. Strike had just taken down his overcoat from beside the door. The rain was still pounding against the windows.


‘What d’you mean?’ asked Robin.


‘That question about politics.’


‘Well… I suppose people argue about politics all the time on Twitter.’


‘Yeah,’ said Strike, who was holding his mobile in his right hand, ‘but while Murphy was asking you your opinion of the cartoon, I looked up the voice actor who played Drek.’


‘And?’


‘He was fired because of what many took to be his far-right political position. He claimed he was being satirical, but Ledwell and Blay weren’t having it and sacked him.’


‘Oh,’ said Robin.


Strike scratched his chin, eyes on the glass door.


‘Don’t know if you noticed, but they never told us what that Angela Darwish does either. She didn’t leave a card.’


‘I assumed she was CID as well.’


‘Maybe.’


‘What else could she be?’


‘I wondered,’ said Strike slowly, ‘whether she was counter-terrorism… maybe MI5.’


Robin stared at Strike until she realised warm water from the mug she was still holding was dripping onto her feet. She set it down on the draining board.


‘MI5?’


‘Just a thought.’


‘What kind of terrorist would target a pair of animat—?’


She caught herself as Strike raised his eyebrows at her. The faint echo of bullets ripping through a Parisian publishers’ office seemed to fill the space between them.


‘But Charlie Hebdo – that was entirely different. The Ink Black Heart isn’t a political cartoon, there was nothing about religion…’


‘No,’ said Strike. ‘Maybe you’re right. You ready to go? I’ll walk down with you, I’m going to get a takeaway.’


If Robin hadn’t been pondering the question of why the stabbing of two animators could have possibly interested MI5, she might have asked herself why Strike was taking a small rucksack into Chinatown to pick up his takeaway, but she was so preoccupied, his lie went unchallenged.
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Worm28: I can 't stop
crying

Fiendyl: do you think
Blay did it?

Worm28: what/ ? ?
Fiendyl: d’you think he
stabbed her and then

himself?

Worm28: why aer you
saying that ?
Fiendyl: look at
Twitter, that’s
what they’'re saying
happened.

<Vilepechora has
joined the channel>

<LordDrek has joined
the channel>

LordDrek: you’'ve all
heard?

Worm28: yes
Fiendyl: yes
LordDrek: fuck

LordDrek: this is a fkn
tragedy

Vilepechora: I know
who my money’s on.

Fiendyl: ?
LordDrek: K** N****

Vilepechora: exactly.

Paperwhite: Yeah, I'm
on the bus!

Morehouse: You haven't
seen the news?

Paperwhite: What news?

Morehouse: Ledwell’s
been murdered

Paperwhite: what?

Morehouse: Stabbed
yesterday in H

cemetery. Blay too. He’s

critical in hospital.

Paperwhite: Morehouse,
if this is a joke it’s
not funny

Morehouse: you think
I'd joke about
something like this?

LordDrek: Burn this & go
to mod chan, lets see
how they’re takin it

<Vilepechora has left
the channel>

<LordDrek has left the
channel>

<Private channel has
closed>
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In-game chats between all eight
moderators of Drek’s Game

<Moderator Channel>

<13 February 2015
17.34>

Worm28: Hartella ?

Worm28: I can see
you’'re in here

Worm28: hello ?
Worm28: someone talk

Worm28: pleaes
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<Morehouse has joined
the channel>

Worm28: Morhuse , thank
god have you seen ?

Morehouse: yeah
Worm28: I can 't

Worm28: It can 't be
true can it ?

Worm28: oh god I can't
stop cryign

Worm28: it can 't be
true

Morehouse: I think it
must be, Worm

Morehouse: They
wouldn’t give out
names unless they were
sure.

Worm28: oh god

<Fiendyl has joined the
channel>

Fiendyl: have you heard

Worm28: yes

Fiendyl: anyone know
anything?

Morehouse: no

Fiendyl: I'm fkn
shaking

<A new private channel
has opened>

<13 February 2015 17.35>

<Morehouse invites
Paperwhite>

Morehouse: Paperwhite?

> <A new private channel
has opened>

<13 February 2015 17.36>

<Vilepechora invites

> LordDrek>
> Vilepechora: u there,
c?

<LordDrek has joined

> the channel>
> LordDrek: fuuuuuuuuuuck
> Vilepechora: hahahahaha

<Paperwhite has joined >
the channel>

LordDrek: FUUUUUUUUUUCK
Paperwhite: Hey Mouse,

sorry, I'm on the bus. Vilepechora: can you
Home in 20. fkn believe it
Morehouse: Are you >

sitting down?





