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Can Kat Harper solve this case without getting burned?

Kat Harper’s morning walk is cut short when a nearby house goes up in flames. The traumatic incident leaves the Jefferson family homeless and devastated. Worse yet, the fire appears to be the result of an arson attack, spurring everyone to question who would do such a thing.

The more Kat learns, the more it seems the Jeffersons made a dangerous enemy. Could it be the estranged relative who finally decided to exact revenge over an unfair inheritance? A determined thief looking to cover up their criminal tracks? Or was it someone else entirely?

While Kat attempts to identify the guilty party, her tortoiseshell cat Matty has her paws full comforting the two youngest Jeffersons. But as Kat digs deeper, she might be the one who needs Matty’s solace. It doesn’t take long before another possible culprit emerges. And when it turns out this new suspect has personal ties to someone Kat cares for, the gumshoe detective might soon wish she had skipped the amateur sleuthing just this once.

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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“This is nice, huh?” Andrew Milhone said, squeezing Katherine Harper’s hand as they strolled along the sidewalk.

“It sure is,” Kat agreed. She breathed in the crisp, April air. Sunny but still early enough for there to be a slight chill, it was the perfect morning for a walk.

Although, she considered, they weren’t walking so much as creeping at a snail’s pace behind Matty. And the curious yellow-and-brown tortoiseshell had made it infinitely clear she wasn’t in any hurry. Every two steps she found something interesting enough to stop and sniff, whether it be a sidewalk crack, a bush, or even a simple blade of grass.

“I’m glad you suggested this,” Kat said, watching as a bird alighted two yards away. The bird cocked its head and peered at Matty with one beady eye. Matty hunkered lower into the grass, her gray-striped tail cutting back and forth like a scythe. “We should do this more often.”

Andrew unlaced his fingers from Kat’s and ran his hand through his sandy hair, pushing back the piece that kept falling into his eyes. “Actually, there’s something I wanted to tell you.”

Kat stilled, his tone putting her on alert. “Oh?”

“I’m having dinner with somebody tonight.”

The ground shifted beneath her. “Dinner?”

“Yeah. She texted me yesterday, asking if we could get together.”

Alarm bells rang in Kat’s head. She? Although they had never discussed it, Kat had been under the impression she and Andrew were dating exclusively. He had never mentioned an interest in seeing other people during their eight months together. In fact, they had both exchanged ‘I love you’s only a couple months ago. Could he be tired of her already?

Andrew grabbed her hand and gripped it tight. “Oh, no, it’s not a date.”

“Okay,” Kat said, although her stomach was still somewhere near her feet.

“She’s my sister.”

“Wait.” Kat twisted to face him better. “Your sister is in Cherry Hills? You mean the half-sister you’ve never met and didn’t even know existed until several years ago?”

Andrew nodded. “She emailed me yesterday asking if we could get together. She flew into Seattle to check out some master’s program at U-Dub, and since we’re only a couple hours east she figured she might as well spend the weekend here.”

“Huh.” Kat took a moment to process that. “What is she studying?”

“Psychology. Or maybe it was pharmacy.” He pursed his lips. “Philosophy?”

Kat laughed, the last of her tension fading away. “So basically you have no clue.”

“Hey, I was too focused on the fact I’d get to meet her.”

“Is she staying at your house?”

“No, Alyssa—that’s her name—booked a room at the Cherry Hills Hotel.”

“Alyssa,” Kat repeated, turning it over in her head.

Matty’s nose twitched as the bird finally took off. The feline tracked its progress into the sky, then turned her attention to inspecting the bushes again.

Andrew kicked a stone on the sidewalk. “Her train to Wenatchee should have gotten in late last night, then she was going to cab it to Cherry Hills. Did I tell you she’s from Boston? I guess people there are used to not driving anywhere. Anyway, she wanted to do lunch today, but I’m on duty until five. But I still want to keep this casual and not turn it into a big Saturday night affair. I was thinking of taking her to Jessie’s. It’s homey, relaxed, nothing unpronounceable on the menu. I don’t want this to feel like a big deal.”

“Not a big deal, right.” Except, in Kat’s opinion it was a very big deal. And judging by the uncharacteristic way Andrew was babbling on, he obviously thought it was a big deal, too.

