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PROLOGUE


 


 


When did it reach this tipping point?


So much mess! And she couldn’t seem to get her thoughts in order these days, never mind her home.


Margaret Sinclair felt a sense of despair as she edged along the passageway, squeezing past the piles of papers and boxes.


She couldn’t even get into the study, where she had planned to get some work done today.


The problem was that she’d cleaned out the bedroom yesterday. Well, by ‘cleaning out’, what she meant was that she’d moved a few of the boxes into the passageway.


Now, they were blocking the way. She should move them again – but where?


Back to the bedroom?


Nope. That would hamper the headway she’d made earlier. Getting stuff out of the bedroom was real progress. Putting it all back in again would defeat the purpose, and they were heavy. Her back was sore.


Like a beacon in her mind, she remembered the kind offer of help she’d received, the one that had been heartfelt and which would make a difference. When that help arrived, she could do the real heavy lifting.


What she needed to do now was simply go through all the papers. 


Her graying hair wisped around her face as she stared down at the box, twisting her fingers together, feeling the usual ache in her knuckles.


Spring was here, and that meant that hopefully the pains that plagued her over winter would quiet down. 


Spring meant spring cleaning, didn’t it? Time to get a couple of these dusty old boxes outside and start the process of tidying that she found so difficult. Maybe it was because every item brought such a rush of memories.


Huffing, she squatted down and then knelt, placing a hand on the box to steady herself. She tugged at the length of tape that sealed it. It was so old that it came away easily, and she wrinkled her nose at the musty smell that filtered out when the box was opened.


She stared at the contents.


Folded curtains, in need of a wash, but they might be useful. She’d thought for a couple of years now that the curtains in the spare bedroom were looking tatty and past their best. These would be a good replacement. 


Of course, she couldn't replace the curtains until she'd tidied out the spare room. It was full of stuff. She'd started using it as the place to squirrel away all her old appliances, which she intended to take to the dump, but which she wanted to keep until she'd checked whether they might be usable again one day. Sometimes, a minor repair could get an appliance up and running again, and if she managed to fix them, then she could sell them, rather than tossing them.


So, for now, these curtains would have to stay where they were. 


She moved them aside, peering underneath them to see what else was in the box. Old kitchen equipment. A couple of old knives and forks and a plethora of ancient containers that she hadn’t used in ages – but you never knew. She might end up finding a use for them. There was a box here that she wanted to put in the spare room because it was decorative, and it would look good on the bookshelf, once she’d removed all the other stuff that was there. That box belonged to one of her sons many years ago. Memories of it, on the small desk in the boys’ shared room, filtered into her mind.


No. Shaking her head, she replaced the curtains and closed the box again. There was no point in starting there. She wouldn’t be able to finish the job.


Hearing her phone ring, she stood up, shuffling past the boxes and the old couch in the bedroom, to grab it off the nightstand.


“Hello, Marge,” the caller said.


“Hi there.” It was her interfering sister, Bertha, calling. She was a year older than Margaret, and for her entire life, Margaret had suffered with Bertha thinking she was the boss of her. “I’m calling to find out how that clean-out’s going. I hope you’ve made a start, because honestly, Marge, your place looks like a tip.”


“I’m doing well, thanks,” Margaret replied, gritting her teeth. 


Even though her sister now lived in the south of the country and only traveled to the Midwest a couple of times a year to visit Margaret, it felt as if her abrasive presence was right there in the room.


"I didn't ask you how you were," Bertha said briskly. "I asked how the cleaning is going. Because really, I think you have a problem. You're one of those hoarders. You know, the people who do the television programs on? You're one of them, and you need help."


"You already gave me help, and it was very–very helpful," Marge stammered, not knowing what to say. Her sister had basically strong-armed her into going to see a specialist who helped people with disorders. But she didn't have a disorder. She just had a lot of old belongings that she hadn't yet managed to get into a tidy state. 