OEBPS/images/Art_P81.jpg
Anomie: I've got stuff to do

Anomie: back in a bit

<Anomie has left the channel>

Paperwhite: Tho actually
it’s kind of obvious
where they’11 meet

Hartella: Paperwhite,
seriously, if fans turn
up there Josh’ll never
trust me again

Paperwhite: I've just
told you I couldn’t
turn up if I wanted to.
I'm miles away.

Hartella: Josh trusts
me, ok?

Paperwhite: Ffs, Hartella,
we get it. Josh Blay’s
got your phone number.
Get over yourself.

Paperwhite: Gtg

<Paperwhite has left
the channel>

Hartella: What the
hell’s her problem?

Fiendyl: She’s used

to being Anomie and
Morehouse’s fave. She
doesn’t like you getting
attention instead

LordDrek: I knew
Morehouse fancied her,
but Anomie as well?

Fiendyl: idk for sure
but he lets her off with
more than anyone else,
haven’t you noticed?

Vilepechora: guess who's
left the mod channel
because they need to be
somewhere later?

Hartella: Well, there
you are. As if we
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<Worm28 has joined the
channel>

Vilepechora: cheers

Vilepechora: suppose
it might not matter
soon if we slack off,
lol

needed more proof.

LordDrek: She’ll be
trying to make herself
look less of a skank
before she meets him.

Hartella: lol

LordDrek: only you could
have done this, Hartella

Hartella: *blushes*

LordDrek: Blay should
go armed. I'm starting
to think she’s psychotic

Vilepechora: can one of
you come and help me
on the mod channel?

Worm28: I will

Hartella: when this
gets out the fandom’s
explode

LordDrek: yeah. is JB
going to let you know
how it goes?

Hartella: yes, he said
he would.

LordDrek: fuck, this
feels like Christmas
Eve
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Anomie: I've got to be
somewhere later. Can
you cover?

Vilepechora: sorry,
dude, got a work meeting

Vilepechora: get
Morehouse to do it

Anomie: he’s got a
thing on, he can’t

they gonna meet?

Hartella: can't tell
you that, sorry

Paperwhite: because you
don’t know or?

Hartella: because Josh
trusts me not to say.

Worm28: will there be
loiyer ’s there ?

Vilepechora: what the
fuck’s a loiyer?

LordDrek: rofl

Fiendyl: fuck off,
she’s dyslexic

Hartella: no, Worm, it’'1l
be just the 2 of them

Vilepechora: She’s in

a shit mood on the
moderator channel
because the numbers
have been down lately.
Wait til Blay shows her
our dossier, hahaha

Paperwhite: why can’t
you tell us where
they’re meeting?

Hartella: I've just told
you, Josh trusts me not
to tell anyone.

Hartella: obviously
he doesn’t want to
be interrupted by

autograph hunters.

Paperwhite: ffs I'm not
going to try and get
an autograph I'm miles
away from London I
just wondered





OEBPS/images/Art_P96.jpg
wrong with you?

Morehouse: Ledwell’s
dead and Blay might
still die

Morehouse: we look
like shits, ignoring
what’s happened and
keeping the game
open

Anomie: if she’d ever
been involved in the
game or approved of it
I'd close for

a couple of days

Anomie: but she fkn
hated it, so we stay
open

LordDrek: yeah, fans
are consoling each
each other in here,
Morehouse

Vilepechora: yeah,
they’re pouring in here
to grieve

Morehouse: are they
hell

Morehouse: go look at
the Circle of
Lebanon

LordDrek: why what’s
happening?

Morehouse: They're
having a fkn party

Morehouse: they're
celebrating that she’s
dead

Vilepechora: hahaha,
Morehouse’s noticed
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Vilepechora: don’t
think so, bwah

Morehouse: they are
Morehouse: and you 3
don’t seem too bloody

sad about it either

<Morehouse has left
the channel>

Anomie: fuck off
then you little brown
dwarf

Vilepechora: lol

LordDrek: 1ol

Anomie: so which of you
stabbed Blay & which
Ledwell?

Vilepechora: lol, we
thought you did them
both, bwah

Anomie: I did

Anomie: just testing
3)

LordDrek: wait is
Morehouse <?

Vilepechora: sounds
like it
LordDrek: worth

knowing

Vilepechora: wanna go
join the party?