That wasn’t a surprise given their history. Kat and Andrew had both grown up in foster care until they’d graduated high school close to sixteen years ago now. At the time, neither one had any siblings they were aware of. But that didn’t stop Kat from dreaming about a big sister to confide in, someone with whom she could share all her hopes and fears. Sometimes she’d wanted it so badly her yearning had left a physical ache in her gut.

And now Andrew was living her dream. Well, maybe not exactly, but close enough that she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy.

But this was about him, not her, she reminded herself.

“Well,” she said, smiling at him, “I think that sounds nice, even if I was kind of hoping we could get together tonight.”

She waited for Andrew to invite her to join them for dinner, but apparently her hint had been too subtle. “I’m meeting her right after I get off work,” he said. “I figure we’ll finish supper by eight at the latest. Then maybe you and I could hang out.”

“You mean like a debriefing.”

“I suppose you could call it that.”

Matty had grown bored and was now inching farther down the sidewalk. Kat and Andrew fell into step behind her.

“Well, sure,” Kat said. “I can do a debriefing. Besides, I’m curious to learn more about this mysterious sister of yours.”

“Me, too.”

Kat didn’t miss the quaver in his voice. She set her leash-free hand on his arm and stood on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on his cheek. “She’s going to love you.”

He gazed into her eyes. “You think so?”

“I know so.”

He grinned, twin dimples appearing on opposite sides of his mouth. He pressed his lips against hers, but the kiss only lasted a second before Kat felt the leash pull against her fingers.

She sighed and refocused her attention on Matty. The tortoiseshell had her nose tilted up, her whiskers twitching as though she smelled something. A bird or a dog was probably nearby, Kat figured.

She likely would have stuck with that assumption if she hadn’t caught a whiff of something herself at that exact moment.

She wrinkled her nose. “Do you smell smoke?”

Alarm flashed in Andrew’s eyes. “Something’s burning over there.”

Kat pivoted around, her heart lodging in her throat when she spied thick wisps of black ash rising into the air. It seemed to be coming from only a few blocks away—and it looked a lot more serious than a backyard barbecue gone wrong.
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“Arson,” the fire inspector who had introduced himself as Lonnie said.

Andrew frowned. “You sure?”

“I still need to conduct a thorough inspection, but at first glance it’s pretty clear we’re looking at gasoline as our main accelerant. Someone dumped a hearty portion of it in the den.”

“Just the den?” Kat asked.

“That’s what it looks like,” Lonnie said. “Luckily the fire only spread to the dining room before we doused it.”

Matty squirmed in Kat’s arms, but Kat held firm. This neighborhood was a few blocks beyond where she would normally take Matty, and she didn’t feel comfortable setting the animal down yet, even if she was on a leash. She was still shaken after witnessing all the commotion that went along with wrestling a fire under control. From the firefighters running around shouting commands at each other, to the growing crowd yakking in the street, her ears hadn’t stopped ringing yet.

She hugged Matty to her chest. “Was anybody inside?” She hadn’t seen the firefighters carrying anyone out, but if someone had perished in the flames, the body might have been left in place until the medical examiner arrived.

“Nope,” Lonnie said, “no casualties. Lucky for the Jeffersons, they’re out and about this morning.”

Kat wasn’t sure how lucky that was. Perhaps if the family had been home the arsonist wouldn’t have targeted their house.

“What about pets?” Andrew asked.

Lonnie shook his head. “No sign of any pets.”

Kat breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness.”

“’Course, the garage window was shattered,” Lonnie continued. “Could be a cat or something escaped outside if there was one. But I didn’t see any food bowls or other signs of an animal living here.”

Andrew glanced at the garage. “You said a window was broken?”

“Yep. Come and have a look.”

Lonnie led them around to the side of the house. The yard wasn’t very wide in this area. The dense, five-foot-high privacy hedge that demarcated the property line took up most of the available space. Through the thick foliage, Kat could barely make out the house next door, despite how it had been painted a dazzling, azure blue.

Lonnie aimed his finger at the lone window built into the side of the garage. “See how this top pane was smashed in? Looks like someone reached through there to unlock the latch. After that, access to the house would have been a snap. That door inside leads straight into the kitchen.”

Andrew looked at the hedge. “I can see why they chose this window. Nice, isolated spot. You’d be nearly invisible here unless someone happened down the street at the exact right time.”

“Yeah, good luck finding a witness.” Lonnie paused. “Forgive me, but other than some harmless mischief here and there, arson is something I’ve never encountered during my thirty years in Cherry Hills. Am I correct to assume CHPD will be handling
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