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Animal rescue with a side of murder.

What starts off as a foster dog wellness check turns into a nightmare when a gunshot leads Kat Harper to a man’s dead body. Eric Halstead’s killer is gone by the time Kat arrives on the scene, but the amateur sleuth isn’t about to let them get away that easily.

By all accounts, this homicide appears to be a neighborhood dispute turned deadly. And now it’s up to Kat to determine exactly which neighbor pulled the trigger. Was it the do-it-yourself handyman who didn’t appreciate Eric’s frequent noise complaints? Or could it have been the local newspaper thief who swears he knows something relevant to the murder but refuses to talk to the police? And Kat certainly can’t discount the loudmouthed older gentleman who seems to have a not-always-popular opinion about everything.

Kat might not know “whodunit” yet, but she knows one thing for sure. There’s a lot more than justice riding on this case. With Eric’s death comes the need to rehome his beloved tuxedo cat. And if Kat’s not careful, this animal rescue mission may end with the newly orphaned feline falling into the hands of a cold-blooded killer.

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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“What exactly happens during a wellness check?” Katherine Harper asked, looking across the console at Imogene Little.

Imogene kept her gaze trained out the windshield, her hands in perfect ten-and-two position on the steering wheel. “We make sure the foster animal is faring well in his temporary environment, and the foster parents have everything they need.”

Kat leaned back in the passenger seat, savoring the crisp fall breeze as it hit her face through the open window. “Sounds simple enough.”

“Oh, it is. It’s mainly a way to let everybody know we’re here if they need anything.”

Kat smiled as she watched the wind whip Imogene’s auburn hair around her face. Since volunteering to serve as treasurer of the Furry Friends Foster Families nonprofit organization in July, her admiration for Imogene had only grown. She had always liked the 4F president, but in the past three months she’d really gotten to witness firsthand how much she cared about animals and was willing to work on their behalf. It made her proud to be a part of 4F.

Kat’s gaze drifted out the windshield, landing on the large, yellow Labrador Retriever standing next to a woman in front of one of the two-story houses lining the street. She sat up a little straighter. “There’s Champ.”

“He looks well.” Imogene turned into the driveway. “Noreen must be taking good care of him.”

Kat presumed the woman was Noreen. She was a petite blonde who looked to be around Imogene’s age, somewhere in her fifties. Her trim figure and healthy tan suggested she spent a lot of time outdoors.

She held a retractable leash in one hand, letting out some of the pull as Champ snuffled the ground. But the grass lost its appeal when Champ saw Imogene’s car. He looked up, his tail wagging fast enough to make Kat dizzy.

Kat climbed out of the passenger seat. With the car engine off, she could hear birds chirping up in the trees. She grinned, imagining them taking shelter on the uppermost branches as they warned their companions of the big dog down on the ground.

Champ’s ears pricked, and he trotted over to Kat. She rubbed his head, her heart soaring at how happy he looked. He’d had a traumatic time a couple months ago, and she was glad to see the experience hadn’t broken him.

Champ nudged her hip with his head. She took a step back, laughing as she pushed him away.

“Hello to you too,” she said. “You’ll notice I remembered to wear jeans instead of a dress around you.”

The blonde walked over. “He likes you.”

Kat grinned. “The feeling is mutual.”

“I’m Noreen Wilkenson.” She stuck her leash-free hand out.

“Kat Harper.”

As if he wanted to take part in the formal introduction, Champ barked before pressing his nose against their joined palms.

Noreen broke off the handshake to scratch Champ between the ears. “This one is going to make somebody very happy. I tried to convince Stacey Whitfield from two doors down to adopt him, but she says she has her hands full just with Vern.”

“What kind of dog is Vern?” Kat asked.

“The worst.” Noreen snorted. “He’s her husband. He likes to start on home improvement projects, but he doesn’t like to finish them. Stacey is trying to cure him of that.”

On cue, the sound of what Kat guessed to be an electric saw cut through the air. Champ turned toward it and barked.

“And, that would be Vern,” Noreen said with a grimace. “I swear he’s getting worse. He used to only work on his projects on Saturdays, but now that it’s cooling down there’s no predicting when he’ll be out in the garage.”

Imogene tilted her face to the sky, the sunlight catching her hair at an angle that made it look as if it were on fire. “The weather’s been so nice, I don’t blame him.”

“There’s no better place to be in October than Cherry Hills, Washington,” Noreen agreed, running her hand down Champ’s back.

Champ gazed up at her with adoring eyes before giving her hand a lick.