LordDrek: nah

LordDrek: we should go
talk to the boys

Vilepechora: WE GOT
OURSELVES A KILL
BWAH!!!
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Vilepechora: people
want to connect

Anomie: Harty292’s
back, I thought we
perma-banned that cunt

LordDrek: I'1l go kick
him out

Vilepechora: what’s
your theory,
Paperwhite?

Vilepechora: you &
Morehouse consoling
each other on another
chan?

LordDrek: shit the
numbers we’re doing are
off the fkn chart

Vilepechora: we’re gonna
do our biggest nite ever
if this keeps up

Paperwhite: how do you
know where I live?

Morehouse: I don’t it
was just a figure of
speech

Paperwhite: 400 miles
isn’t a figure of
speech

Morehouse: I just meant
you don’t seem to know
London

Morehouse: so I assumed
you didn’t live there

Paperwhite: so you
picked 400 miles at
random

Paperwhite: we’ve never
talked about London

Morehouse: you told
me you'd never been to
Highgate Cemetery

Paperwhite: I haven't
but I bet nor have
loads of Londoners

Paperwhite: you know
who I am

Morehouse: no I don’t,
how could i?

LordDrek: Bet you
£500 Paperwhite’s
telling Morehouse all
about our dossier

Vilepechora: hahaha
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Paperwhite: I've sent

> you pics

> Morehouse: I know but
that doesn’t mean I

> know who u are

> Paperwhite: so it’s ok
for you to cyber stalk

> me but I'm not even
allowed to know what

> you look like?

> Morehouse: I haven't

cyberstalked u

Paperwhite: I don’t
> believe you

> <Paperwhite has left
the channel>

<Morehouse has left

> the channel>
> <Private channel has
closed>

Morehouse: Anomie, we
should close the game
for a few days

Morehouse: mark of
respect

Anomie: should we
fuck

Anomie: this is exactly
the time to make
bloody sure everyone
knows fans want Drek’s
Game.

Anomie: show of
strength

Morehouse: the hell is

LordDrek: go and
look at what’s

happening in the
Circle of Lebanon

Vilepechora: why?
LordDrek: just go

& look it’s fkn
hilarious

Vilepechora: hahahaha

LordDrek: fkn excellent
isn’t it
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Anomie: we’re doing
massive numbers right
now

Fiendyl: are you for
real?

Fiendyl: you care about
numbers today?

Anomie: I'm stating a
fact, that’s all

<Fiendyl has left the
channel>

Anomie: Hartella, why
aren’t you talking?

Morehouse: you just said
you didn’t believe it

Paperwhite: I didn’t
know what to think

Paperwhite: I wish

I'd told you but the
dossier was really
convincing and so were
Drek and Vile

Paperwhite: I'm
sorry, but I don’t
know who you are, do
1?

Paperwhite: you won’t
even send me a pic

Paperwhite: Morehouse,
talk to me
Morehouse: I could’'ve
told you he wasn’t
Ledwell

Paperwhite: you told
me you'd never met him
face to face

Morehouse: I don’t

I want them dead, for
gods sake?

LordDrek: I never said
you would, I was trying

to reassure you

Hartella: I was at my
sister’s

LordDrek: well then,
you’ve got nothing to
worry about
Hartella: no
Hartella:

I know

Hartella: Anomie’s on
the mod channel

LordDrek: yeah I can see
Vilepechora: shit

LordDrek: we genuinely
thought he was Ledwell

LordDrek:
thought he was

I swear we

Hartella: do you think
I should talk to the
police and explain why
they were meeting?

LordDrek: up to you

Vilepechora: probably
better to tell them
before they come and
find you

LordDrek: yeah, if
you’re on his phone and
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Hartella: sorry Anomie
just trying to process
this

Hartella: kind of
devastated
Hartella: I can’t be

here right now sorry

<Hartella has left the
channel>

LordDrek: fuck, this is
terrible news

Vilepechora: yeah it is

LordDrek: we're doing
massive numbers right
now

Anomie: I know

Vilepechora: makes
sense

need to meet him face-
to-face I know exactly
who he is,I've always

known, we’ve Facetimed

Paperwhite: I'm
shitting myself here

Morehouse: why?

Paperwhite: I guessed
where Blay & Ledwell
were going to meet.

I told the others it
was obvious.

Morehouse: so?

Paperwhite: so
Hartella thought

I was going to turn up
to try and get

an autograph or
something

Paperwhite: Morehouse
I know you’re angry but
talk to me

Morehouse: you've
worried you'll be
suspected?