Also, she had an emotional attachment to some of them. They had meaning for her. When her husband had been alive, a lot of the furniture that was standing around now had been used and enjoyed. They’d eaten off the plates that were now in one of the boxes, and their twin boys – who’d long since flown the nest and didn’t stay in touch – had lounged around on the furniture, making mess and memories in equal measures.


She was quite happy with all her belongings, and the time would come when she was ready to sort through them – plus, thanks partly to her sister’s meddling, she did have a way forward, and someone who understood her predicament, although she wasn’t going to tell her sister that now. 


"I think I should come and visit you again," Bertha said. "I could help you go through a few boxes and get the place looking less like a tip than it is now."


“Thanks, but I don’t want you spending your precious time doing that,” Margaret said, with just a hint of sarcasm in the words that she knew Bertha wouldn’t pick up. She never got sarcasm.


“Have you heard from Mark and Mickey?” Bertha then asked.


Her twins. She felt a pang. 


“Mark called last week,” she lied. He hadn’t called her for months. He wasn’t even in the country anymore. He’d moved to Canada with his family, and they seldom spoke. As for Mickey, well, Margaret knew that he’d been suffering from depression ever since his divorce, and he also lived hundreds of miles away, and he just didn’t seem to want to reach out anymore. Their last few phone calls had been only a couple of minutes and had consisted of her asking questions and him giving monosyllabic responses.


She wished things could be different, and that she had a loving relationship with her sons, but people went their own way in life, and was it any wonder that given this, she didn’t want to throw away their last few possessions? At least it was something to remember them by. 


"Well, that's good. We're getting together as a family in the summer – my girls and I. All four of us. I'd invite you, but it's too far for you to travel and I know you don't have money. Of course, you'd have it if you sold some of the junk in your house."


For a moment, Bertha’s voice stopped being sickly sweet and developed the catty edge to it that Margaret had always known.


“Thanks for the advice,” she said simply. It wasn’t worth getting into a fight with her sister. She already knew how toxic Bertha could be. She’d known for seventy-three years, after all. 


Looking around her house, at all the boxes and the old furniture and appliances and the stacks of paper, Margaret thought that it didn’t just keep memories close, it also formed a barrier.


A barrier against her sister and the world. 


“You know, it’s really not normal to hoard stuff the way you do.”


"I've been selling some of it secondhand. You think I've done nothing, but I've been gradually working through it. The problem with doing that is that it can attract the wrong sort of people. I don't want some thief or robber breaking in and stealing what I have, and I've heard of that happening when you start advertising too many goods for sale. I already know some of my possessions have gone missing.”


“I think you’re imagining things,” Bertha said scathingly.


Margaret had endured enough of this conversation.


“I have to go.” Luckily, there was a real reason – a ring at the doorbell.


She hung up without even saying goodbye, the usual irritation simmering inside her as she pocketed her phone.


Heading to the front door, Margaret gave a concerned glance at the hall table – piled with unopened mail that she knew was junk but hadn’t gotten around to throwing away – and the boxes underneath.


She opened the door a crack.


“Oh, it’s you,” she said, relieved. 


The next thing, a hand lashed out, caught her, and sent her staggering back, the door ripped from her hand and bashing all the way open.


Margaret tried to cry out in fear, but she was already being shoved inside her house, stumbling back, tripping over the cardboard box that she’d been meaning to move for ages, but hadn’t.


And then, quicker than she could follow with her eyes, she saw a hand coming toward her, and something hit her head hard. Painfully.


The world started to go dark. She slumped down against the box. This one contained the most precious possessions, the family photo albums that she’d had to pack up because the bookshelf broke, disgorging its contents onto the rug.


She’d never fixed the bookshelf. Never put the albums back on the shelves. She’d moved the boxes here to remind her that the memories needed looking after.


