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Murder takes an explosive turn . . .

Fourth of July weekend turns deadly in Cherry Hills, Washington when Kat Harper and her police detective boyfriend hear a gunshot in the midst of the neighborhood fireworks. A killer with a grudge has taken advantage of the small-town festivities to shoot a local divorce lawyer in cold blood.

Known as the “Clean ’Em Out King” for his ruthless ability to leave his clients’ ex-spouses with piddling settlements, the late Jay LaPierre made a lot of enemies in his line of work. In fact, Kat is going to be hard-pressed to find someone upset over the small town’s latest murder. Even Jay’s wife Clarissa doesn’t seem to be bothered by her new status as widow. And their tabby cat certainly isn’t mourning Jay’s death. He’s too busy making sure nobody steals his favorite napping spot.

Between investigating Jay’s murder and keeping an eye on a rambunctious rescue kitten named Clyde, Kat has her hands full this holiday. But the amateur sleuth is in for a huge surprise when one of the suspects makes a shocking confession. Now Kat’s biggest fear isn’t that Jay’s killer will go free, but that the wrong person might end up doing time for the crime.

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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Boom!

The explosion rang in Katherine Harper’s ears and sent her two cats running for safety. Matty and Tom almost collided with each other in their frantic race out of the living room, a scene that might have been comical under different circumstances. But right now Kat was at her wits’ end. She would run too if she thought there was any way to escape.

Boom!

And there it was again.

Kat shook her fist at the window from her seat on the sofa. “Enough already!”

Andrew Milhone draped his arm around her shoulders, a wide grin splitting his face and bringing out his adorable twin dimples. “Someone’s in a festive mood.”

“I’ll be festive on Monday, when it’s actually the Fourth of July. But that’s still three days away. I don’t know if I can take this all weekend.”

“It is kind of annoying,” Andrew agreed. “But after this it’ll be quiet for another six months until New Year’s.”

“New Year’s isn’t nearly this bad.” Granted, her opinion was based solely upon the most recent New Year’s. Although she had grown up in Cherry Hills, she couldn’t remember what the local celebrations had been like seventeen years ago when she’d last spent a summer here. The next year had brought with it her high school graduation, legal freedom from the foster care system, and her solemn vow never to return to the small, Central Washington town.

Except she had returned. She still remembered that day last July when she’d first run into Andrew after not seeing him for fifteen years. Their reunion had taken place under less than fortunate circumstances, but discovering that her old friend and fellow foster care survivor still lived in town had been a welcome surprise. What had been an even more welcome surprise were the romantic sparks that soon developed between them. By August they were dating, and thanks to Andrew the past eleven months had been some of the happiest ones in her life.

Or maybe she had Matty and Tom to thank for her recent happiness. The two cats had entered her life around the same time as Andrew. How two tiny creatures could bring her so much joy still astonished her. Her heart felt close to bursting every time she thought of them.

But right now the only thing on the verge of bursting was Kat’s temper.

Another bang rang out, this one loud enough to rattle her teeth. She nudged Andrew with her elbow. “You’re a cop. Can’t you flash that badge of yours around and get them to stop?”

“Sorry. Cherry Hills doesn’t have any ordinances against setting off fireworks on private property.”

“It’s still a noise violation, isn’t it?”

He drummed his fingers against his thigh. “Tell you what. We’ll give them five more minutes. If this continues any longer than that I’ll go talk to them, neighbor to neighbor.”

Kat bobbed her head. “And if they don’t listen, you can shake your handcuffs and threaten to take them down to the station.”

Andrew chuckled. “You sure are worked up tonight.”

“You saw Matty and Tom. They’re scared to death. And there’s no telling how many other terrified animals are suffering out there all because a few inconsiderate people want to have fun with pyrotechnics.”

Kat pictured Matty and Tom cowering in the shadows of her bedroom. She wished she could explain to them what was going on. The poor things probably thought Cherry Hills was under siege from enemy forces.

She jumped off the couch. “I should go check on the cats.”

Before Andrew could reply, she raced down the short hallway to her bedroom. She flicked on the light and looked around, spying Matty’s gray-striped tail poking out from underneath the bed. It twitched in short, decisive bursts of motion, a sure sign the tortoiseshell was agitated.

Kat lowered herself to the floor. Lying down, she had a clear view of the yellow-and-brown feline huddled near one of the bed frame’s support posts, her green eyes the size of coconuts. Kat reached out to stroke her head.

“It’ll be all right, baby. By this time next week all will be quiet again.” At least, she certainly hoped that was the case. If this went on for a full week she would have to seriously consider moving.

