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There are plenty of things a girl wants to do on her sixteenth birthday. Clearing a family member from suspicion of murder isn’t one of them.


Amber is finally turning sixteen, and Mallory is determined to make the day perfect, baking her everything from brioche to pink lemonade cupcakes for the party her mom is throwing her. Their favorite Honeysuckle Grove detective, Alex Martinez, will be in attendance, too, at least until he gets called away to investigate a recently discovered death involving foul play.


When Amber’s last name is the only clue given as to what they might find at the nearby crime scene, Alex and Mallory decide they might have to keep this one quiet or Amber’s sixteenth birthday will be anything but sweet.
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Chapter One
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Nothing says “party time” better than three dozen pink lemonade cupcakes. 

I balanced my tiered cupcake holder on the hood of Alex’s 90s Toyota to make sure they hadn’t been jostled too much en route.

“You’re sure you want to do that here?” Alex raised an eyebrow at me, looking very much like the boy I’d had an unrelenting crush on in the seventh grade.

After a recent storm, I was almost knee-deep in snow, in a dress made for warmer weather, worried about the state of my baking. It was ridiculous. I offered up the only excuse I had. “If food is all I can contribute to my best friend’s sixteenth birthday, I’m going to make it amazing.”

Alex snickered and lifted the Rubbermaid container with the rest of my prepared food from the backseat. “I thought I was your best friend.”

I blushed, despite the frigid air. Alex would count as something akin to my best friend if my feelings for him weren’t so…complicated.

“Besides, when has your food not been amazing?”

I blushed harder. I had approached Amber’s mom, Helen Montrose, almost a month ago to check and see if it was okay if I threw Amber a small birthday celebration. Helen had been emerging from her fog of grief over her husband’s death at the time and trying to make up for emotionally abandoning her children in the months prior. She countered by saying that her mother should really be the one to throw her a sweet-sixteen party.

I had my reservations. Helen Montrose still had days where she couldn’t get herself out of bed, and from what Amber told me, she wouldn’t have a clue who to invite.

At the same time, my concerns were twofold. I wanted the best for Amber, of course, but I also didn’t want her mother turning around and telling her that she should find a best friend her own age—not some twenty-eight-year-old widow who liked to solve murder investigations in her spare time.

So, for the most part, I had pasted on a smile and an agreeable attitude, and encouraged Helen Montrose to take the helm of Amber’s party. I only offered a handful of suggestions for the invitation list and begged that I could contribute some food.

I followed Alex up the walkway to the front door of the Montrose mansion. Snow had leaked down the sides of my boots—Alex was right; the hood of his car had not been the best place to rearrange cupcakes—and I was already shivering from the thin purple dress I’d selected. I hoped this was all simply a bad start to a good day.

“You ready?” Alex asked me before pressing on the doorbell. It was as if he knew I needed a minute to breathe and reapply my smile.

I nodded. “You bet.”

The door opened in front of us, and a very put-together Helen Montrose stood on the other side, all bouffant hairstyle and plastic grin. Amber’s mother truly must have an on/off switch. But I couldn’t concentrate on any of that because with the opening of the door, an overhang let go of a foot of snow right on top of my head.

It dripped down my face and inside my coat. With a startled gasp, I arched my back at the icy droplets making their way down my neck. The insides of my boots now held enough of the white stuff to start a snowball fight.

Somehow, I saved the cupcakes.

“Oh, dear!” Helen said. “Let me help.” But she didn’t make any move forward to do so.

“Oh, Mal…” Alex brushed the snow from my head and the back of my coat, but I could tell he was trying not to giggle. Although, who was I kidding? I would’ve done the same if it had happened to him.

“Just…take the cupcakes!” I said to both of them.

This Helen Montrose could handle. She reached out for my tray, and I used both my newly free hands to wipe the snow and my soaked hair away from my face.

“Is that Mallory—?” Amber’s words were cut off when she came around her mother and saw my snow-soaked appearance. She, unlike Alex, didn’t hold back her laugher. I tilted my head and raised my eyebrows until she could collect herself. “Come up to my room,” she said when she could overcome her amusement. “I’ll get you something dry to wear.”

I’d only been in Amber’s bedroom one time, on the very first day I met her—when I’d arrived to deliver a casserole on behalf of the church, right in the middle of her father’s wake. That day, it had also been a Sunday afternoon, but so much else had changed for both of us.

We had become much closer since then, and it seemed odd to me when I followed her into her pin-neat pink room that she spent most of her nights here, in a place I barely knew.

She threw a pair of leggings and one of her oversized hoodies onto the bed. “These should fit.”

I shrugged out of my coat and let out a groan. “But I wore purple, just for you.”