Now, it was too late. As she collapsed, her arms slumped around them, as if she was holding them tight.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“This is a lovely place,” the estate agent said in an enthusiastic voice to Sage West. “It’s south facing, and it gets the morning sunshine, but these thick, solid walls make it cool in even the hottest Idaho summer. And look at the yard space! This isn’t something you find every day, this close to town. It has three and a half acres of land, and you can do so much with that. Gardening, and there’s space for your pets.”


Since she clearly didn't know if Sage was an enthusiastic gardener or if he had pets, both these comments were accompanied by a raise of her well-groomed eyebrows, which were dyed the same reddish brown as her hair.


“That’s great,” he said noncommittally.


He didn’t have pets, and he didn’t like gardening. He guessed both those things could change. He could get a dog or a cat, and he could learn to love gardening. 


“And of course, there’s lots of room for a family.” 


Another raise of the eyebrows accompanied that guess. This time, she also stole a look at Sage’s wedding finger.


Nope, she wouldn’t find any ring there. He didn’t even have a girlfriend, although he did have a love interest. A forbidden one. He wondered what the estate agent would say if he told her that he was still rehabilitating from severe PTSD thanks to a cumulation of stress from his previous position at the Quantico FBI offices, and that he was banned from dating for a year by the psychiatrist who still saw him for twice-weekly consults.


Since that would probably fluster her, Sage didn’t mention it.


“It is a good size yard,” he said.


“Now, the house needs a bit of work, but it’s livable. Things like a coat of paint, replacing a couple of tiles on the roof, they’re so easy to do, and the fact that they haven’t been done reflects in the price, which, as you can see, is very reasonable for the size of the lot that you're getting. It's exciting for me, as an agent, to be selling a property that's so well priced. It really is a steal,” she said, giving Sage a conspiratorial smile.


He walked through the small, simple, but homey house, which was utterly bare of furniture, thinking of how he could furnish it, maybe buy a couple of pieces of art for the walls. That suggestion about a pet wasn’t a bad idea. 


It felt weird to visualize it all, though. There was a very big gap – a vast divide, in fact – between renting with the mindset that this was just a temporary step in his career, and buying with a commitment to staying here for a few years at least.


There were complications. One of them was Maya, his investigation partner.


He knew he was falling for her. He’d managed – so far – to adhere to the rule that Doc Ellen, his psychiatrist, had imposed, that he shouldn’t get involved in a relationship until a year had passed. But he was finding that with every month, the struggle became more difficult.


It had been way more than half a year. They were growing closer with every day in the office, and every case they handled together.


But there was another reason why he was trying to keep his distance, and that was the possibility of a job offer in Washington DC, at the FBI head office.


Sage shook his head, physically trying to banish that idea from his mind. The special task force might not even materialize, and it was very unlikely that he'd be the top pick; he had to stop pinning his thoughts and decisions on something that would most likely never happen.


Nope, what he should do was make the most of where he was now – buy the house and enjoy his own place.


“Where are you living now?” The estate agent’s friendly question interrupted his thoughts.


“I’m renting a cottage on a farm near town,” Sage said.


“Oh, are you? That must be lovely. It shows me you like your space,” she said in a meaningful way, glancing out the window once more at the large garden.


“It’s great,” Sage agreed. “The problem is that the farmer and his wife love having me there, but they want to renovate the cottage for their daughter, who needs a place when she finishes university.”


“Ah, so you need to move urgently?" He could see that this agent, who was a great saleswoman, was filing this fact away. 


“Not urgently, but within the next couple of months. It’s a real shame, because it’s a lovely place.”


“But having your own place?” She rubbed her hands together. “You won’t look back when you realize how convenient it is. No more landlords giving you notice. That can be a real issue when you’ve got yourself all settled. Wouldn’t it be nice if that didn’t happen again?” She quirked her eyebrows.


“I must say, it would be,” Sage admitted.


