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			Praise for Elle Croft


			‘What a clever idea! This kept me reading through the night …’


			Jane Corry


			‘Excellent writing with intriguing characters and a dark and original premise that kept me turning the pages’


			Jenny Quintana


			‘Great books pull you into the story, heart and guts from page one. Really great books also leave you staring into space, thinking about them days after. Utterly absorbing and thought-provoking’


			Caz Frear


			‘I couldn’t put this down. Pacy and gripping’


			Cass Green


			‘The Guilty Wife will make you question those closest to you as the plot unfolds at pace, with an ending that pulls the rug from under your feet’


			Phoebe Morgan


			‘A gripping tale of betrayal, deceit and duplicity. The ending will stay with you long after you’ve finished the last page’


			Jenny Blackhurst


			‘What a premise, and packed with suspense – this book has it all!’


			Victoria Selman


			‘A dark, delicious triumph with all the page-turnability you expect from Elle’


			Niki Mackay
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			Prologue


			The stars wink their complicity as I haul the corpse towards the inky black water.


			She doesn’t come easily, although there are no sounds of protest from her blue-tinged lips as twigs and stones shred her skin and catch on her remaining limbs. The earth is desperate to claw her back, but I’ll win this battle.


			My muscles burn as I heave my burden across the dirt. Gripping her cold, rigid forearms, I drag her closer to the water’s edge, ignoring the bead of sweat that slides down my face. It’s cooled instantly by the frigid night air, an icy finger caressing my skin.


			I shudder, but I don’t stop. I haven’t seen or heard another human since I arrived several hours ago, but there’s no way to be absolutely certain that I won’t be seen. Assumptions equal sloppiness. And sloppiness will get me caught.


			An owl hoots somewhere above my head, startling me. I freeze for an adrenaline-drenched second, then continue the journey that began just a few yards away at my truck, the metal and rubber a gauche addition to an otherwise breathtaking scene. Even my tent seems a monstrosity, man-made and too bright; an eyesore in this setting.


			I don’t particularly enjoy camping – I get my fill of nature at home, with the added benefits of running water and cold beers – but it’s the perfect cover. If I drive to a remote area, the back of my pickup loaded with a tent and tarps and gas bottles and folding chairs, then no one bats an eyelid. If I did the same with nothing but my Muse rolled up in the truck bed, and someone stopped me – asked where I was headed late at night, and by the way, what was that in the back? – well, if I was incompetent enough to do that, I’d be behind bars by now. I’d deserve to be.


			And so I camp, my Muse carefully hidden under my gear. I pick the quietest spot I can find by the water, wait till darkness has settled snugly over the landscape, and then I retrieve her from her hiding place and set her free to either become a part of the wilderness, or be discovered. If it’s the latter, she’ll have the opportunity to be mourned, to be properly buried by those who loved her. But it’s not up to me whether or not she gets that kind of send-off. Nature chooses for her.


			This particular Muse’s fate will be decided by a picture-perfect bay, the surface perpetually glassy, the moon reflecting so brightly that I can almost believe the light source is located in the unseen depths, rather than far above me. With one last tremendous tug I reach the shoreline, which licks gently at my boots as I step in and test my weight.


			When I’ve balanced in the sludge beneath the shallow water, I reach out for my Muse a final time, gloved fingers curling around her narrow wrists. I draw her towards me in a fluid, powerful movement that sends her gliding across the surface. Her glassy eyes stare, unseeing, at the sky above, diamonds strewn across velvet, alluring and completely unattainable. At least for mortals like me.


			My Muse, on the other hand, is eternal. It’s the gift I’ve given her, the trade-off for what I’ve taken. I grip the leg that remains attached to her body, the one I didn’t sever above her knee joint, and push her gently away, watching her float like Ophelia, her hair fanning out, a halo glinting in the silvery light.


			I wait until she’s out of reach, until she’s on her final journey, and then I turn back towards my tent, towards my truck. It’s time to pack up.


			It’s time for a brand-new Muse.


		


	

		

			Chapter 1


			The Seattle Journal


			Latest Coastline Killer Victim? Discovery of body, believed to be missing local woman Carla Barker


			by Marco Reilly


			October 4, 2018 | Local News


			The body of a woman, yet to be formally identified but believed to be missing Bremerton resident Carla Barker, was found just before 6 a.m. this morning. A local man named Jerry Mendoza was walking his dog in Potlatch State Park when he made the gruesome discovery.


			‘I saw her hair first,’ a shaken Mendoza told The Seattle Journal. ‘Toby was barking at something, and I just thought maybe he’d found a skunk. Even when I saw what had got him so worked up, I still thought it was some kind of animal. It took me a few seconds to work out what I was looking at, but then I knew right away that it was that Carla girl who’s been all over the papers.’


			Carla Barker, 20, was last seen almost three months ago, on July 12, 2018, on her way to ballet rehearsal. Miss Barker was reported missing by her parents when she didn’t return home that evening, and hopes of finding her alive diminished in the months that followed, with many fearing that she may have fallen victim to the serial killer dubbed The Coastline Killer.