Purple was Amber’s current favorite color. I’d decorated the cupcakes and cheesecake bites in purple butterflies and sprinkles for exactly that reason.

“Well, if it’s just for me, then you’re in luck because I don’t care.” She dug her fists into the sides of her waist, as if daring me to argue. She wore one of her own oversized hoodies. I shouldn’t have been surprised, as most of her wardrobe was made up of hoodies with big statements. This one was royal blue and read: MY LIFE IS BASED ON A TRUE STORY. “I’ll leave you to change. You can meet us downstairs.”

She rolled her eyes on that last bit, so as she shut the door behind her, I wondered what the “us” was I might find down in her living room.








  
  

Chapter Two
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When I’d been planning to have my own party for Amber, I’d mentally made a guest list, a menu, and come up with a few fun ideas for entertainment, too. When Helen Montrose decided it was the mother’s job to hold the sweet-sixteen party, I put the rest out of my mind. At least until now. 

I left Amber’s bedroom feeling much frumpier than I had when I’d arrived. Truth be told, I’d wanted to look nice for myself as well, and maybe even a tiny bit for Alex. But too late for any of that.

When I reached the top of the stairs, a voice from inside another bedroom surprised me. “You’re not hiding up here again, are you, sis?” The door to the room swung open to reveal Amber’s older brother, Seth. “Oh.” Seth looked me up and down for a few long seconds, processing that I wasn’t Amber. He may have also been processing me in her clothes. The bright red hoodie she’d left on the bed for me read: THIS IS NOT A DRILL and included a picture of a hammer.

“I…um…the snow out your front door dumped on me. I had to change,” I explained. I felt like I was forever explaining myself to Amber’s mother and brother because why would a twenty-eight-year-old woman take such a strong interest in a fifteen-year-old?

Sixteen-year-old.

In truth, Amber had been exactly what I’d needed after my husband died and I’d had trouble climbing out of my own pit of grief. I think I’d been what she needed after her dad’s death, too. It was kismet, and now we had a lot of fun together cooking the nights away, and solving crimes whenever Alex allowed us to help with his investigations.

Seth nodded and looked like he was about to laugh as well about my misfortune, but he didn’t. “I’ve looked up at that overhang a few times, wondering when it was going to dump.”

But you never thought to fix it? I held back the words before saying them. Seth and Amber had pretty much been parenting themselves since their dad died six months ago. I wasn’t about to blame either one of them for any neglect of the house.

“No worries. It’s only water,” I said instead. Cold water, but still. “Amber’s been hiding away? From what?”

Seth let out one laugh and motioned to the stairs. “See for yourself.”

Now I was really curious. “You’re not joining us?”

Seth and Amber had become protectively close to one another in recent months. It surprised me if he wasn’t going to take part in her birthday party.

He laughed again and simply said, “Later,” before closing the door between us.

The stairway of the mansion led into the dining room, where I found Alex holding a platter of deviled eggs and looking lost about where to put it. Poor guy had been left on his own for food duty.

I rushed over. “Here, let me take that.” I placed the platter in an open space on the table. “I’m sorry you got left with all of this.” As I spoke, I rearranged platters on the table so that the savory items were at one end with the sweet treats on the other. Then I reached for the next tray—brioche buns—from my Rubbermaid bin.

“Actually, I was taking my time in here.” Alex glanced over his shoulder toward the living room where some soft background music streamed through, but not much else.

“You’re trying to escape Amber’s party, too? Why? What’s wrong with it?”

Alex shrugged one shoulder, but didn’t answer. Clearly, it was up to me to see where on earth Helen Montrose had gone wrong.

I reached for the platter of deviled eggs, along with a stack of napkins, pasted on my most professional catering smile, and marched for the door.

The Montrose’s living room boasted expensive hardwood furniture and knickknacks. Even the first time I’d been in here, six months ago at Dan Montrose’s wake, it had felt like a room that sat untouched most of the time. With a dozen teenagers sprinkled around the room, I should have felt an immediate worry for the costly décor, but instead, I felt instant dread for another reason.

Amber didn’t have teenage friends. She’d been an outcast at school even before her dad died, and after his death, no one knew what to say to her. She’d always been a girl who spoke her mind and had plenty of smart and sarcastic remarks. “Too smart for her own good” was a way Alex often described her.

So what were all of these schoolmates doing here?

I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly with my understanding. Helen Montrose had ignored my list of older church friends who Amber at least liked and decided she knew best. She had invited a slew of classmates from the local high school who Amber never spoke to.

Meanwhile, Amber, at her own birthday party, sat in a nearby armchair, legs slung over the side, flipping through a magazine and paying little attention to the rest of the people in the room.

