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Welcome to Cherry Hills, small town and . . . criminal hideout?

It’s a typical Monday workday for Kat Harper—until the police storm into her office building and arrest a new employee for a three-year-old murder. Zack Lawson swears he didn’t do it, but is he telling the truth?

With Zack’s plea of innocence ringing in her ears, Kat naturally can’t help but investigate. And while she hates to think someone else she works with might be guilty instead, she soon discovers nearly everyone has a personal agenda that makes them a viable suspect. Between conniving coworkers and disappearing documents, Kat’s not sure how she’ll ever solve this case. Will this be the end of her long crime-fighting spree, or will her furry feline sidekicks come through and help her to figure out “whodunit” once more?

All of the Cozy Cat Caper Mystery books can be enjoyed as standalones but will be better appreciated as part of the series. The books are light, fun cozy mysteries featuring an animal-loving female amateur sleuth, lovable and not-so-lovable quirky characters, and a page-turning mystery that needs solving. None of the books include cliffhangers, bad language, or graphic scenes.
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Katherine Harper had barely stepped off the elevator and onto the floor occupied by DataRightly, the technology solutions company she worked for as a programmer analyst, when one of her coworkers flew out of the door connecting the lobby to the office area. Suzanne Ryan’s pale skin was unusually flushed, and her brown eyes ping-ponged around the lobby before landing on Kat. With a visible inhalation of breath, Suzanne rushed over, her red hair bouncing around her shoulders.

“He’s late,” she said, screeching to a halt in front of Kat.

Kat slipped off her coat, grateful to be out of the November chill. Although she and Suzanne were both in their early thirties, their outfits couldn’t have been more different. Suzanne wore tan, baggy culottes and a hunter-green tweed jacket with giant shoulder pads that looked like a throwback to the 1970s, whereas Kat had opted for more modern black slacks and a navy-colored blouse.

“Who’s late?” Kat asked, giving her brown hair a quick finger-comb to combat any damage done by the wind outside.

“The man I hired last week to fill in for me when I go on maternity leave. Today is his first day.” Suzanne tapped one pink-tipped fingernail against her watch. “He was supposed to be here already.”

“I thought Kim did all of the hiring for HR.”

“Usually, but the last thing she wants is to be bothered while she’s out of the office. Besides, this is just a short-term position. So what was I supposed to do when the perfect candidate’s résumé showed up in my inbox right after she checked out for a two-week vacation? Let this opportunity slip by and hope my water doesn’t break before she gets back?”

Kat thought that was a bit melodramatic, considering Suzanne was only five months into her pregnancy. Surely Kim Tannenbaum, the director of Human Resources and Suzanne’s boss, would be back from vacation before Suzanne went into labor.

But Kat didn’t have the energy to argue, especially this early on a Monday morning. Not that arguing would have made a difference. Suzanne seemed to have a knack for imagining the worst when it came to scenarios involving her unborn baby. Kat supposed that was one of the hazards of being a first-time mother.

Suzanne used one finger to draw nervous circles over her tiny baby bump. “Maybe something came up and he decided not to take the job after all. Do you think that’s possible?”

“Wouldn’t he have contacted you in that case?” Kat asked.

“Perhaps, but the email system around here sure has been sluggish recently. Maybe he sent something and it got delayed.”

“Or maybe you could wait a little longer in case he’s on his way,” Kat suggested. “It’s barely eight-thirty a.m. He can’t be that late.”

Suzanne was too busy fretting to listen. “This is turning out to be a total and utter disaster. And to think this Zachary person sounded so good during our telephone interview. With all the stress I’m under already thanks to my husband being impossible about picking out a name for our baby girl, I just don’t know if—”

Suzanne broke off as the elevator pinged. She twisted toward the separating doors as a man around thirty with a round baby face and messy brown hair dashed into the lobby. His blue eyes ricocheted between Suzanne and Kat. “Is this DataRightly?”

“It is.” Suzanne squinted at him. “Are you Zachary Lawson?”

He nodded as he scraped his fingers through his hair. The gesture only added to his tousled appearance when a handful of strands began floating around him, energized by a charge of static electricity.

“I’m looking for Ms. Ryan,” he said. “Could you tell me where I can find her, please?”

Suzanne straightened, one hand still resting on her belly. “I’m Suzanne Ryan. Do you realize you were supposed to be here promptly at eight?”

“Sorry. I, um, got lost.”

“Lost?” Suzanne echoed. “In Cherry Hills, Washington?”

He gave her a sheepish shrug. “It’s a bigger town than I expected.”

Suzanne looked skeptical, and two pink splotches materialized on Zachary’s cheeks. Kat felt a pang of sympathy for him. She had only joined DataRightly a year ago herself and knew how intimidating it could be on your first day at a new job, even when you arrived on time.

“Did you just move here?” Kat asked, giving him an encouraging smile.

She expected him to smile back, but instead he averted his gaze as he focused on unzipping his jacket. “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Yesterday.”

“Where did you move from?”