“Now, there are a few other people coming to look at this house. You were the first to call me, so I gave you the first appointment, but a property like this won’t be on the market for long. And you can move any time. This place was used by the owner’s son recently, but now that he’s gotten married and bought a farm with his wife, they’ve decided it's time to sell.” 


That was how things worked in this place. Farming and town were intertwined. 


This house was great. It was only a couple of miles from the FBI office, it wasn’t far from Maya’s place, and Sage did like his space. The size of the garden would give him the sense of peace that he’d found soothing over the time he’d been renting. 


This was the new Sage, the one who wasn’t scared to have silence around him, as opposed to the old Sage, who’d lived in an apartment building wired up with every gadget known to mankind, and who had played high-energy music late into the night, needing some sort of stimulation during every waking hour. 


The emptiness of the house was a fun challenge. He could buy furniture, shop around for the right pieces, scour the secondhand stores in the area, and maybe pick up a couple of affordable antiques.


Suddenly, Sage felt a sense of pressure bearing down on him. There weren’t going to be infinite properties coming up. He was going to have to make a damned decision, because he couldn’t just wait. Time would run out.


“So,” the estate agent continued, giving a last, satisfied look around the house, “I’m sure you’ll need time to think about it, and since you’re the first client, I’m more than willing to give you the first option on it until tomorrow. That’s the best that I can do, I’m afraid –”


“I’ll take it,” Sage said fast.


The estate agent stared at him in surprise.


“You’ll take it? Just like that?”


“Decision made,” Sage said.


No point in overthinking. He needed a house; this was a great buy, and it was better to keep the reasoning process simple.


“That’s wonderful,” she smiled. “I’m glad it’s going to be yours. It’s a fine old property and I think you’ll be a great new owner.”


“Where do I sign?” Sage said.


She took him through the paperwork step by step, explaining that there were other documents to follow, and that he couldn’t do all the signing on the dotted line now. Despite that, as his pen touched the paper, he felt a sense of achievement.


When he’d been diagnosed with his PTSD, a broken man, he’d never thought that he’d be able to hold down a job again, still less be part of the FBI. Still less have a future that included buying a house. It all represented a new normality that Sage had never thought he’d achieve.


It was an occasion for breaking out the champagne. Maya would be thrilled to learn that he’d done this. He knew that she was anxious about whether he planned to stay in the Midwest or whether he was looking for the first opportunity to move on.


As he had the thought, his phone rang, and he saw that it was Maya calling.


Great timing, he thought as he picked up. He’d be able to tell her what he’d done. Maybe he could even suggest the champagne.


But as soon as he heard her voice, Sage realized there was something wrong.


“Sage?” she said. “I know it’s Sunday, but Rick’s asked us to come into the office urgently. There have been a few serious crimes called in over the past few days, and he’s been looking at the area stats. He’s identified a pattern, and he wants us to dig deeper into it. Urgently.”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


It wasn’t far to go from his brand-new house to the FBI Idaho satellite office. The drive took Sage just five minutes. He arrived at the same time as Maya, who quirked an eyebrow as she got out of the car.


“Hello, there. Were you close by?” she asked.


“Just down the road.” Given that the meeting was urgent, Sage hadn’t even had time to get dressed in his normal office attire, which might be plainclothes on a field day or a suit on a smart day, but either way would involve black pants.


Today, he was wearing navy jeans and a golf shirt. Maya was wearing cargo pants and a tight-fitting gray T-shirt that showed off her taut arms and narrow waist.


He decided to wait before telling Maya the exciting news about the house. There were more important issues to focus on.


Like his boss, Rick Novak.


Rick had been moodier than usual in recent weeks, and he’d had a couple of interactions with Sage where Sage had been surprised by his attitude. It wasn’t quite aggressive – but it wasn’t far off it, either. It had made him worry that Rick was starting to resent his presence in the satellite office, and that as he became more capable and took on more responsibility, Rick didn’t think he was the right fit for their small team.