It seemed as though Mrs. Montrose had not only invited a slew of people who weren’t friendly with Amber, but they didn’t even seem friendly with each other.

Amber’s mother whisked in from another door, carrying a large square black speaker with a handle. “Who’s ready for karaoke?” 

She had to be kidding. With her plastic smile, though, she didn’t seem to take in the awkwardness in the room.

“Actually, we were about to have some food,” I announced and headed straight for the one person in the room I recognized. Marcy Ralston had been Amber’s prime competitor in a recent cooking contest at the school. While they may not have liked each other, at least they had mutual respect. “Would you like a deviled egg? They’re my own special recipe.”

Marcy was tucked as far to one side of a loveseat as she could be, clearly not friends with the purple-haired girl on the other end. I wondered if Helen Montrose had simply invited the purple-haired girl because she thought her daughter would like her based on hair color.

Marcy looked thankful at the deviled egg offer. She helped herself to a napkin from my hand and then a half egg. “Better than karaoke,” she murmured.

“Your mom owns a local bakery, right?” I asked. Because no one else in the room was speaking, my voice seemed extra loud. Helen Montrose had ignored my comment about the food and stooped behind a brocade couch to reach for an electrical outlet.

Marcy nodded. “Karen’s Bake Shop.”

“I don’t think I’ve tried that one. What’s your favorite menu item? I’ll have to stop by.” I actually had been by there and the two other bakeries in town. Karen’s Bake Shop was my favorite with a memorable apple pie. Regardless, my conversation starter had the desired effect and other girls from around the room started murmuring to one another. The thing I’d learned about teenagers in the last six months was that you needed a discreet ice breaker to get them talking. In my experience, the topic of tasty food usually worked.

When the purple-haired girl asked Marcy, “Your mom owns that place?” I left them to discuss and moved along to my next victim, a girl chewing gum so violently, I’d swear she must have a jaw condition.

Before long, I’d covered most of the room, and my tray was empty. At least more people in the room had started talking. An untouched plate of store-bought cookies and cupcakes sat in the middle of a coffee table. I wondered if one of these girls had brought them or if that was Helen Montrose’s contribution to the food.

When I ducked back into the dining room, ready to give Alex a piece of my mind for continuing to hide out, I found him on his cell phone. He had his back to me and didn’t see me as I placed the empty egg platter down and reached for my cupcake tree. I considered putting the candles I’d brought into it, but the longer I took in here, the more I suspected all conversation in the other room would cease once again. Besides, this didn’t seem like a happy-birthday-singing crowd.

If only Helen had invited Sasha and Donna and Denean from the church, like I’d suggested. She had started off well in trying to reconnect with her daughter but was obviously still struggling. That, or she was still uncomfortable having people from the church asking too many questions.

“What do you mean, you arrested him?” Alex hissed into his phone. He must have been on the line with his partner, Mickey Bradley. If Detective Bradley wasn’t botching a case, he was making an arrest with little-to-no evidence. I felt bad for Alex, being paired with the worst detective on the force, especially when there were other police departments that would treat him much better. “How do you know this Ben Montrose is responsible for her death?”

My hand stopped on the cupcake I’d been adjusting. Did he just say Ben Montrose? The last name held familiarity, of course, but it was more than that. Back when I’d been helping to investigate Amber’s dad’s death, I’d heard of an uncle named Ben Montrose at the will reading.

Alex turned with his mouth ajar, about to say more, but stopped when he saw me. “Listen, Mickey, I’ve got to go. Please don’t arrest anyone else until I get there.” He hung up and stared at me for a long moment.

“Mickey arrested Amber’s uncle?” I whispered. The people in the living room didn’t need to hear about this, least of all Amber. “Who died?”

Alex nodded. “I’m pretty sure it’s a mistake, but I have to get over to the property right away before Detective Bradley arrests the whole block. Can you make an excuse for me?”

“What does Mickey think he did?” It wasn’t as though I wouldn’t cover for Alex with Amber. If her uncle had somehow actually been involved in someone’s death, the last thing I wanted was for her to hear about it during her birthday party—especially with teenagers who already didn’t like her lining the room. But I’d been working with Alex for long enough that when he was working on a case, I had to know about it. Or, at least, I had to ask.

Alex took in a big breath and let it out in a sigh, which seemed ominous somehow. “There was a tiger attack on his property.”

“And this is somehow his fault? Was it a wild tiger? Is there a zoo nearby or something that it escaped from? Did it wander into his yard?”

Alex shook his head solemnly, which made me catch my breath. But before he could say more, Seth made his way down the stairs from his bedroom.