A soft meow drew Kat’s attention to her left. She hadn’t noticed him at first, but Tom had also taken refuge under the bed. He was nearly invisible behind the colony of lost cat toys that had slowly been accumulating in the corner for the past eleven months.

“Hey, Tommy.” Kat stretched her hand toward him. “Come on over here.”

Tom stared impassively back at her. The brown-and-black cat usually relished any opportunity for physical contact, but right now he didn’t look inclined to move even for the promise of a belly rub.

“I don’t blame you for not budging.” Since Matty was the only animal within reach, Kat started petting her again. “If it were up to me, I’d ban fireworks here.”

Matty twisted her head around and bit Kat’s fingers. Evidently she didn’t think their human was doing enough to preserve the peace in their hometown.

“All right, I get the message.” Kat withdrew her hand with a sigh. “I’ll leave you two alone for now.”

She stood up, knowing there was nothing she could do to put them at ease. Still, her heart was heavy as she trudged back to the living room to rejoin Andrew.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“As well as it can be. They’re both hiding under the bed.” Kat stood near the edge of the living room, considering. “Think I should slip some food and water under there for them? They might get hungry before things quiet down.”

Andrew smirked. “I think you spoil those two enough. But you can do whatever you want.”

“I just feel so bad for them. They must think we’re in a war zone. Whoever came up with the idea of—”

Another blast sounded, cutting off Kat’s words.

Exasperation bubbled up her chest, and the last of her patience snapped. “That’s it!” Her hands balled into fists. “If you don’t go talk to those people now, I’m going to hunt them down myself. And I probably won’t be nearly as nice as you would be.”

Andrew didn’t appear to hear her. His body had gone rigid, and his jaw was clenched so tightly Kat could see the cords of his facial muscles bunching underneath his skin. Registering the change in his demeanor, her irritation morphed into concern.

“What is it?” she asked.

He raked his fingers through his hair as he stood up and walked over to the window. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah. I’ve been listening to this ever since the sun went down at nine. What do you think I’ve been complaining about for the past hour? It’s times like this I wish I knew the mayor or someone in politics. I can’t be the only person in Cherry Hills who wants to outlaw fireworks.”

“That was no firework.” Andrew spun on his heel and strode toward the door. “That was a gunshot.”
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Kat sprinted through her apartment building’s third-floor corridor, down the two flights of stairs, and across the lobby. Running toward gunfire ran counter to all her instincts, but staying inside while Andrew put himself in harm’s way seemed wrong. Who would call for help if he ended up injured? He might be a trained police detective, but he was still human. All it would take was one stray bullet and she could lose him forever. 

Andrew burst outside first. Not only was he faster, but Kat had deliberately kept some distance between them. If he spotted her following him he would undoubtedly insist she go back upstairs.

By the time Kat exited the building and stepped into the warm, night air, Andrew was already headed toward the street, his cell phone pressed to one ear. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she suspected he was calling for backup.

Kat watched him, curious if his policeman’s ear had been able to pinpoint the location of the shot. She hadn’t heard any follow-up shots, but her heart was pounding so hard she could barely make out her own ragged breathing.

Andrew whipped around, and their eyes locked. He pulled his phone away from his ear and cupped his hand around the mouthpiece as though he was going to tell her something. But whatever he was about to say never made it past his lips. A cry of “Help!” cut through the night air before he could speak.

Andrew pivoted to the right and took off in a dead run. Kat followed him, the adrenaline coursing through her system enabling her to move faster than she’d thought possible.

They had only gone about a block before they came to a cute, two-story house. Underneath the porch light a fifty-something man and woman stood shoulder to shoulder. The man had his horrified gaze trained on a dark shadow in the middle of the front lawn, but he looked up when Andrew and Kat drew near.

“Help!” the man on the porch yelled again. He stepped away from the woman and waved one hand in the air. “Please help!”

Andrew rushed up the driveway. “Are you injured?”

The man shook his head. “We’re okay. It’s him who needs help.” He aimed one finger at the shadow on the lawn.

Kat halted at the edge of the property, the sight in front of her turning her entire body cold. The shadow was actually a figure lying facedown—a man most likely, judging by the short haircut and suit. The blood staining the grass beneath him sent bile rising up Kat’s throat, and she clamped one hand over her mouth.

Andrew approached the fallen man. “What happened?”

“Somebody shot him,” the man on the porch said.

Andrew fumbled with the prone man’s collar, no doubt to check for a pulse. After a moment he slowly rose to his feet. The lack of urgency in his
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