Sage had tried to manage his worries as best he could. Rick had a lot on his plate, and he was running a surprisingly busy field office. Although the instances of serious crimes in the Midwest were lower than in the big cities, there was a lot more area for the FBI to cover, and all law enforcement services were thinly spread. Sage had been surprised that the stats ended up being more or less the equivalent of his old workplace.


Now, though, Rick seemed in a good mood, to Sage’s relief.


He was waiting in the building’s lobby – or rather, its entrance hall, seeing it was a converted house.


“Morning,” he said. 


“Morning,” Sage and Maya chorused. They all headed upstairs. Sage didn’t often come into the field office on a Sunday. Sun spilled in through the open window of the small meeting room, and the church bells from down the road rang through the still air. 


Rick opened his laptop and then paged through a couple of folders on his desk.


“I had two calls yesterday from different police departments,” he said. “Our local department called me first thing yesterday morning and then, a department to the north of us called me yesterday evening. I spent the night thinking about these cases and then looked through the records and found a couple of other incidents over the past few weeks that might also be related.”


“Go on?” Sage asked.


“It started off with the murder of Margaret Sinclair. That was about eight days ago,” Rick said, his face serious. “Margaret is a retiree who’s known as a hoarder. I believe from the police in that precinct that she has a few psychological problems, and she’s on their list of people to check up on every few days. Last time they went past, they found that she’d been murdered. Someone might have knocked on the door and been let in, because there was no sign of forced entry.”


“And the circumstances? How was she murdered?” Sage asked.


Sage felt ashamed that the death of this retiree hadn’t even featured on his radar. Admittedly it had been in a different precinct, but all the same, he felt a pang of guilt. If only they’d known that this was the start of a possible serial spree, and not just the opportunistic murder of a vulnerable elder.


“This is where it gets strange,” Rick said. “At first glance, the police thought that she might have been fatally injured when a cardboard box from a pile in the entrance hall fell onto her. That was what it looked like. The box was basically on top of her. There were several piled in the entrance hall, which was very cluttered. But then, when the coroner examined the body, he said that in his opinion, the head injury was caused by a solid object such as a piece of piping or a club, rather than an impact from a falling box. And forensics confirmed that the box wasn’t heavy enough to have caused a fatal head injury.”


“So, someone murdered her, and then tried to make it look accidental,” Sage said thoughtfully.


“Yes,” Rick said. 


“So that was the first case? What was the next?” Maya asked.


“Another elderly woman, who had a massive collection of old books, was killed in a house fire last Monday. She was Eleanor Vaughn, and she lived two towns over.”


“I heard about that fire and the fatality,” Sage said sadly.


“Eleanor wasn’t reclusive. She was a sociable person who used to help out at the local library and with reading programs for schools. However, she was well known for being an avid collector whose home was so full of old, dusty books that there was barely any living space,” Rick said. 


“Did forensics ever identify the cause of the fire?” Maya asked.


Rick nodded. “I have a copy of the case file here. They identified that an accelerant was used to start the fire, probably while Eleanor was asleep, although they were surprised that she didn’t wake up. Her body was in the bed. That does make me wonder if she was drugged, sedated, or even injured in some way. However, the fire was so fierce, and her body so badly burned, that it was impossible to tell from her remains.”


“Is someone preying on the elderly, or else, are they targeting people that they believe have too many possessions?” Sage asked.


Rick’s quick flicker of the eyebrows told Sage he was on the right track.


“I think it’s the possessions, rather than the age of the victims, that’s a common factor. Because the next victim, Robert Pine, was in his forties. He was discovered yesterday, and again, the scene seemed to be accidental at first – his ceiling had collapsed due to a leak – but the coroner then found that the injuries he suffered weren’t consistent with the scenario. Also, the leak was found to be caused by a pipe that had been deliberately damaged.”


“And was he a hoarder?” Sage knew the word was a label, and didn’t necessarily apply to each one of these cases, but it was a convenient term to use to cover what might be happening.