			If the woman found this morning is identified as Miss Barker, she could be the nineteenth known victim of the perpetrator who has been terrorising the Pacific Northwest for at least a decade. Each of the nineteen victims – all female, aged between seventeen and thirty-nine – has had a body part removed before being bludgeoned to death. None of their missing body parts have been recovered.


			Each victim has been discovered after washing up along the coast of the Pacific Northwest, from Northern California to British Columbia, Canada.


			A local Potlach woman, who does not wish to be identified, was on the scene shortly before police arrived. She claims that what she saw confirms the fact that the woman was murdered by The Coastline Killer.


			‘She was missing a leg,’ the woman said, clearly distressed by what she saw. ‘That poor girl was missing a leg. That Coastline Killer is still out there, and the police need to find him. It could be my daughter next.’


			Fears such as hers have rippled throughout communities in the Pacific Northwest in recent years, with gun and pepper spray sales skyrocketing after the discovery of each new victim, according to local hardware and sporting goods store owners.


			Seattle detective Trey Ryman declined to comment on the case, telling those at the scene that ‘The police department is looking into every possibility, and we will release an official statement in due course.’


			More on this story: Concerns mount as search for missing woman continues.


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			ALICE


			


			My heart pounds in time with the soft thuds of my feet on the carpet as I pace to the edge of the stage, back to the lectern, and to the other side.


			‘It’s easy to believe that these things will never happen to you,’ I say, allowing myself to take a deep breath, and letting it out slowly before I speak again. ‘But no one ever believes it’ll happen to them, and yet statistics prove that it does happen. Not to everyone, but complacency could be the difference between life and death in the event of an emergency. This isn’t about being pessimistic. It’s about being prepared.’


			I click the button on the remote and glance behind me to check that the screen has changed. My shoulders relax, just a little. This is the penultimate slide, the one before my contact details. I’m almost done, and then I can sit down and take off my damn shoes. When I put them on in my office they gave me a surge of confidence, as they always do. They’re the kind of shoes that almost make me believe I’m the expert I claim to be.


			It’s silly to get assurance from accessories. I know that. But it would be even sillier to get up here without doing what I need to do to look and feel authoritative: curl my hair, wear a brand-new blazer, put on my power heels. It’s not about vanity. It’s about being professional.


			The boost from the shoes was predictably short-lived, though, and the feeling that I was out of my depth returned almost as soon as I introduced myself. And, to add insult to imposter syndrome, the shoes are now practically shredding the skin on my toes.


			‘Preparedness is key,’ I continue, wincing as I put my weight on my left foot. I’m pretty sure my big toe is bleeding into the expensive yellow leather. ‘Which is why, during Safety Week, we’ll be conducting a series of drills and emergency scenarios for both you and the students to participate in.’


			The groan I’ve been expecting ripples around the room, right on cue. I laugh lightly, undeterred by their lack of enthusiasm.


			‘I appreciate that this means your lectures will be disrupted, but I can assure you that we’re aiming to minimise any inconvenience. At the end of the day, my job is to keep you safe, and if doing so means a few interruptions, that’s a consequence I’m willing to live with. And I hope you are, too. In the packs you’ve been given today, you’ll find the schedule, as well as some basic details of each of the drills, and reminders of the procedures and locations we’ve gone over here today. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this information to yourselves, and not give the students any warning. Drills are much more effective if they’re unexpected. And in the real world, emergencies don’t come with a timeline.’


			I’d been hoping for some kind of reaction. If not a laugh, then maybe just a sympathetic chuckle. But the room is completely silent. Tough crowd.


			‘If you have any questions,’ I say, changing the topic quickly, ‘feel free to get in touch.’


			My email address and work phone number appear on the screen as I press the button on the remote control again. I glance at my watch.


			‘We still have five minutes. I can take some questions now, if anyone has anything burning?’


			I expect the staff will avoid questions in order to claw those five minutes back, but I give them a few seconds, just in case. As I wait, I look around, peering at the faces of the audience members in the rows closest to me. A few are familiar. Many aren’t.


			My gaze travels back to the furthest rows. Everyone looks bored. One guy at the back might actually be asleep. I can’t be sure because his face is hidden by his dark hood, and he’s slouched over, showing no signs that he’s listening. Or, in fact, living. I sigh. Trying to engage people in safety procedures is probably the most challenging – and definitely the least rewarding – part of my job. But it’s essential, whether they can see it or not.


			I clap my hands together. ‘OK,’ I say, ‘no questions, then. Thank you all for your time, and I look forward to working with you during Safety Week.’


			There’s a collective shuffling, a gathering of bags, a sweeping up of folders and phones from the tiny tables at each seat, a low drone of chatter.


			‘My door is always open if you have any safety concerns whatsoever,’ I call out, but no one is listening anymore, if they ever were. Carefully, I eject my thumb drive from the auditorium’s laptop while the last of my audience files out of the lecture theatre. I replay the presentation in my mind, cringing at the things that went wrong, at the words I faltered over. My cheeks burn as I recall the moment where I said ‘risky’ instead of ‘rescue’. It’s mortifying, but I remind myself that I’m the only one who will remember it.


