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Small-town politics can be murder.

A local election for district court judge turns deadly when one of the candidates winds up shot in his own home. Now it’s up to amateur sleuth Kat Harper to find out “whodunit.”

When it comes to drug offenses, Judge Buck Metzger is a known advocate for rehabilitation over incarceration. His stance is a major reason why he’s pulled ahead in the small-town race—until a bullet stops him dead. Now Kat has to question whether his outlook—or someone he sentenced to court-ordered treatment—might be responsible for his downfall. Then again, he could just as easily have been murdered by a resentful opponent caught up in a devastating scandal. And Kat certainly can’t discount Judge Metzger’s rebellious daughter as a suspect, not when she’s set to inherit everything her father owned.

Whatever it takes, Kat is determined to uncover the truth. And with some help from her furry feline friends, she might just thwart a killer’s plan to skirt the wheels of justice.

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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CHAPTER ONE
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“Woot!” Lucy Callahan pumped her fist in the air hard enough to send her shoulder-length red hair swinging.

Startled by the sudden gesture, Tom jumped off of Lucy’s lap and bolted under the coffee table. Only the front of the big, brown-and-black cat’s face was visible as he peeked out from his hiding spot, his green eyes wide and wary. He didn’t seem to trust Lucy not to fully transition into a screeching banshee.

Katherine Harper looked over at her friend and neighbor from her seat across the living room. “What is it?”

“Metzger looks like he’s going to be the new district court judge.” Lucy extended her arm toward Kat and waggled the cell phone in her hand back and forth. “The race has been too close to call since Tuesday’s election, but they just updated the numbers and now he’s ahead by five percentage points.”

Kat raised her eyebrows at Matty. Perched on her cat tree by the window, the yellow-and-brown tortoiseshell stared at Lucy as if she had declared that dogs were a much superior species to cats. Apparently neither one of them knew their twenty-something neighbor followed politics.

“What’s that look for?” Lucy demanded. “Don’t tell me you voted for Craig Hollig.”

“I voted the same as you,” Kat told her. “I thought they’d have determined a winner before now though.”

“That’s what you get for the convenience of living in a vote-by-mail state. When the race is close, you have to wait a few extra days for the mail-in ballots to get counted.” Lucy sat back with a satisfied smile. “My friend Bea is going to be over the moon about Metzger winning this race. She credits him with digging her out of a deep, dark mental hole.”

“How’s that?”

“He presided over her case when she appeared before him for drug possession a couple months ago. But instead of sending her to prison he mandated that she check into the Cherry Hillside rehab facility on the edge of town. She says staying there gave her the foundation she needed to get her act together.”

Kat fingered her brown hair, her chest growing tight. Whenever talk turned to drugs she couldn’t help but think about her mother, a former junkie whose addiction was responsible for Kat growing up in the Cherry Hills, Washington foster care system. And while Kat hadn’t been a ward of the state for sixteen years now, thinking about her childhood never failed to resurrect the old feelings of maternal longing that had been as much a part of her youth as homework and report cards.

Tom, always attuned to Kat’s mood, must have sensed she could use some comfort. He hopped onto her lap, pressed his forehead against her shoulder as if to urge her to hang in there, and then proceeded to fold himself into a cat loaf.

Kat glided her fingers over Tom’s silky fur. The solid, heavy sensation of his body resting on hers had the effect of grounding her emotions. She felt such a powerful swell of love for him at that particular moment that she marveled not for the first time how lucky she was to have met him last summer shortly after she had moved back to her childhood hometown.

Lucy crossed her slim legs. “You should hear Bea talk about Judge Metzger. You’d think the guy was a rock star or something. She says she’s going to stake out his house one of these days, and when he comes out she’s going to throw herself at him and beg him to marry her.”

“That’s quite an endorsement,” Kat replied.

“She was only kidding. But she’s not the only one with positive things to say about him. She told me she met several people in rehab who were there for court-ordered stints, and they all seemed equally grateful for the chance to turn their lives around.”

Lucy’s words rang through Kat’s head. The chance to turn their lives around. Had anyone ever offered Maybelle Harper such an opportunity?

“Of course, they could have been lying,” Lucy added with a shrug. “Could be they were just talking the good talk in the hopes they would be cleared for release sooner.”