“What’s this about a wild tiger?” Seth raised an auburn eyebrow, which made him look a lot like his sister.

“Not wild, no,” Alex said to Seth but kept his eyes on me. Everything about his unwavering gaze told me this was serious.

“My Uncle Ben has a pet tiger.” By Seth’s light tone, I suspected he hadn’t caught on to Alex’s concern, and I didn’t want him to, nor did I want him to hear how much this had to do with his Uncle Ben, for fear it might get back to Amber.

“I didn’t know people kept tigers as pets.” I forced lightness into my voice. “But you know who the real tigers are? Those silent teenage girls in your front room. Any chance you want to help me loosen things up out there?” Without waiting for an answer, I turned Seth toward the door to the front room and guided him toward it.

Before it swung shut behind us, I waved a hand back at Alex, encouraging him to go.

Seth had a surprising amount of influence over the teenage girls in his living room and clearly cared for his sister because I couldn’t have seen him volunteering to sing karaoke with girls two years younger than him any other time.

He invited Marcy Ralston to sing with him first, and that seemed to loosen everyone up. Marcy’s voice was at least as good as her baking, which was saying a lot. Seth not so much, but the girls in the room gazed at him as though his voice was soaked in butter.

Once the karaoke party was underway, Helen Montrose disappeared through the door to the dining room and, I suspected, upstairs to her bedroom.

By the time Seth and Marcy finished singing a duet version of “Eye of the Tiger,” half a dozen girls were swooning and begging Seth to sing with them next.

None of the girls had any time for Amber, but from the looks of her flipping through her third magazine, I doubted she cared. By the fourth duet, I was getting antsy about whatever Alex might have found out about Amber’s uncle and snuck out to the bathroom.

Once I had the door closed behind me, I perched on the closed toilet, pulled out my cell phone, and navigated to Alex’s number. He didn’t pick up until the fourth ring, which told me he was busy, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to leave him alone.

“What’s going on there? Was Mickey wrong to arrest Ben Montrose? Was someone really killed?”

Alex, as usual, didn’t seem bothered by my slew of questions, even if it bothered me that I was distracting him from his work. “Unfortunately, yes. There’s been a death on the property, and Mickey might be right this time in arresting the owner of the tiger for gross negligence and assault.”

“Oh, no. He attacked the person that was killed?”

“No, the attack was actually on a neighbor who was trying to shoot at his tiger.” Alex covered his mouthpiece and called a directive, probably to the forensics team.

“And you’re at the property now investigating?” I asked as soon as he was back on the line. A knock sounded at the bathroom door, so I dropped my voice. “When will you know more?”

“I have no idea. Forensics was about to leave by the time I arrived, which is ridiculous, but I guess Mickey told them to give the place a once-over and that would be enough. Sometimes I don’t know what to do with the neglect on this force. I insisted they stay and conduct a thorough investigation, as a woman had lost her life today.”

“Who was the woman?” I whispered. When another knock sounded, I flushed the toilet, under the pretense of using the bathroom for its intended purpose.

“Listen, I’ve got to run, but why don’t you get over here when the party is done and you can get away without raising Amber’s suspicions.” He rattled off the address of the other Montrose mansion, and I made a note of it on the notepad in my purse.

“Sure thing. I’ll get there as soon as I can sneak away.” I ran the water as he hung up and then reached for the door. I stopped with my mouth open at Amber on the other side, scowling with her arms crossed.

“And here I thought you were creating a diversion to get me out of there, but instead, you were going to ditch me and leave me in the brood of vipers by myself?” Amber had a habit of being dramatic.

“I wasn’t ditching you! I was coming right back.”

“While Alex is off on an investigation?” She raised a Seth-like eyebrow in disbelief.

She made it sound as though I never let Alex work alone. “I was going to head over there after your party.”

“You mean that party?” She motioned over her shoulder and toward the living room, where a bad duet version of “Sweet Caroline” streamed our way. “You realize the best gift you could give me for my birthday would be to get me out of here and over to whatever investigation pulled Detective Martinez away.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to do just that. But this was her uncle we were talking about, and the girl had lost her father only six months ago. “But your mom planned this and everything.”

“Right, and she clearly spent a lot of time thinking about what I would like.” Amber didn’t let me argue this point, not that I could. “And she’s for sure not upstairs drugging herself up for the rest of the day right this second.”

The way she said it so plainly made me feel worse for her than I had already. “At least your mom has been trying lately.” Amber’s tired look made me try another tactic. “And Seth…” Even this argument held zero conviction.