			‘Miss Dalroy?’


			I jump, my heart rate spiking.


			‘Sorry,’ says the deep voice from behind me. I turn, hand clamped to my chest, and come face to face with a man wearing a dark grey suit and a skinny black tie. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’


			I nod and let out a nervous, high-pitched laugh. ‘It’s OK, I just didn’t know anyone was still in here.’


			‘That was a great talk you just gave. Really thorough.’


			‘Thanks,’ I say, tipping my head to the side as I try to place him. ‘I’m sorry, but do you work here? I don’t think we’ve met.’


			‘James Archer.’ He holds out his hand, and I shake it firmly. ‘I work for the city of Vancouver. Mayor’s office.’


			‘Oh,’ I’m not quite sure how to respond. ‘Hi, how can I help you?’


			‘Well, actually,’ he says, ‘I’m here to offer you a job.’


			‘Oh,’ I repeat, painfully aware that I sound like a complete idiot, but unable to articulate anything more sophisticated.


			‘We’re looking for a disaster planner,’ he explains. ‘The mayor has promised that we will be prepared for all eventualities, as I’m sure you heard during his campaign.’


			I nod. I did hear it, and at the time I wondered how he would deliver on such a bold promise. I’d voted for him all the same. I could get behind a politician who understood the value of being ready for any eventuality.


			‘We need someone to head up the teams that have been tasked to implement our policies. We have big plans for training, for partnering with emergency services and businesses, for public awareness campaigns. But we need an experienced disaster preparedness manager. And we believe you’re that person.’


			‘Me?’ I manage to squeak.


			‘Yes, you,’ he says, smiling warmly. ‘You come highly recommended. And the presentation you just gave was incredibly insightful and engaging. I’m sure you get approached all the time for roles, but I’d love to meet with you to discuss this one, and how I think you can help us.’


			I shrug, brushing off his praise. It’s an overstatement to say that I’m approached all the time, but I do get calls every so often from recruiters. None have come close to tempting me away from my current job. But then again, none of them have offered me the role of coordinating safety for the whole city.


			‘Here’s my number,’ James says, holding a business card out to me. I accept it, too flustered to speak.


			‘We need someone soon,’ he continues. ‘So I do hope you’ll call. We need to move on this in the next few weeks, and if you’re not interested, we’ll have to start looking at some alternative candidates. But I want you to know that you’re our first choice.’


			Heat creeps across my chest, and threatens to climb up my neck. I’m flattered. Of course I am. But I’m also taken aback; too shocked to articulate the jumble of thoughts and questions knotting up my brain.


			‘I’ll think about it,’ I manage to say.


			‘Please do. Just not for too long.’


			He smiles, and I tuck the business card into my back pocket. James offers me his hand again.


			‘Really good to meet you, Alice,’ he says as we shake hands. ‘I look forward to talking to you soon.’


			Before I can respond, he turns and walks away. I watch as he leaves, wishing I could have said something clever, or at least relevant, something that might make him believe I deserve to even be considered for such an enormous role.


			My stomach fizzes. I sit heavily on the edge of the stage and pull my shoes off, massaging my aching feet as I try to make sense of what just happened.


			I’ve just been offered my dream job, I realise as I bend my toes backwards, wincing as the tension is released and sensation returns. My heart thrums with excitement, but it’s short lived.


			Because as much as I want to run after James and accept his offer here and now, I know that I won’t. I can’t. And as this disappointing reality settles over me, familiar doubts threaten to strangle the certainty I’ve worked so hard to reach.


			I fight to tamp down the question that resurfaces, reminding myself that I know what I’m doing, that this is what I want. But it rises up regardless, insistent, impossible to ignore.


			By going after this one dream, will I be forced to give up all the others?


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			THE SCULPTOR


			


			They call me The Sculptor.


			It’s what they call me because it’s what I decided they would call me.


			Admittedly, it’s not very imaginative. But when I chose my name, when I carefully scraped it into the wax as I moulded the piece that launched my career and irreversibly changed who I am, I knew it was the right choice. Because what the simple label lacks in flair and showmanship, it more than makes up for in accuracy.


			I am a sculptor. The work I do has earned me that title. I don’t take shortcuts, like so many so-called artists these days. Throwing a pile of tyres onto the shiny floor of a modern art gallery is not a sculpture, and neither is getting a computer to 3D print some strange acrylic shape. No. The people who create such objects are tinkerers; crafters, if you will. Sculptures that are mass-produced, or hurried to completion, are little more than décor.


			Beautiful they may be, but sculptures they are not.


			What I create is art. Real art, borne of skill and technique and patience. Created by pure sacrifice: sweat, tears and blood. Occasionally, even my own.


			I am meticulous, like the old masters. It’s absurd to think of Donatello rushing his casting of David, or Rodin sculpting the intricate details of The Gates of Hell with a deadline looming. My process is no less stringent, which is why each collection takes years to complete.