He flapped his hand. “East of here. You wouldn’t have heard of it.” Before Kat could probe further, he yanked off his jacket and swiveled toward Suzanne. “So, what do you want me to do?”

“Why don’t we start with a tour?” Suzanne moved toward the other side of the lobby, where a strawberry blonde sat behind a wide reception desk. “This here is Wendy Dumont, our receptionist. Wendy, meet Zachary Lawson. He’s going to be filling in for me while I’m on maternity leave.”

“Hi, Zachary.” Wendy gave him a cursory nod before facing Suzanne. “You’re going on maternity leave already?”

“No, but Zachary needs some time to learn my responsibilities around here, don’t you think?” Suzanne beamed at Zachary, her earlier annoyance at his late arrival apparently having already melted away.

Wendy shrugged. “I guess.”

Kat didn’t figure she had to stick around for this. She was about to slip through the door leading to the back offices when Suzanne called out, “Katherine!”

Kat paused, one hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”

“Do me a kindness and hold that door, will you?” Suzanne scurried across the room, motioning for Zachary to follow. “Ever since I entered my second trimester I’ve had an awful time engaging in anything strenuous.”

Kat didn’t think opening a door could be considered a strenuous activity, but she knew better than to argue. All that would get her was an earful of pregnancy complaints.

“Oh,” Suzanne said, stopping when she was halfway through the doorway. “Where are my manners? Zachary, I forgot to introduce you to Katherine Harper.”

“You can call me Zack,” he said. “With a k.”

Kat held her hand out. “And I prefer Kat. Also with a k.”

Suzanne chuckled as they shook hands. “Zachary, you’ll soon discover that Katherine—Kat—lives up to her name. She is a feline fanatic. She even does rescue work for a little organization called 4F.”

“4F?” Zack repeated.

“Furry Friends Foster Families,” Kat told him. “It’s a local nonprofit, and I’m one of the board members. We help find forever families for homeless cats and dogs.”

“Maybe you could hook me up,” Zack said. “I used to have a cat. She was an old dilute tortie named Angel. She ended up being the best little companion until she died almost four years ago. Funny thing is, I never thought about myself as a cat person until a friend convinced me to take her in.”

Kat didn’t miss the way Zack’s expression dimmed as he talked about his late pet, as if he were still affected by her absence. “I have a dilute tortoiseshell, too. I call her Matty, short for Matilda.”

The shadow that had passed over Zack’s face cleared. “Do you think if you came across another tortie you could let me know?”

Kat’s heart lifted at the possibility of facilitating a match between a deserving animal and his or her future human. “I would love that. I’ll fill you in on our adoption process after you get settled in here.”

“Sounds good.”

“Isn’t Katherine a gem?” Suzanne gushed. She dropped her voice to a mock whisper. “Just be careful you don’t commit any crimes on her watch.”

Zack jolted as though she’d zapped him with a live wire. “Wh—wh—what do you mean?”

“Katherine here is not only involved with animal rescue, but she’s also our town’s resident sleuth. If there’s a crime committed in Cherry Hills, make no mistake about it. Katherine will solve it. You wouldn’t believe how many murderers she’s put behind bars.”

Zack’s jaw dropped, and the color drained from his face. Evidently he found the notion of his new town being riddled with homicides quite disturbing.

Kat cleared her throat. “Should we get on with the tour?”

“Oh, yes.” Suzanne cradled her belly with one palm as she began moving again. “Let’s.”

They continued through the doorway and down the main hallway that formed an oval around the perimeter of the building. Conference rooms, break areas, and single-occupancy offices occupied the premium real estate near the windows, while cubicles and casual meeting spaces filled in the center. With low-pile, uninspired gray carpeting, fake-wood-patterned office walls peppered with cheesy motivational posters, and bad overhead lighting, Kat felt the DataRightly offices were long overdue for a makeover. But she enjoyed her work, the people, and the relaxed atmosphere, all of which more than made up for a few poor decorating choices.

Suzanne was about to lead Zack into her office on the right when Maura O’Malley popped out of the cubicle area.

“Maura!” Suzanne screeched as if she had spotted a celebrity. “Come meet our new hire.”

Maura dutifully approached. With smooth olive skin, raven hair, and bright green eyes, Maura was an easy-going boss and only about ten years older than Kat herself.

“This is Zachary Lawson,” Suzanne said, sweeping her arm toward Zack. “He’s going to be filling in for me when I go on maternity leave.”

“Zack,” Zack told Maura as they shook hands.

“Welcome aboard,” Maura said. “I’m Maura O’Malley.”

“Maura is one of our brilliant technical directors,” Suzanne informed Zack. “Like Katherine here, she’s also a cat person.” Suzanne spun toward Maura. “Zachary is thinking of getting a 4F cat.”

Maura grinned. “Good choice. Kat and company do a great job of preparing them for adoption.”

Kat flushed at the praise. “It’s really the animals who do all the hard work.”

“Is William in yet?” Suzanne asked Maura. “I’ll need him to set up an email account and company login for Zachary.”

“He
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