“Seth owes me for forgetting to pick me up from school on that day it was practically a blizzard out.” Amber had called me that day, so it wasn’t as though she’d had to walk home in the “near-blizzard,” though I was sure she’d made her brother think she had.

“You really want to leave in the middle of your own party?”

Her eyebrow raised higher, and she didn’t have to respond to this weaker-than-weak rebuttal.

I was more than happy to get her out of here. More than happy to have her help with an investigation. And she truly was able to have perspective over family faults more than anyone I knew.

Still, I didn’t know whether or not I was making a mistake when I opened my mouth to say, “But, Amber, it has something to do with your uncle.”








  
  

Chapter Three
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“Uncle Ben?” Amber furrowed her brow. When I didn’t respond right away, she filled in the missing information herself. “He’s my only uncle who’s local. It must be him.” 

My smart sixteen-year-old sleuth friend was in a habit of deducing clues before Alex or I could get around to fully explaining all the known information.

“Yes, it’s your Uncle Ben.” Any other time, I may have made a crack about her uncle being named after a relative of Spiderman, but now was not the time. “I don’t know much. Only that it has to do with his pet tiger.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “Me and Mom have told him a thousand times that Boots wasn’t happy there. He got out, didn’t he?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know the details, only that he attacked a woman earlier today.”

“Is she okay?” Without waiting for my answer, Amber led the way through a back hallway, into the kitchen, and then to her mudroom. It seemed we were sneaking out the back door.

“No,” I said, slipping my feet into the snow boots Amber set in front of me. For the first time today, I was glad to be in leggings and a hoodie—and then one of Amber’s warm snow jackets. “She’s not.”

Thankfully, Amber knew what I meant without me having to explain further. “And this is somehow Uncle Ben’s fault?” she guessed. “Did he leave the cage open?” Even as she asked this question, she looked like she would find this hard to believe.

“I have no idea,” I said. As she reached for the door, I stopped her. “Hang on. How are we going to get there? I came here with Alex.”

Most problems in Amber’s world were only fun diversions. She took about three seconds to think this over and then grabbed a set of keys off a hook by the door. “I guess I’m going to owe Seth for two things this time.”

I hadn’t driven a standard transmission vehicle since I’d first taken driver’s ed back in high school. I didn’t feel great about driving Seth’s bright blue Corvette in the snow either, especially since he’d just recently gotten it running, but it turned out, it handled a lot better than my Prius. Besides, I wanted to get to Alex’s investigation badly enough that I was willing to put my reservations aside.

The other Montrose mansion was several miles away on the other side of Honeysuckle Grove in the flats. Even though I had the address, Amber knew the directions well enough that I didn’t need my phone’s GPS.

“So all you know is that Mickey Mouse arrested my Uncle Ben after Boots attacked some woman on his property?”

Alex had been the first to nickname his incompetent partner, Detective Mickey Bradley, as Mickey Mouse. There was, however, nothing playful about the name when Amber used it.

Still, Detective Bradley may not have been wrong or incompetent on this particular occasion.

“I think he was brought in on gross negligence,” I told her as I turned onto a road that led outside the town limits.

“Sounds like he left the gate open, but Uncle Ben is careful when it comes to Boots. That tiger is his pride and joy, practically like a son. He’s the reason my aunt and uncle split up—because he loved that big cat more than he loved her.” She harrumphed. “I could almost understand if it was a nice kitty like Hunch, but he’s totally not nice to anyone, even to Uncle Ben.”

My late husband’s cat, Hunch, was far from being a nice kitty, at least to anyone other than Amber, but I chose to stay focused on the topic at hand. “Has Boots ever attacked anyone before this?”

“Not really attacked, no. But he jumps at the fence if he’s in a bad mood or hasn’t eaten in a while. A couple of years ago, a neighbor’s rabbit got out of its cage and wandered too close. Boots bit him through the fence, and the rabbit bled out before it could get away. Uncle Ben bragged about that for months. He likes to hold back his food leading up to the weekend and then throw a couple of live chickens in the cage to keep his hunting instincts alive. Me and Mom stopped visiting because Boots is just so aggressive. Seth still thinks the tiger is cool, but I’m convinced that Boots is actually going crazy because he doesn’t have enough room to roam. Did you know a male Siberian tiger is supposed to have forty square miles if you keep them in captivity? They’re clearly not meant to be pets.”

I turned onto the street where, if I couldn’t pick out the Montrose mansion by its gigantic size, I’d pick it out by the police cars lining the street in front of it. It was like the crown jewel, sitting in the midst of suburbia. All the surrounding houses were about the size of mine or smaller, nothing fancy or extravagant. The Montrose mansion, on the other hand, was decorated with two-story cement columns out front, a four-car garage, and an angled fence on either side that seemed to widen the backyard.