			I have learned, from the art magazines that are delivered quarterly to my PO Box – the one located nowhere near where I live, and registered under a false name – that this scarcity is part of my appeal. That, and my anonymity. Everyone wants to know, in the words of these publications, who The Sculptor is, what his secrets are, who his muse is, where he trained. Some have referred to me as ‘fine art’s own Banksy’, although I haven’t quite decided whether to be flattered or appalled by the comparison.


			It was never my design to be so deeply scrutinised, or to have my work become so celebrated, but I can’t deny that I like it. My sculptures are highly sought after, each one auctioned for increasingly eye-watering prices. One art journal even called them, somewhat hyperbolically, ‘modern day masterpieces’.


			I can’t pretend that I don’t enjoy the praise, the accolades. The money. But what I value the most is the privacy my name affords me.


			After all, if they knew me – really knew me – their reports might not be so flattering.


			Every time The Sculptor makes another headline, a tiny flutter of panic erupts in my chest, and I wonder whether I’m being careful enough. I’ve never revealed my identity to anyone, relying on layers of anonymity to keep my secret. My dealer speaks only with my lawyer, who speaks only with my agent, who speaks only with my personal assistant. Layers of protection, lies and assumptions. But mostly assumptions. It’s people’s biases – conscious or not – that really allow me to pull off what I do.


			Because the real mystery isn’t what my name is. That’s not important, in the end. If people knew that, they’d write a few headlines and my five minutes of fame would be over, leaving me as just another person who was interesting for a while. No. What really matters here, what’s really at stake, is what’s carefully nestled inside each of my sculptures.


			If they knew that, they might recognise me by my other name, the one emblazoned across the front pages of altogether different publications. Every newspaper along the coast has mentioned me, multiple times, in the past few years. Only they don’t call me The Sculptor.


			They call me The Coastline Killer.


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			ALICE


			


			‘Remind me why I do this,’ I moan, stepping aside to let a trail runner pass. I take a sip from my water bottle as I sit carefully on a log, then begin unlacing my sneaker. As I suspected, the heels I wore for my presentation yesterday left my feet raw and bleeding, and this morning’s hike is doing them no favours.


			‘Because you know you’ll feel awesome afterwards,’ Celia laughs, lunging forward and stretching her calf. ‘And because you don’t get a view like this at the gym, do you?’


			I smile at her in agreement, my lungs burning too much to reply. She’s right. The view, just visible through the lush canopy of green provided by the majestic trees surrounding us, is breathtaking. At least, it’s part of the reason why I can barely breathe. Mostly it’s from hiking up the thousands of steps, officially called the Grouse Grind but often referred to as ‘Mother Nature’s Stairmaster’, which lead from the base of Grouse Mountain to the summit.


			The trail is about a mile and a half long, but it basically goes straight up, with hardly anywhere to rest along the way. We’ve stopped at one of the few points where we won’t be holding anyone else up, so I take the rare chance to catch my breath while I rummage at the bottom of my backpack for a Band-Aid to apply to the blister on my toe. I meant to transfer my portable first aid kit from my old backpack before I left this morning, but I was too distracted, my excitement and nerves drowning out rational thought. I mentally berate myself for being so unprepared. I, of all people, should know better.


			‘Oh my God,’ a voice to my right gasps. I look up just as a woman, red-faced and sweaty, and clad in head-to-toe designer athleisure wear, drops onto the log next to me. Behind her, another woman in a pink headband and matching sneakers slowly ascends the final few steps that lead to the natural landing.


			‘Are you OK?’ I ask, empathising with her pain.


			‘Please tell me we’re nearly at the three-quarter mark,’ the woman beside me pleads, and I laugh.


			‘You’re really close,’ I assure her. ‘And the last quarter doesn’t feel as bad as the others, I promise. It’s not as steep as this section.’


			‘Well, it can’t possibly be worse,’ her companion says dramatically. I find a rogue Band-Aid, crumpled at the bottom of my backpack, and unwrap it, pressing it against my skin, hoping it’ll help alleviate the pain. Once I’ve tied my laces, I stand up to make room on the log for the woman in pink. She throws me a grateful look and sits heavily beside her friend.


			‘First time?’ Celia asks.


			‘Yeah, we’re visiting from Edmonton,’ she says. She tips her water bottle up to take a sip, then shakes it hopefully. Nothing comes out. She stares into it mournfully.


			‘Here,’ I say, passing her mine, which is still half full. ‘Have some of this.’


			‘You sure?’


			‘Yeah, go for it. I remember my first Grind. It’s tough.’


			‘Do you guys do this all the time?’


			‘Every week, till winter hits,’ Celia replies. ‘My husband works from home on Fridays, so I can sneak away from my kids for a bit and meet Alice here for an early morning hike.’


			‘And my PA knows not to put any meetings in my diary before ten on a Friday,’ I add. ‘So I can get a hike in before work.’


			I don’t mention that I have the day off today. That’ll only invite questions, and I don’t want to have to explain myself to strangers.