Paperwhite: I wish I
hadn’t said I'd guessed
where they’d meet

Paperwhite: I just
thought it was obvious

Morehouse: but you live
like four hundred miles
away from Highgate
Cemetery

he told you they were
meeting at the cemetery
the cops will want to
see you

Hartella: yeah

Hartella: I'd better go
think what to do
LordDrek: understood

LordDrek: take care of
yourself xxx

Hartella: xxx

<Hartella has left the
channel>

Vilepechora: lolololol
LordDrek: dumb fkn foid
LordDrek: mod channel,

let’s stir the shit
some more
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Crazy fkn bitch.
LordDrek: yeah, I've
always thought she was
a Jodi Arias in the

making.

<Anomie has joined the
channel>

Anomie: fuck

Anomie: you all seen?
Worm28: yes

<Hartella has joined
the channel>

Anomie: fuck

Anomie: you all
been struck dumb or
something?

Fiendyl: no we're just
in shock

Worm28: I can ‘t stop
cryign

Worm28: people on
Twitter are saying it

Morehouse: are you
still there?

Paperwhite: yes

Paperwhite: just
googled it

Paperwhite: I think
I'm going to throw
up

Morehouse: I know

Morehouse: the hell
were they doing in
the cemetery
together?

Morehouse: I heard
they weren’t even
speaking to each
other

Paperwhite: who told
you that?

Morehouse: Anomie

<A new private channel
has opened>

<13 February 2015 17.47>
<Hartella invites
LordDrek and

Vilepechora>

Hartella: Drek talk to
me

Hartella: Vile, u there?

<LordDrek has joined
the channel>

<Vilepechora has joined
the channel>

LordDrek: how u doing
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‘s the fans fault

Fiendyl: how is it?

Worm28: they thikn a
fan might of done it

Fiendyl: it could’ve
been random

Fiendyl: like a mugging
or something

Fiendyl: or someone
mentally ill

Worm28: what kind of
thing is that to say

Worm28: you think I
could kill someon ?

Fiendyl: Worm I
don’t mean like
being depressed or

whatever

<Worm28 has left the
channel>

Fiendyl: shit

Anomie: lol

Paperwhite: Mouse,
I've got to tell you
something

Morehouse: what?

Paperwhite: LordDrek
and Vilepechora
thought Ledwell was
Anomie

Morehouse: wtf?

Paperwhite: they put
together a whole like
dossier of proof

Morehouse: when was
this?

Paperwhite: couple of
weeks ago

Paperwhite: I never
believed it but some of
the others did

Paperwhite: and
Hartella volunteered
to take the dossier to
Blay

Paperwhite: and Blay
believed it and that’s
why he was meeting
Ledwell, to tell

her he knew she was
Anomie

Morehouse: why the f
didn’t you tell me?

Paperwhite: they told
me not to because you
were in on it

hun?

Hartella: you know
what’s happened?

LordDrek: yeah

Vilepechora: fkn terrible

Hartella: I'm so scared
LordDrek: ?

Hartella: They're
saying on twitter Blay
did it

Vilepechora: if he did,
he overdid it

LordDrek: news says
he’s critical

Hartella: I persuaded
him to meet her tho
LordDrek: so?
Hartella: I knew they

were going to meet in
the cemetery

Hartella:
his text

he told me in

Hartella:
his phone

it’1l be on

LordDrek: so? got an
alibi?

Hartella: why are you
saying that? why would
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In-game chats between seven of the
eight moderators of Drek’s Game

<Moderator Channel>

<12 February 2015 09.22>

Anomie: Quiet today

Vilepechora: Yeah.
Numbers have been down
last two weeks.

<A new private channel
has opened>

<12 February 2015 09.24>
<Hartella invites

LordDrek, Vilepechora,
Fiendyl, Worm28 and
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Anomie: What’s with the
sudden influx of mods?

Vilepechora: dunno

Anomie: I'm going to ban
that bastard Harty292 if
he keeps that up

Vilepechora: what’s he
doing?

Anomie: breaking rule
14. trying to get ages
and locations off girls.
Arsehole.

Anomie: ok I've had
enough, I'm banning him.

Vilepechora: doesn’t
help our numbers if you
keep banning people.

Paperwhite>

Hartella: peeps?

<Vilepechora has joined
the channel>

<LordDrek has joined
the channel>

<Worm 28 has joined
the channel>

Worm28: have u heard
from josh ?

Hartella: Let’s wait
for the others.

<Paperwhite has joined
the channel>

<Fiendyl has joined the
channel>

Fiendyl: what’s happened?