“Yes. I believe his house is very cluttered, and also in need of repair. The police are still working there, although the body has been removed," Rick said. “Get to the scene as soon as you can. I’m going to meet with the police and comb through all the area’s records to make sure that there aren’t any other linked cases that we’ve missed. For now, though, it seems as if it’s just these three.”


Sage felt surprised by the intensity and speed with which the killer was working, if these were serial crimes, especially since it appeared as if many of these victims were solitary people who had shunned society. But the killer had known about them regardless.


He stood up, eager to discover what linked these victims, over and above the hoarding itself.


Knowing that he might be called out on a case at short notice, he always kept his FBI jacket in the car, with his official ID in the pocket. Rick handed over copies of the case files, and said he’d forward more information via email.


They headed out, and Sage detoured to his car, got his jacket and laptop bag out of the trunk, and then joined Maya in the FBI’s only unmarked vehicle.


“This is disturbing,” Maya said, frowning. “You know, Sage, I hate it when something like this happens to the most vulnerable residents.”


“It sounds as if these people might have been targeted because they were easy prey,” Sage said. “Mostly elderly or reclusive, and with problems that probably discouraged people from visiting them.”


“Exactly. Easy prey,” Maya said fiercely. “That’s what makes this so damned unfair. I hope we find some clues at the latest scene.”


Sage shook his head as he considered the complexity of the case.


"What's bothering me is how the killer found these people. As in, I knew about them. They live in far-flung areas, and Eleanor seems to have been the only sociable one of the three. My question is this: what person did they all know in common?"




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


That question weighed on Sage’s mind as he and Maya drove to the scene, speeding through the Sunday peacefulness of the small towns, and the spring-green countryside that separated them.


“We need to look at all aspects of these three victims’ background and connections,” Sage said. “Margaret Sinclair and Robert Pine were the two least sociable of the victims, so it might be easier to figure out their common connections, since it will be a smaller pool of people.”


“I wonder if they were friendly with their neighbors, at least,” Maya said.


A police car and a forensics van as well as a plumber’s van were parked outside Pine’s house, and Maya pulled up next to the two vehicles. She and Sage climbed out and headed to the front door. 


Sage noticed that compared to the other homes on this quiet suburban street, this house looked neglected. The walls were peeling, one of the upstairs windows had a crack in it, and the garden was overgrown.


The front door was open. A cop was standing outside, puffing on a cigarette. When he saw Sage and Maya approaching, he quickly stamped it out and put the butt in a plastic bag.


“Morning,” he said. Sage had seen the cop before, but didn’t know his name. By now, in the course of his work, he reckoned he’d met almost all the cops who worked in a two-hundred-mile radius of the FBI offices. The problem was that there often wasn’t time for proper introductions when working a busy scene.


“Agents West and Torres,” he said.


“Detective Parsons,” the police officer replied, crumpling the plastic bag before shoving it in his pocket. The expression on his broad face darkened as he glanced behind him. “Real shame what happened here. We thought at first it was a genuine accident, you know, one of those sad things that just happens in poorly maintained homes.”


“Who called you out here?” Sage asked.


“Victim’s sister, Rita Pine. She came by yesterday to help him clean out his place. She’s staying at a motel in town, so you can speak to her there. I’ll give you her address. As you can see, the place does need some clearing.”


As he moved aside and Sage looked in, he saw the entrance hall was shockingly cluttered. Piles of dusty dining room chairs were stacked in the two back corners. The hall table had several old vases jostling for space on it, and a few smaller tables and stools underneath it. Paintings were stacked against the wall near the door, and Sage looked at them, feeling perplexed. He knew he wasn’t the greatest art aficionado, but these paintings were very amateur, in ordinary wooden frames. Why keep them? Did they have sentimental value? Had Pine believed they’d be worth money at some future stage?
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