			‘Nice,’ says the woman in pink. ‘So it’s true what they say about the Vancouver lifestyle, then?’


			‘Sure is,’ Celia agrees, waving at the view below us. ‘It’s the best city in the world.’


			The woman who took my bottle stands up, and waves her cell phone towards me.


			‘Would you mind? I’d love a photo of us doing this.’


			‘I look horrible,’ her friend squeals, despite looking anything but. I take a few pictures for them and hand the phone back, and as I reach for my water bottle, perched against the log, I hesitate.


			‘Actually,’ I say, ‘would you mind taking one of us, too, please?’


			‘Good idea!’ Celia says. ‘We barely have any pictures of us these days.’


			I unzip my backpack and pull my phone out, handing it to the stranger. We pose, then wave goodbye to the Albertans, resuming our ascent towards the Peak Chalet, where there’s a cafe and a gondola that will take us back down the mountain. As I reach to put my phone back in my bag, a breaking news alert flashes on the screen.


			‘Oh no,’ I breathe.


			‘What?’


			‘Another woman’s gone missing. From Portland.’


			‘Shit,’ Celia says over her shoulder. ‘Do they think it’s The Coastline Killer again?’


			‘I’m not sure,’ I pant, out of breath already, ‘I just saw the headline. But they only just found that Carla woman, didn’t they? I don’t understand why they can’t catch this guy.’


			Celia murmurs her agreement, and then we fall into a mutual silence as our breathing grows heavier and our muscles scream. Eventually, the steps spit us out onto a rocky ledge that leads to the chalet. We take a moment to recover, and then head into the building for refreshments.


			‘So,’ I ask as we sit at a small table by the windows, sipping coconut water, ‘how are you?’


			‘Fine,’ she says, flapping her hand dismissively. ‘The usual. Diapers. Vomit. Sleeplessness. Endless glamour, you know.’


			‘Sounds delightful,’ I laugh. My tone is playful, but beneath my words there’s a familiar twinge of envy. Today, though, it’s accompanied by something more fragile, and far more powerful. Today, I’m hopeful.


			‘Ah, it’s all good.’ She smiles. ‘I love them, even when they’re little monsters. And Josh is brilliant. He looks forward to his Friday morning daddy–daughter time, even if they have no clue what’s going on.’


			For all that Celia’s life has been turned upside down – the surprise arrival of twins throwing her career and future plans into disarray – I’ve never seen her happier. Even on her wedding day, when she was beaming from ear to ear like a cartoon, she didn’t have the contentment about her that she has now. Witnessing her evolution – watching her find what makes her happier than she’s ever been – gave me the encouragement I needed to pursue what I’ve always known would make me happy, even if it’s not going to look the way I always expected. At thirty-nine, I’d begun to think that my window for happiness was closing. Celia proved to me that it’s not too late.


			‘What about you?’ Celia interrupts my thoughts. ‘How are you feeling about today?’


			I take a gulp of my coconut water, trying to drown the eruption of butterflies in my stomach.


			‘OK,’ I begin. ‘Excited. Nervous. Trying not to get my hopes up.’


			Celia grabs my hand and gives it a short squeeze.


			‘You sure you don’t want me to come? I can call my mom and she can take the kids—’


			‘No,’ I assure her, ‘it’s fine, really. I want to do this by myself.’


			I glance up at her and catch her eye, the look conveying everything my words aren’t sufficient for. My throat starts closing up and emotion threatens to overwhelm me. Sensing this, Celia changes the subject.


			‘What was your text about yesterday? Something about a job?’


			I take a quick sip of my drink, giving me the chance to push down the swell of sentiment, to compose myself.


			‘It was the craziest thing,’ I tell her. ‘I was giving a presentation to the faculty, and after I’d finished this guy comes up to me and tells me he works for the mayor and they want me to run disaster planning for the city.’


			Saying it out loud makes me wonder if it actually happened. I must have misheard him, misunderstood. But no – he told me that I was their first choice. I didn’t imagine that.


			‘Woah!’ Celia says, delighted. ‘That’s amazing, Alice! That’s like, your dream job, right?’


			I shrug, not wanting to acknowledge how incredible the opportunity really is. ‘I guess.’


			There’s a pause as Celia assesses me from across the table. She narrows her eyes. I drop my gaze, too ashamed to make eye contact. She knows me well enough to guess what’s going through my head. And I know her well enough to know that she won’t let this go.


			‘Alice,’ she says gently. ‘You are going to take the job, aren’t you?’


			I make a noncommittal humming noise. She tuts.


			‘You know, I get that the timing is bad, but you can’t just put your life on hold. Change is scary, but you can do this, Al.’


			‘The gondola’s coming,’ I say, not bothering with subtlety. ‘Let’s go.’


			I stand up and move towards the gondola station, where the bright red carriage is slowly drifting through the air towards us. Celia shoots me a look, but doesn’t press me as we line up, scan our passes and ride down to the car park.


			As she drives me back towards my condo, she regales me with tales of the twins’ latest diaper explosion, which happened, to her horror, on the Skytrain. I’m in stitches, laughing until my stomach hurts. It’s not until we’re a couple of blocks from my place that she becomes serious.