Hartella: Josh just texted
me. He and Ledwell are
going to meet face-to-
face this afternoon. She’s
still denying it, so he’s
going to take the dossier
and show it to her.

Fiendyl: whoa

Worm28: OMFG
Vilepechora: FKN EXCELLENT!
LordDrek: she’s not gonna
be able to bullshit her

way out of this one

Paperwhite: where are
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7 January 2015
In-game chats between six of the
eight moderators of Drek’s Game

<A new private channel has
opened>

<7 January 2015 16.01>
<LordDrek invites
Vilepechora, Paperwhite,
Hartella, Fiendyl, Worm28>

LordDrek: THIS IS URGENT

<Paperwhite has joined the
channel>

Paperwhite: is this about
the movie?

LordDrek: much bigger than
that

<Hartella has joined the
channel>

Hartella: omg, have you
seen the news?
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Paperwhite: Nor do I

Paperwhite: Morehouse
would never go along with
that

LordDrek: have you met
Morehouse face-to-face?

Paperwhite: no

Vilepechora: not watched
him wanking to you on
your webcam?

Paperwhite: go fuck
yourself Vilepechora

Paperwhite: I just don’t
believe Morehouse would be
ok with Ledwell fooling us
all like that

Fiendyl: what would
she gain, pretending to
be Anomie and trolling
herself?

LordDrek: easy: ‘meet’
Anomie and decide he’s a
good guy after all - he’s
got valid concerns about
over-commercialisation and
all that shit

LordDrek: ‘let’s monetize
the game, Anomie can take
the profits, he deserves
1t

LordDrek: she’ll probably
have some crippled kid
playing Anomie for extra
feelz

LordDrek: Then cripple-
Anomie tells fans now
he’s met her he realises
he got her all wrong,
she’s great, Blay gets
sidelined/ bullied by
fandom who want the game
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Worm28: you’ tr making me
nervous

LordDrek: wait til you've
heard what I've got to say

LordDrek: you’ll be proper
fucking nervous then

<Fiendyl has joined the
channel>

Fiendyl: sorry, had to
change

Vilepechora: you realise
we can’t see you, right?

Fiendyl: ha ha

Fiendyl: out of sports kit
Vilepechora: what sport?
Fiendyl: football

LordDrek: ok, brace
yourselves

LordDrek: Vilepechora and
I got suspicious about
Anomie

LordDrek: so we traced the
IP address.

Paperwhite: wtf?

Vilepechora: There’'s other
stuff we found out/made
connections on

Vilepechora: but the IP
address confirms who she
really is

Fiendyl: I fucking KNEW it
was a girl!

LordDrek: well you were
right
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LordDrek: but not just any
girl

Hartella: what do you
mean?

LordDrek: OK, here it is

LordDrek: Anomie = Edie
Ledwell

Fiendyl: wtf no way
Worm28: 2222722272

Paperwhite: that makes no
fkn sense!

Vilepechora: it does

Vilepechora: we’'ve been
played

LordDrek: played for
fucking fools

Hartella: why would she do
that?

LordDrek: she’s playing
a fucking devious game,
that’s why

Fiendyl: sorry but there’s
no fkn way that’s true

LordDrek: it is

LordDrek: she’s gonna ‘cut
a deal’ with Anomie to
make the game official and
start charging

Vilepechora: except there
is no Anomie. It’s Ledwell’s

game, it was all along

Fiendyl: I don’t believe it
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Comments are moderated. The Buzz reserves the right

to remove comments that contravene guidelines.

Carla Mappin The Ink Black Heart is so fucking over. It's become one big fat cash cow.

Sharon Leaman Can't wait, | think it’ll make an amazing movie!

Anomie After all her ‘no merch’ talk, Greedie Ledwell now wringing all she can out of it
|—> Brian Daniels Why shouldn't she reap the financial rewards?
\—p Anomie Because she’s screwing over fans who put her where she is.
\_> Brian Daniels So don’t watch the movie.
Anomie Maverick needs us more than they

need Ledwell. If they sacked her, the
fandom might give the movie a chance.
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Paperwhite: about the
movie?

Hartella: no, those
gunmen who shot up the
cartoonists in Paris

<Worm28 has joined the
channel>

<Vilepechora has joined
the channel>

Paperwhite: Charlie
something, yeah.

LordDrek: Charlie Hebdo

LordDrek: that’s what we
should do to Ledwell. Go
in there and shoot her
and all the fuckers she’s
got working on the movie
and start again.

Vilepechora: lol

Worm28: Drek don ‘t joke
about stuff like taht

Paperwhite: is that what
you wanted to get us
all together for? plan a
shooting?