Noreen bent over and planted a kiss on top of the dog’s head. “Oh, baby, I love you too.”

Kat’s heart melted. If it weren’t for her two cats and small apartment, she would be tempted to adopt Champ herself.

Noreen looked at Kat. “Would you like to hold the reins while you’re here?”

“Sure.” Kat took the leash from her.

The power saw shut off. Before Kat could adjust to the quiet, a bang loud enough for her to feel it in her teeth echoed through the air. She jumped, losing her hold on the leash and having to retrieve it from the grass with shaky fingers.

A couple of nearby birds squawked before flying off. Kat could hear the blood rushing through her ears in the silence they left behind.

She set one hand on Champ, feeling the tenseness of his muscles beneath her palm. His tail was no longer moving. Now he stood stock-still, his ears rotated at attention. His reaction made the hairs on the back of Kat’s neck stand up.

“What was that?” Imogene asked, her voice wavering.

Noreen’s eyes were wide. The tan Kat had admired only a moment earlier had disappeared, replaced now by a complexion that bordered on ashen.

“I’m not sure,” Noreen said slowly, “but it sounded like a gunshot.”
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Noreen hurried toward the house. “I’m going to call the police.”

Imogene rushed after her. “Good idea. We’ll wait inside until they get here.”

Kat had every intention of following them, but she only managed to take two steps before the leash jerked her back. She looked over her shoulder. Champ stood as still as a statue, his gaze fixed on something in the distance.

She gave the leash a tug. “Come on, boy.”

A whoosh of relief surged through her when Champ trotted forward. But instead of heading for Noreen’s front door, he lunged toward the side of the house and let out a bark that shattered the preternatural silence.

Kat yelped as the leash extended to its full length, nearly yanking her arm out of its socket. She scrambled to maintain her footing as her sneakers slid on the grass.

“Champ! Slow down.”

Kat’s breath hitched as the dog dragged her behind him. What had been a cool morning breeze when she was standing still now whipped across her face, blinding her to their path. She prayed Champ didn’t send her crashing headlong into a fence, tree, or other obstruction.

She pulled on the leash as best as she could while running full speed ahead. “Champ, stop.” She gasped for air then wheezed out, “Heel. Halt. Sit,” figuring it wouldn’t hurt to run through all the commands he might know.

To her surprise, he actually obeyed, although he slowed to a walk rather than stopping altogether. Still, Kat almost wept with relief.

Which was when she saw a streak of black and white running toward the woods lining the back of the properties along this street.

Her heart jumped. She couldn’t tell what the animal was, but she could see it was small. And it had Champ’s complete attention. He looked ready to sprint after it again as soon as Kat gave him the go-ahead.

She wrapped her fingers a little more tightly around the leash handle. “Please don’t tell me you want to get involved in a wrestling match with a skunk.”

Champ didn’t even look at her. His nose quivered, and he kept his ears pointed forward. It was as if the other animal were the only thing he was aware of.

It stopped running when it reached the edge of the woods. That was when Kat saw it wasn’t a skunk at all but a cat.

The cat sat down next to one of the trees, his yellow eyes trained on them. His coat was pure black except for a few white patches. He looked as if he’d stepped into a can of white paint before smearing some around his mouth, down the front of his chest, and on the tip of his tail.

Champ barked. He extended his front legs until his elbows touched the ground, then used his hind feet to slide himself closer, his tail wagging the whole time. When he came within three feet of the cat, the feline stood up, arched his back, and hissed.

Kat pulled on the leash. “Stop, heel, halt, sit, Champ. I think you’re scaring him.”

The cat’s gaze snapped to her, his wide eyes suggesting he was startled she might be on his side.

Champ’s tail continued to swish back and forth like a metronome. He turned his head and peered up at Kat with pleading eyes.

“Not a chance,” she told him.

He whimpered, then flattened his legs in the grass and set his chin on his paws.

The cat seemed to sense he’d won this battle. He sat down, eyeing Champ with a triumphant tilt to his head.

Kat couldn’t share in his joy. Remembering how they’d all ended up here in the first place, her chest tightened. Had the bang she’d heard been what had frightened the cat into running? And if that bang had been a gunshot, did that mean they were all now exposed to a shooter?

A shiver ran down her spine. She swiveled around, half expecting to spot a black-clad figure hiding behind one of the shrubs. But nothing looked amiss. She heard what sounded like a branch cracking from somewhere in the woods, but when she spun around she didn’t see anything. Even so, she would feel much better once she was back inside.

But she couldn’t leave the cat out here by himself with a
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