			‘I really don’t want you to put all your eggs in one basket,’ she says gently. Then she winces. ‘So to speak.’


			‘I’m not,’ I lie as I retrieve my keys from my backpack. I’m desperate to shower and get out of my sweaty clothes. I can’t be late. ‘But, you know, I just don’t think it’s the right time for such a massive change, when there already could be so much changing so soon. There will always be jobs. Maybe not this one, but other great jobs.’


			I sound more confident than I feel. Of course I want to take the job. I’ve had my finger over the call button on my phone more than once since James walked out of the auditorium, but every time I’ve swiped back to my home screen in confused frustration. Celia’s right; it is my dream job. But there are other things I’ve dreamed of, for far longer, and right now those things might just be within reach. The truth – which I haven’t admitted to Celia – is that I don’t know if I can do both. If I try, and fail, the consequences could be disastrous.


			‘You can’t control when life decides to throw opportunities your way,’ Celia tells me as she pulls the car to the curb beside my building. ‘Sometimes it’s chaotic. But you just have to grab the chances when they present themselves and work out the rest as you go.’


			‘I know that,’ I reach for the door handle, impatient, ‘but I can control some things. And there’s nothing wrong with focusing on one part of my life for a while and letting the rest coast along. Besides, I have a perfectly good job. It’s not like I’m failing in my career.’


			‘Of course you’re not failing, Al, you’re brilliant, and you’re killing it! All I’m saying is that you deserve it all. And you deserve more than just perfectly good.’


			‘Thanks.’ I open the door, signalling that I’m done with the conversation. I have too much on my mind to be debating my career choices. It can wait, at least until I know the outcome of today. ‘Thanks for this morning.’


			Celia flares her nostrils in frustration, but then she breaks into a smile and grabs my hand, pulling me across the console for a hug.


			‘Thank you, Al,’ she says, and I lean into her, grinning as well. It’s impossible to be upset with Celia. ‘Good luck today. I’ll call you later to find out how it went, but if you need anything at all, you call me, OK? Oh, and don’t forget to send that photo of us over to me.’


			‘I’ll do it now,’ I promise her, shouldering my backpack as I get out of the car. ‘Wish me luck.’


			She has already, but I need as much of it as I can get.


			‘Fingers and toes crossed for you.’


			I’m typing a message to her, complete with the photo of us on the trail, as I approach my front door. I’m distracted. Too busy scrutinising my red, sweaty face in the photo. I don’t see it coming.


			My vision bounces. It’s just for a split second, but the lock on my door jolts unnaturally before my eyes. My brain scrambles to make sense of it, confusion descending over me in the moment before the pain arrives. But there it is, splitting my skull. For the tiniest fragment of time, my mind explodes in fear.


			And then my world disappears into darkness.


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			THE SCULPTOR


			


			I never meant to become The Coastline Killer. Hand to my heart, it wasn’t part of my plan. It was never something I aspired to, or fantasised about.


			I’m only interested in the art. You don’t have to believe me, but that’s the truth.


			Another truth you might not believe, but which is no less true, regardless: I am not a violent person. I have committed violent acts, I will admit, but that’s not who I am.


			Who I am is ambitious. Talented. Dedicated to my craft.


			And that’s why I pluck my Muses right out of their day-to-day lives and bake them into exquisite sculptures. For the sake of the art.


			It all happened by accident. That first time – the moment that catapulted my career and launched me into a strange kind of fame – was, I have come to realise, a gift. From above, or below, I’m not yet certain.


			At that point in my life I was the stereotypical impoverished artist. I created because I had to create, because the need to bring into existence what was inside of me was greater than the need to live somewhere trendy, or have a retirement plan, or dress in designer clothes. My soul told me to create, and so to do anything else would have been a betrayal of myself.


			I’ve always had talent. I knew that my abilities weren’t my issue. What I was lacking was a voice, something to say. I couldn’t see it at the time, but now I understand that I was focusing too much on the object I was crafting, and not on its purpose. Its story.


			I’d been sculpting in bronze for a while by then, obsessed with Rodin as I am. I knew that my pieces were proficient and beautiful. If not incredible, at least sellable, I’d figured. I created miniature animals, mostly, and was meticulous about making them as life-like as possible, spending weeks on the tiniest of details. And yet I couldn’t get anyone to buy them. I was told by dealers that they weren’t unique enough, that I needed to have something to say with my art if I could expect to succeed.


			I didn’t understand what they meant.


			Until my very first Muse stumbled into my life, lost and afraid, and I took her in. I only wanted to help. But as I watched her – a hiker, with lean, muscular legs – I was struck by a bolt of inspiration. I had to recreate her perfect leg in bronze. Not because I believed it would be a commercially astute decision, but because I had to, because I was being called to. Because, much like creating art instead of going into a more stable career, I would die if I didn’t.


			So I’d tried to convince her to stay, to pose, to allow me the privilege of immortalising her body in burnished, shining bronze.