LordDrek: You're not far
wrong

Paperwhite: why haven’'t
u invited Anomie or
Morehouse?

LordDrek: Anomie, you’'ll
see why in a sec.
Morehouse because I don’t
trust him not to run off
and tell Anomie.

Paperwhite: Tell Anomie
what?

LordDrek: You’ll see.
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Morehouse: good, won't be
long

Paperwhite: <3

Morehouse: done

Paperwhite: did he listen
to you?

Morehouse: always hard
to know with Anomie.
Something might’ve sunk in.

Morehouse: he doesn’t like
us talking, though. You
and me.

Paperwhite: yeah, about
that.. when are you going
to send me a picture back?

Anomie: If she really tried
to top herself, it won’t
be because of Twitter.
Probably a publicity stunt

Anomie: suppose I'll have
to get Hartella to mod for
me tomorrow if you can’t.

Morehouse: why can’'t you
do it?

Anomie: hospital
appointment

Morehouse: shit, u ok?

Anomie: it’s not mine,
I'm just the chauffeur

Anomie: because god
forbid the fucker should
use public transport

Anomie: well I'11l let
you get back to your
‘deadline’

<Morehouse has left the
channel>

<Anomie has left the
channel>

<Private channel has
closed>
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Morehouse: can’t

Morehouse: my camera
phone’s broken

Paperwhite: fuck off,
Morehouse

Morehouse: lol. Ok, I don’t
like having my photo taken

Paperwhite: I wouldn’t
have sent you what I sent
last nite if I didn’t think
you’d reciprocate
Morehouse: u r gorgeous
Paperwhite: thanx

Morehouse: I'm not

Paperwhite: who cares? I
just want a pic of you

Paperwhite: I love talking
to you. I just want to

know what you look like!

Morehouse: just picture a
standard geek

Paperwhite: I like geeks.
Send me a pic!

Morehouse: so how’s art
school life?

Paperwhite: wow, subtle
change of subject

[}
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Paperwhite: decent, I mean

Paperwhite: you're not even
pissed off that Anomie gets
all the credit for the game

Morehouse: let him have it

Morehouse: There’s more to
life than having a load of
followers on fucking Twitter

Paperwhite: lol you're so
mature. I mean for real,
no snark. You are.

Paperwhite: Can I ask you
something?

Morehouse: Go on

Paperwhite: Is Anomie
definitely a bloke?

Morehouse: yeah of course.
Why are you asking that?

Paperwhite: Fiendyl told
me the other day he thinks
Anomie’s a girl

Paperwhite: he kind of
hinted you and Anomie are
together

Morehouse: Fiendyl's a
shit-stirrer, you don’t want
to listen to a word he says
about me or Anomie.

Paperwhite: Hartella told
me you’d fallen out with
Fiendyl

Morehouse: yeah. He’s an
immature prick sometimes.

Morehouse: hang on,
Anomie’s arrived

<A private channel has
opened>

<28 May 2014 23.05>

<Anomie invites Morehouse>
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Paperwhite: what’s he
saying?

Morehouse: wants me to
moderate tomorrow

Paperwhite: I was worried
he knew I sent you
pictures

Morehouse: you still there?

Paperwhite: yes

Anomie: hi

<Morehouse has joined
the channel>

Morehouse: I've been
texting you all day

Anomie: I've been busy.
I need you to moderate
tomorrow morning, I
can’t do it.

Morehouse: Nor can I, I've
got a deadline on a paper

Anomie: why are you in
here then? Or is ‘deadline
for a paper’ your nickname
for Paperwhite?

Morehouse: ha ha

Anomie: you two seem to
be getting on very well.
I hope no pictures have
been exchanged. Rule 14,
don’t forget.

Morehouse: Have you seen
the news?

Anomie: what, the
“suicide”? Yeah I saw

Morehouse: listen, you
need to lay off Ledwell,
I'm serious

Anomie: Go tell the rest
of the fandom to lay
off her. You think I'm
the only one who’s sick
to death of her fucking
hypocrisy and duplicity?

Morehouse: you're the only
one who's got fifty thousand
Twitter followers you keep
urging to bully her.
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28 May 2014
In-game chats between Paperwhite,
newest moderator of Drek’s Game, Morehouse
and Anomie, co-creators of Drek’s Game

<Private channel>

<28 May 2014 23.03>
Paperwhite: so L¥****x
really did try and kill
herself

Morehouse: looks like it

Paperwhite: shit that’s so
sad

Morehouse: yeah

Paperwhite: have you
talked to Anomie?