That must be where he kept Boots, his tiger.

I found a spot to pull in between two police cars. “Is keeping a tiger as a pet even legal?”

Amber shrugged. “In West Virginia, it used to be. I think Uncle Ben got a permit for Boots a few years ago before the laws changed. Mom joined a local animal rights association and was partially responsible for changing the laws. That put some tension between our family and his. People like Uncle Ben will fight tooth and nail to keep their rights, but the animal rights association was pretty angry that his permit wasn’t revoked.”

“Did your mom drop out of the association after your dad died?” I usually held back any outright questions about how her dad’s death had affected her family, but when focused on a new investigation, the question just came out.

Amber also seemed to have less discomfort with the subject as we worked through the backstory of a case. “Nah, she quit that one a couple of years ago. She found another cause to focus on. I think she just felt old working with the young couple that made up the rest of the committee. Mom’s more of a bureaucrat—she likes to aim her ammunition at the government systems, while Bruce and Lynda, they liked to get out there and get their hands dirty.”

“Huh. Well, I can’t imagine there’s too much to investigate here, if someone was killed because the tiger wasn’t properly contained. I guess the only question is how a judge will feel about the situation.”

“Why do you think Detective Martinez is still here, then?”

That was a good question. “Why don’t we go and find out.”

Unlike Amber’s mansion, which was located on a hillside overlooking Honeysuckle Grove with mansions close on either side, Ben Montrose seemed to have the only large house and lot on the block. Still, it was no forty miles’ worth of tiger-roaming land. Twenty-foot-high barrier walls lined the property, but Amber knew exactly where to go to find a gate to let us in. The cedar wooden gate looked as if the areas around the latch were covered in black fingerprint dust. That was curious. It had been left ajar, and when we walked through it, there was more fingerprint dust on the other side.

“Wait, we’re not going to find an agitated tiger on the other side of this gate, right?” I asked nervously.

Amber laughed. “Nope. Boots has a separate enclosure. If he was left to roam the whole yard, there’s no way Uncle Ben would’ve gotten a permit to keep him.”

That made sense, but I still felt anxious as I led the way through the gate. Even if I was about to face up against a rabid wild animal, there was no way I’d let Amber go first.

Noises sounded immediately through the gate. Voices yelled to one another about “code number such-and-such” and “bagging item so-and-so.” I recognized Alex’s voice when he called out, “And cordon off this patch of snow. I want to try and decipher some footprints.”

“Footprints?” Amber asked from behind me. “Why do they need footprints and fingerprints if they’ve got my uncle for gross negligence? Do they think someone else might have opened the cage?” I shrugged from in front of her as we made our way along the plowed path at the side of the mansion. She didn’t wait for me to come up with any kind of an answer and just went on with her theories. “I wonder if it was Bruce and Lynda. According to my mom, they do stuff like this all the time.”

“The animal rights association lets exotic animals out in town, no matter the consequences?” I found that hard to believe.

“I think they’d usually stay nearby with a tranquilizer gun. It’s their way of proving danger and getting permits revoked.” Amber shrugged. “Besides, we’re not exactly in town.”

I held my tongue from arguing that we weren’t exactly outside of town either, especially when a male tiger had a forty-mile roaming radius. It didn’t seem very responsible of the animal rights folks to me, but maybe Amber was right. It might get her uncle off the hook if Alex could prove it, anyway.

We rounded the corner into a wide, open backyard and saw half a dozen forensics officers in various states of evidence gathering. Through a sliding glass door, others moved around inside.

“Why do you think they’re in the house?” Amber asked as I thought it. Before I could answer, Alex spotted us and came right over.

“I’m glad you two are here.” He stopped and turned to Amber. “Wait, what about your party?”

“You mean the teenybopper-karaoke-fest my mother planned for all the people who don’t like me?”

Alex raised an eyebrow in response. I could have argued that after Seth sang a song with each of them and gave their sophomore selves a little senior male attention, they may have had a better attitude toward his sister, but there were more important matters at hand.

“What have you discovered?” I dropped my voice. “Was Detective Bradley right in arresting Ben Montrose?” I kept my eyes from Amber’s, wondering if her uncle’s fate might start to bother her more once she was in the thick of the situation.

“I wish I knew. I’ve been finding a lot of conflicting evidence.” He shook his head.

“Such as?” Amber pushed.

“We’ve lifted some fingerprints, which appear to be from narrow hands, from the rear side of the back gate and larger ones from the front side.”

“And…?” I didn’t get why Alex thought this was important, unless Amber was correct and someone like the animal rights people had been here to tamper with the tiger’s enclosure.