			I don’t think I came on too strong. I didn’t mean anything by it; at least nothing physical. I wasn’t interested in her in that way. All I wanted was for her to be my Muse. I needed to recreate the beauty – the life – that she exuded.


			But she refused. I should have known she wouldn’t trust me. Just like the beautiful girls in high school, who never gave me so much as a second glance, who never acknowledged my existence. I should have known she’d be the same. I should have guessed that she would try to leave.


			I don’t know what came over me; I really don’t. I’d never done anything like it before. But when she tried to get away, tried to take the one thrill of pure inspiration I’d ever felt, something inside me snapped. I struck her over the head, intending only to immobilise her, to keep her still so that I could study her skin, and the way her muscles rippled underneath it.


			The blow must have been harder than I thought.


			She was dead.


			At first, I’d panicked. But then I realised that to waste my Muse’s sacrifice, to fail to bring meaning to what had become of her, would be a terrible tragedy. And I understood that, despite things not going to plan, I had what I wanted: I had my model. And so I created a perfect leg from clay, taking all the time I needed to study her. When I had what I needed, and my place was starting to smell too suspicious for me to easily explain it away, I knew I needed to do something.


			Thankfully, I have a kiln. And a saw. It was horrifying, dividing my Muse into pieces small enough to fit into the blazing heat that melts wax and bronze and, it turns out, human parts. I threw them in, one by one, until all that was left was the leg I’d recreated, the perfection that had started everything.


			And it came to me in a moment of absolute, brilliant clarity. The thing that would set my work apart wasn’t the fact that this piece was better than anything I’d made before, or that it was so realistic it almost looked as though I’d cast it by moulding my clay around her flesh. It was both of those things, but they weren’t enough. No. The thing that would set me apart would be what lay at the core of my work.


			To my delight – but not really my surprise, as I knew how special this piece was – it sold, and quickly. I used a new name – The Sculptor – and made certain to conceal my identity with multiple layers of deception. Suddenly the art world was talking about this mysterious newcomer with so much potential.


			I tried to recreate the magic without a Muse after that, I really did.


			But the pieces I tried to sell – an arm, a hand, a foot, all sculpted by closely observing sitting models, paid to pose in studios, all very much alive and free – went nowhere. The dealer told me, via my hastily arranged but convoluted system of communication, that she needed to see more like that exquisite leg I’d made, and I knew. I knew that I had opened Pandora’s Box and, now that I had peeked inside and understood its contents, I couldn’t live without them, consequences be damned.


			And I knew that I had to find another Muse. It was the only way I was going to recreate the magic of my very first successful piece.


			Every sculpture I’ve created with the help of a Muse has been a roaring success. The few I’ve tried without one have failed, spectacularly so.


			I never meant to become The Coastline Killer. And really, I’m not a murderer. Not like the ones you read about in the papers who kill for sport, for the bloodlust of it. That’s not me.


			It’s not my fault. As I’ve already explained: I am only interested in the art.


		


	

		

			Chapter 6


			ALICE


			


			Even before I’m fully awake, I’m aware that something isn’t right.


			My eyes still closed, I strain to hear anything other than my own breath, which is loud and rasping. There’s the beating of my heart, too, which sounds like a drumline in my ears, but otherwise there’s nothing. Silence. No traffic noises, no voices or footsteps or general buzz of life.


			I force myself to count in my head, slowly and purposefully, while taking deep, controlled breaths. I reach ten, and then I flutter my eyes open, preparing for everything to fall into place, anticipating the flood of relief when my situation makes sense.


			But nothing is familiar. I’m in a dimly lit room. There’s a lightbulb hanging from the ceiling a little to my right, but it’s switched off. The light source is coming from my left. I turn my head slowly to find it, inhaling sharply as pain slices through my skull.


			Instinctively, I try to probe my head for blood, for bruising, for any clue as to what’s happening. But my arm won’t move. A flame of panic licks at my insides, but I try to extinguish it. I try once again to lift my hand. It’s stuck. I switch to the other hand. That one won’t move, either. The fear has escalated. It’s no longer a flickering flame, but a roaring fire, raging through my chest and filling my head and searing my veins.


			I wriggle my fingers and my panic eases, just for a moment, when they move. I focus on the sensations in my hands, my wrists, my arms, on the cool, smooth surface under my fingertips. Slowly, gently, I attempt to roll my right wrist, but something is stopping me. I wriggle it around. Something rough and firm rubs against my skin, restraining me. I try the other hand, but it’s the same. I kick my feet and realise that they’re immobilised, too.


			Dread builds, snowballing into something enormous and unstoppable.


			I lift my head a little, ignoring the pain that’s screaming at me to stop. Peering down the length of my body, I discover that I’m on some sort of metal table, a few feet off the ground, although it’s too dim to gauge my height for certain.


			I have no idea where I am, or how I got here. My head is in excruciating pain and I am utterly alone. My throat starts to tighten, but I close my eyes and force air into my lungs, focus on breathing deeply and smoothly. I have to figure out what’s going on. I can freak out later, once I’m safe.