Morehouse: not yet

Morehouse: I think he’s
avoiding me

Paperwhite: why?

Morehouse: because I told
him to lay off L¥***** on
Twitter

Paperwhite: you don’t
seriously think that’s why
why she did it? Twitter
trolls?

Morehouse: I don’t know,
but it can’t have helped,

being constantly called a
sell-out and a traitor

Paperwhite: you're so sweet

Morehouse: Am I?!
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Vilepechora: this is
awesome of you, Hartella

Hartella: anything for the
fandom

Vilepechora: 0k, remember:
not a word on the mods
channel or in front of
Anomie or Morehouse

Vilepechora: we can’t be
too careful

Vilepechora: and don’t act
any different

Vilepechora: no digs, no
hints, nothing

Vilepechora: because
she’1l be looking for a
fall guy, remember

Worm28: shit , I ‘ve got
to go I ‘m late for work

<Worm28 has left the
channel>

Paperwhite: I'm supposed
to be moderating. See you
later.

<Paperwhite has left the
channel>

Fiendyl: I'm still not
sure, you guys

Vilepechora: read the
whole file and you’ll
change your mind.

<Fiendyl has left the
channel>

<A new private channel
has opened>

<7 January 2015 16.25>
<LordDrek invites Hartella>

<Hartella joins the
channel>

Hartella: Hi! How are
rehearsals going?

LordDrek: Hard work, but
that’s Chekhov for you.
Listen, will you do me a
favour, babe?

LordDrek: Don’t tell Josh
where you got the file.

LordDrek: if he thinks
a pair of mods in Drek’s
Game put it together, he
might not trust it

Hartella: ok but where
do I say I got it then?

LordDrek: say concerned
fans/sources sent the
stuff to you. That’s
credible, you’re a leader
in the fandom

Hartella: ok, makes
sense. I'll try and go
see Josh this Saturday

LordDrek: you're a
heroine. Keep us posted.

Hartella: will do xxx
Hartella: ok I got to
get back to work, speak

500N XXX

LordDrek: thanks, gorgeous
XXX
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<Hartella has left the
channel>

LordDrek: is that all of
them gone?

Vilepechora: roflnao

Vilepechora: Fuck me,
they’re thick

Vilepechora: not sure
Fiendyl totally went for
it

LordDrek: who cares what

that little fag thinks

LordDrek: all we need is
for Blay to believe it

Vilepechora: true

LordDrek: I just called
that fat pig Hartella
‘gorgeous’

Vilepechora: roflmao you
cuck

LordDrek: but she agreed
not to say where she got
the stuff

Vilepechora: fkn amazing
Vilepechora: think
Paperwhite’11 tell

Morehouse?

LordDrek: not if she’s got
any sense

LordDrek: touchpaper lit,
bwah

Vilepechora: 1lol if this
works...

<Hartella has left the
channel>

<LordDrek has left the
channel>

<Private channel has
closed>
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Anomie messages from her
own account

Hartella: I feel physically
sick

Vilepechora: and don’t
forget, we’ve been
bitching about Ledwell in
front of her all this time

Worm28: so this is the end
of the game ? We can 't
play any more ?

Paperwhite: no it isn't,
don’t be stupid

Paperwhite: the game’s
ours, it isn’t hers

Paperwhite: the game’s
bigger than Blay/Ledwell

Worm28: stop using there
full names , we ‘re not
allowed ! Rule 14 !

LordDrek: if you ask me,
B*** needs to know the
depths of her fuckin
treachery

LordDrek: she’s trying to
fuck him over just as much
as us

Vilepechora: so how do we
let him know?

Hartella: I could go and
see him if u want

Worm28: you don 't know
where he lives

Hartella: I do, actually.
He’ll see me, I'm sure he
will
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Paperwhite: you know J***
B***? for real?

Hartella: yes. I forgot,
you probably joined after
I told the others. I used
to be L****** and B***’s
personal assistant.

Paperwhite: wtf????

Hartella: Drek, we could
go and talk to J***
together.

LordDrek: can’t, hun,
sorry, im busy with you
know what

Worm28: what?
LordDrek: never u mind

Worm28: am I the only one
who never breaks rule 14 ?

Hartella: ok then I'll go
alone and show him this
dossier

LordDrek: u serious?

Hartella: of course, what
she’s doing is despicable

Fiendyl: Hartella, you
know her - you really
think she could pretend to
be Anomie?