“And we couldn’t find prints anywhere else on any doors to the house or even on the keypad of the tiger enclosure.”

“So someone else tampered with the keypad and let Boots out?” Amber guessed. “And not the person who was killed?”

Alex shook his head. “The outer gate to the tiger cage was sealed shut when the police arrived. The inner gate was open with the woman partially inside. The strange part is that the keypad and handle to the gate, as well as all the knobs and handles to the house, seem to have been wiped clean with a solvent of some kind. Forensics has taken a sample to look into it, but they suspect it’s an acetone-based solvent.”

“Like nail polish remover?” I asked. My mind immediately returned to the animal rights activists, Bruce and Lynda. I wondered if Lynda kept nail polish remover wipes in her purse.

Alex went on with the rest of what he’d uncovered. “When the police found Ben Montrose, he was in a tussle with a neighbor, a Mr. Cliff Barber.” As Alex spoke, he moved toward the middle of the large yard where a small square had been marked off with crime scene tape. Much of the ground within the square was visible, as the snow had been haphazardly cleared aside through the tussle.

“Did this neighbor open the tiger pen?” I asked, looking at the distance between the square and the large chain-link fence that I had to assume housed a tiger, although one was not visible at the moment. The fence stretched at least a hundred feet in the distance and covered a good stretch of land, but nowhere near forty miles. Tall spindly trees stretched high above the height of the fence, and there was a large stone-carved area toward the far side of the enclosure with a stone doorway at the back. The stone door was open, so I had to assume that Boots the tiger had disappeared somewhere within it. The rest of the cage was all wide, open space, visible from where I stood.

The altercation between Ben and his neighbor only happened maybe forty feet from the fence, close to a small barn that, from the clucking within, seemed to house chickens. I couldn’t imagine the neighbor thinking he could open the tiger enclosure and get away in time, especially once he was tackled.

But Alex flipped through pages of a file folder in his hands, reading. “Apparently, the neighbor came over because he heard concerning noises from the yard. When he found that Ben Montrose wasn’t home, he assumed a problem with the tiger and raced to the backyard with his gun. He saw a woman getting attacked in the tiger cage and pulled his gun to get the tiger to stop. Ben Montrose came home right then and tackled the neighbor before he could shoot at the tiger.”

I squinted. “So why was Ben Montrose arrested?”

“The neighbor wasn’t in great shape when Mickey arrived. Two cops had pulled the men apart after a phone call from another neighbor who heard a gunshot. Mickey called an ambulance for the neighbor, but Ben barely had a scratch on him.”

“I thought nobody shot Boots?” Amber’s gaze drifted back and forth over the tiger enclosure.

“Boots is the name of the tiger,” I explained to Alex.

He nodded. “Nobody shot the tiger, but through the scuffle between the two men, the gun went off. When Mickey arrived, Cliff, the neighbor, was practically unconscious, but he got out the words, ‘I just wanted to help,’ as they took him away in the ambulance.”

I took in a big breath and heaved it out. It made sense, then, why Ben Montrose would have been arrested. Even Amber said, “Yup. That’s Uncle Ben, protecting his cat at all costs.”

I shushed her, as that kind of character witness wouldn’t be helpful to her uncle’s case.

“I only meant he wouldn’t want Boots shot.” Amber didn’t like to misspeak, which was clear in her tone.

Alex, who always seemed to know how to divert Amber from any discomfort, changed the subject. “When was the last time you visited your uncle’s house?”

Amber shrugged. “Probably around March. He’d gotten an antique dining table he wanted to show off. Dad had talked Mom into it because she didn’t want to be anywhere near a tiger in captivity.”

“Did your uncle acquire his tiger as an adult?” Alex made a note when Amber confirmed this. “And you were inside the house at the time of your last visit?” Amber nodded about this as well. Alex beckoned a uniform-clad officer toward him. When the officer got close, he said, “Officer Krause, will you please accompany Miss Montrose inside the house and make a note of anything she recognizes as out of place?”

Before Officer Krause could offer his agreement, Amber marched toward the sliding glass door, leading the way.

“Inside?” I asked as soon as they were out of earshot. If Amber hadn’t been here in almost a year, I couldn’t imagine her being of much help. “Because of the wiped-off handles and doorknobs?”

Alex nodded. “Partially, yes. Ben Montrose knew the victim of the tiger attack, and she appeared to have gone inside first.”

I stared at Alex as he left a dramatic pause.

“She was his girlfriend. They’d only been dating a month, but she had been to his house several times and knew the combination to the front door lock.”

“But her fingerprints weren’t on it?” I asked.