Kat stared absently at the grooves left by her fingers in Tom’s fur. Was it possible her mother had been given the opportunity to turn her life around and she’d chosen to squander it instead?

Kat sighed. Sometimes she wished she didn’t feel so tied to her past. But here she was, thirty-three years old and still lamenting over what could have been had the circumstances been different. It was a fruitless exercise, and yet that knowledge alone wasn’t enough to break her of the habit.

“But that’s not Judge Metzger’s fault,” Lucy said. “The guy can only court-order so much. As Bea says, the motivation has to come from within.”

“Your friend sounds very wise,” Kat managed, her voice thick with emotion.

“That she is.”

Tom nipped at Kat’s fingertips, his standard way of communicating he’d had enough petting. Kat withdrew her hand, well aware if she continued despite his warning she would be in for a much less gentle bite.

“Bea’s experience is the reason I voted for Metzger,” Lucy said. “He’s lucky the last district court judge decided to retire. It’s harder to beat out an incumbent candidate than it is to win an open seat.”

“I have to admit, I didn’t realize you followed politics so closely.”

Lucy shifted in her seat. “Oh, well, I usually don’t. But I may have had kind of a personal interest in this election.”

Kat nodded. “Your friend Bea.”

Lucy picked at a loose thread poking out from one of the sofa cushions, almost as if she needed something to do to avoid looking Kat in the eye. “That, and I may have gone out on a few dates with Craig Hollig a couple years ago.”

Kat blinked. “You dated Judge Hollig? Isn’t he in his late forties?”

“Mid-forties.” Lucy flushed. “And yes, I know. That’s still significantly older than me. But he’s really charming. Hot, too.”

“Didn’t a woman recently come forward to say he had made an under-the-table deal with her when she appeared in his courtroom?”

“Her name is Jimena de la Cruz.” Lucy’s lips puckered as if saying the name aloud had soured her tongue. “Her employers took her to court for stealing from them, and she claimed Craig accepted money from her in exchange for avoiding a prison sentence. But I don’t believe one word of it. Craig and I might not have ended on the best terms, but he has scruples. He wouldn’t have abused his power like that.”

Kat thought Lucy might be kidding herself. After all, how many significant others claimed they had no idea what their romantic partners were doing when their unsavory activities finally came to light? It was almost cliché.

“Look,” Lucy said, slapping her hand against the couch armrest violently enough for Tom to stir. “I might not have voted for the guy to be the next district court judge, but I don’t think he’s bad either. I just feel Metzger’s stance on rehabilitation is more in line with my beliefs.”

Kat supposed she could understand that. After all, she felt the same.

Tom started to settle back down only to be disturbed once more when Lucy gasped so loudly even Matty felt compelled to twist around.

“What is it?” Kat asked.

Lucy held up her phone again. Although Kat sat too far away to make out anything on the screen, she could see the words jumping, almost as if Lucy’s hand were shaking.

“It’s M—Metzger,” Lucy stammered.

“More ballots have been counted and he’s no longer in the lead?” Kat guessed.

“No.” Lucy pressed her fingertips to her pale lips as her phone tumbled out of her grasp and landed on the carpet with a thump. “He’s just been found dead inside his house. Kat, someone shot him.”
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]


Kat could only describe the scene outside of Buck Metzger’s house as chaos. It seemed everyone in Cherry Hills had heard about the murder soon after the news broke and had rushed over to confirm it for themselves.

The street was so crowded Kat had to park a block away. Now she stood on her tiptoes behind a cluster of people, hoping the additional two inches in height would somehow allow her to magically spot Andrew Milhone, her boyfriend and a detective with the Cherry Hills Police Department. He had phoned Kat not long after Lucy had made her shocking announcement, asking if she could take Metzger’s cat into custody until they could locate a next of kin. Kat had told him she’d be there as soon as possible.

Except apparently ‘as soon as possible’ wasn’t fated to be very soon. Kat wouldn’t be surprised if it took her half an hour to weave her way through this crowd. She was discouraged to note most everyone had on bulky jackets to ward off the chill of the exceptionally cold early November evening, a fact that would make her mission all the more difficult.

She was tempted to go back to her car and tell Andrew to bring the cat to her, but, she reminded herself, he had a crime scene to process. A man had died tonight at the hand of someone else. Andrew would be busy enough as it was searching for evidence and
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