Hartella: honestly? Yes.
Working for her wasn’t a
fun experience. She’s hard
as nails and in it for all
she can get

LordDrek: you sure you're
ok to go alone?

Hartella: yeah, of course

LordDrek: wish I could come
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Vilepechora: fandom loves
Ledwell, she gets all the
good press & profits

LordDrek: & fans cough up
thinking Anomie’s gonna
get the money

LordDrek: only problem:
Ledwell’s gonna need a
fall guy to take the rap
for ‘hacking’ Anomie,

or whatever the excuse
is going to be for him
slagging her off

LordDrek: And she’s got
money and skills to frame
one of us

Worm28: I don 't get it .
She hates Anomie .

Vilepechora: it’s all been
fake, moron. Her way of
playing the victim to the
press & the fans

LordDrek: you want proof,
I'11 send it to you now

<LordDrek wants to send
you a file>

<Click alt+y to accept the
file>

Worm28: shit there ‘s
loads

Hartella: omg how long
have u guys been working
on this?
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LordDrek: months

Hartella: whoa

Hartella: when the game
went offline that time

was when Ledwell was in
hospital????? I never made
that connection!

Paperwhite: are you sure
the dates tally?

Hartella: omg I always
knew she was a liar but
this is insane

Fiendyl: how did you guys
get her emails to her
agent???

LordDrek: from a friendly
source inside her agent’s
office who thinks she’s a
total bitch

Hartella: OMG YES -
remember when she said
she’d only talk to
Anomie if he met her
face-to-face?

Vilepechora: yeah, all
laying the ground

Hartella: I thought that
was so fkn weird at the
time! why would she even
think of meeting him if
she hated him so much?

Vilepechora: exactly

LordDrek: and read the
deleted tweets. She’s
slipped up more than once,
accidentally tweeting
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were going to go to
Netflix, though, didn’t I?

Hartella: How do you
always know what’s
going to happen next?!

Anomie: I'm a genius.
Anyway, I think we’'re
going to need 2-3
new moderators, we're
getting more and more
traffic in here

Anomie: Might ask that
girl Paperwhite. She
seems intelligent.

Hartella: LordDrek’s
been playing longer
and I like him a lot.

Anomie: what d’you mean,
you ‘like him a lot’?

Hartella: well he
seems quite nice and
he’s a huge fan of the
cartoon and the game.

Anomie: I don’t want
any real life friends in
here. Rule 14, remember?
Total anonymity.

Hartella: I don’t know
him in real life, he
just seems a good guy!

Anomie: ok I'll ask him

and Paperwhite. And maybe
Vilepechora, he’s always in
here, he can earn his keep

Hartella: don’t you have
to check with Morehouse?

Anomie: why?

Anomie: he’ll be happy
with whatever I decide

<A new private channel
has opened>

<6 February 2013 21.42>
<Fiendyl invites Worm28>
<Worm28 joins the channel>
Fiendyl: doesn’t get any
more modest, does she?
‘I'm a genius’

Worm28: Anomie ?

Fiendyl: who else?

Worm28: you still think
Anomie ‘s a girl ?

Fiendyl: she’s definitely
a girl, I can tell, from
things she says

Worm28: Morehouse knows
Anomie in real life and
says he ‘s a man

Fiendyl: only to throw
everyone off the scent

Worm28: Anomie ’s
someone , right ?

Fiendyl: Everyone’s someone
Worm28: I mean like an

insider on the Ink Black
Heart
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Anomie: I'm the famous
one, don’t forget

Hartella: lol.

Hartella: Where is
Morehouse, anyway? He

hasn’t been in much lately.

Anomie: He'll be back,
don’t worry about that.

Fiendyl: Maybe. I don’t
know

Worm28: I wish they
hadn ‘t left YouTube .
haven ‘t got Netflix . I
cried when I heard

Fiendyl: I was sad
too but Anomie needs
to stop slagging off
Lx***** She’ll end up
shutting us down

Worm28: omg don ‘t say
that I 'd die

I
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6 February 2013
An in-game conversation between Anomie and
three moderators of Drek’s Game

<Moderator Channel>
<6 February 2013 21.41>

<Anomie, Hartella,
Fiendyl, Worm28>

Anomie: Did you see
The Buzz quoted me?

Hartella: lol. You're
famous!

Anomie: I was already
famous

Anomie: everyone 1in
the fandom wants to

know who Anomie is

Hartella: that’s true,
we do!

Fiendyl: I still can’t
understand why your
faithful mods can’t know

Anomie: I have my reasons

Anomie: Told you they
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