			I try to retrace my steps, to piece together what the hell is happening. My face scrunches up involuntarily, the concentration so intense it’s physical. I hiked the Grouse Grind with Celia. We met those women from Alberta. We had a photo taken together just before the three-quarter mark. I strain, but that’s all I remember. Did I have an accident on the way up? Did I fall?


			No. Celia gave me a ride home. She dropped me off at my condo. I remember getting to my front door. And then there’s just a blank, where the answers I need should be.


			My appointment! I remember with sudden, awful clarity that I’m supposed to be somewhere, that I can’t be late. Did I make it to the clinic? Was I sedated? They said I wouldn’t need to be, this time. Instinctively, I try to sit up again, but again, I’m held back. I need to understand what’s going on.


			‘Hello!’ I shout as I lose my fight against the restraints. ‘Hello? Can anyone hear me?’


			I wait for a reply, but there’s no answer, just my own voice echoing and returning to me in fragments.


			Thinkthinkthinkthinkthink, I tell myself, clenching my eyes and fists closed, willing the memories to appear. I’m desperate to squeeze them from my subconscious. But no matter how hard I try, the void can’t be filled. It’s frightening, the idea that anything could have happened to me, and I don’t remember it. Did something go wrong during my appointment? On the way home? Everything in me wants to lift my hand, to lower it protectively, but I know I can’t.


			I have to stop speculating. I can’t force my memories to come back. I have to accept that fact – for now, at least – and work with what I know instead, what I’m certain of. I open my eyes and lift my head again.


			Beyond my feet, there’s a wall that looks like it was probably white once, but with the paint now grubby and peeling it’s turned a sort of mustard yellow. Just to the left of my feet is a thick, brick column. I let my eyes drift up its surface to the ceiling, which is made up of wooden beams, the gaps between them stuffed with yellow, fluffy insulation batts. My gaze keeps moving, to the black, industrial-looking lamp that’s been strung from the wooden beams above. It’s facing me, shining directly into my eyes. I squint against it, and try to look around again, to gather as much information as I possibly can, but there’s almost nothing to work with.


			There are no windows, no personal touches in this room to glean any information from. It looks like an old, abandoned basement, but I don’t have any concept of where it is in relation to my home, or who might have brought me here, or why.


			I try to focus, despite the bubble of panic that’s expanding inside me, and the pounding at the back of my skull. Was I attacked? Hit over the head with something? My mouth goes dry as I consider the possibility. I shake my head, regretting it instantly as the pain wraps around my temple.


			There has to be another explanation. I’m just catastrophising. Of course I wasn’t attacked, kidnapped, brought to a basement and tied up. That’s impossible … isn’t it?


			Except … I am tied to a table, in a dark, unfamiliar room. I have no recollection of what happened after I left my condo. I want there to be another explanation … I just can’t think of a single one.


			I strain my neck to see if there are any signs that I’ve been injured. I don’t feel any pain, aside from the pounding in my head, but I need to see with my own eyes that I’m OK, that I’m still intact. To my relief, there’s no blood in sight, and I’m still fully clothed. Apart from that, I don’t know anything.


			The pace of my heartbeat has increased, gradually at first, until now it’s thrumming, one pump indistinguishable from the next. I need to sit up, clear my head so I can stop focusing on the terror and start thinking about how to get out of here. I’m trying to breathe, but all I can do is desperately gulp at the air around me. I’m spiralling.


			I close my eyes, and I begin counting to one hundred, just to stay calm, to keep my mind off the horrifying scenarios that keep appearing, unsolicited, in my imagination.


			And then, when I reach sixty-two, the footsteps begin.


		


	

		

			Chapter 7


			ALICE


			


			I have the same nightmare every once in a while.


			I’m in danger – mortal, real, horrifying danger – and I’m trying to scream. I know, even without really understanding what the danger is, that screaming at full volume is the only way I’ll be able to escape the formless, faceless threat that’s coming for me while I sleep. I open my mouth, fill my lungs and let out a bloodcurdling cry … except nothing comes out. I scream, and scream again, my whole body desperate to make a sound, but it’s just air, no noise, and I know that I’m going to die, and I keep screaming until I wake up, panting, wanting to shout into the darkness of my bedroom just so I know that I can.


			This is just like that nightmare.


			Someone is walking towards me, and I know I should say something – do something – to keep myself safe from harm. Maybe I should yell out for help, or beg for mercy, or try to charm whoever it is into letting me go, or thank them for coming to rescue me. Whatever it is, I know that I should do something.


			And yet, just like in the dream, when I’m faced with danger, I do exactly nothing. I keep my eyes closed, my whole body completely frozen, paralysed by fear. My mind is petrified, stopped in time, overwhelmed by the idea that I’m about to come face to face with whoever is holding me captive.


			The moments between hearing that first footstep and the tap of the person’s shoes stopping beside me are both infinite and instant. I thought I’d felt fear before, but this is like nothing else I’ve ever known. My mind and body refuse to cooperate. With each other, with me.
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