Alex shook his head. “No one’s were. Not even Ben’s.”

That was more than curious. “Did she also know the passcode to the tiger enclosure?” I glanced over to the tall gate of metal bars.

Alex led the way closer and pointed to a piece of cardstock taped above a keypad. In black marker, it read: 84239. “It’s written right above the lockbox for anyone to use.”

“So Ben Montrose claims his girlfriend just wandered in there, knowing there was a tiger inside?” Were we talking about another murder case here? I didn’t want to believe that, and my mind returned to the animal rights activists. “Or do you think someone planned to set it free?”

“We don’t know yet, but there’s no evidence of tampering with the lock and the outer door to the enclosure was clicked shut with her inside when police arrived.”

I looked toward the inner gate, made of the same type of metal bars, which now sat wide open. The victim’s body had been covered with a sheet, but blood marked the snowy ground. Shreds of what looked like carpet were also strewn around the inside the enclosure as well as between the two gates.

“Ben claimed he didn’t open or shut either of the gates in the tiger enclosure today. There was evidence of water on the floors throughout the house. It indicates that either the victim, Stella Havenshack, or Ben Montrose himself trekked through the house in wet boots before arriving in the backyard. It looked as though it could have been more than one set of boots, but forensics is currently looking into that.”

My heart stopped and I held my breath as a figure appeared through the rear stone door within the tiger enclosure. But I let out my breath when I registered that it wasn’t a tiger. It was a heavyset man who wore a suit under his wool overcoat.

What was a businessman doing in the tiger enclosure? “Is he another detective?”

Alex shook his head. “That’s Carson Kroeger from the Honeysuckle Grove Department of Agriculture. We called him in to subdue the tiger. I figured he would have taken him away, revoked Ben’s permit on the spot, maybe even put the animal down, but he said the tiger is endangered and there would be a lot of red tape involved before any of that would happen.”

Mr. Kroeger hit a silver pad along the stone wall I hadn’t seen, and the stone door slid closed. Then he walked toward us and through both gates after Alex punched in the code to open the outer one. He held a long silver pole with what looked like the remains of a steak on a hook at one end. Without cleaning it off, he leaned it in the corner of the small four-foot square space between the gates. “The tiger’s sedated and sequestered. Feel free to let your team in to do their job and give me a call when you’re done.”

“You’re going to make sure the tiger isn’t going to be a danger to anyone else?” Alex asked with narrowed eyes.

The businessman actually laughed at this suggestion. “This tiger isn’t going to be a danger to anyone as long as they don’t wander into this here cage while he’s awake.” Before Alex could respond, he added, “This animal can’t be held responsible for an ignorant human.” He pushed past me and Alex, taking one last glance into the enclosure before nodding to Alex and saying, “Good day, detective.”

I watched him go, hardly believing he had so quickly blamed the victim of this attack and made light of it. “You called that guy in?” I asked Alex.

He raised his eyebrows, also watching Mr. Kroeger round the corner out of the Montrose backyard. “I called the Department of Agriculture and asked them to send whoever would deal with a situation like this. Apparently, Mr. Kroeger is in charge of all animal permits in the municipality, so it came down to him.”

I couldn’t say there was anything suspicious about the man, per se, but there was certainly something unlikeable about his response.

I shook it off and got back to the details at hand. “Do you think the victim could have gone in by her free will and for some reason shut the outer door behind her?” My brow furrowed as I imagined an animal rights activist trying to simply tempt the tiger or lead him out of his enclosure. Perhaps this Stella Havenshack had joined forces with Bruce and Lynda from the animal rights association, and that’s why she’d started dating Ben Montrose. Still, I couldn’t imagine someone purposely making that move and putting her own life in danger.

“The motive doesn’t make a lot of sense at this point. Plus, there must be someone else involved who would have removed any trace of fingerprints after she was inside the enclosure.”

“Amber and I were talking on the way over about the local animal rights activists, and how angered they were at Ben keeping a tiger in a space that definitely wasn’t big enough for a male tiger. Do you think they could be involved somehow?”

Alex took in a breath and let it out in a sigh, pondering this. “It’s definitely a thought. I’ll contact the local organization as soon as I have a moment. Or maybe I’ll have to get Mickey on it,” he murmured as an afterthought.

I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, as his partner, Detective Mickey Bradley, had a habit of missing crucial information or making quick, unwarranted arrests.

“I wanted to get Amber out of here before she got any closer. They’ve covered the body, but the scene still isn’t pretty.”

In truth, Amber could probably handle the gory details better than I could. She certainly had no problem talking about them. But somehow, in all of the murder investigations we’d helped with so far, she hadn’t seen much gore.
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