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Getting older is murder.

Cherry Hills Police Chief Kenny wants nothing more than to celebrate his 55th birthday with a thick, juicy steak. Alas, that dream is shattered when his friend and animal rescue maven Imogene Little organizes a vegan get-together in his honor. But the caterer’s spread isn’t the most appalling part of the evening. When Chief Kenny’s brother-in-law Landon Tabernathy ends up murdered, the police chief’s four bickering sisters are all pegged as prime suspects.

With Chief Kenny sitting out this investigation thanks to his personal ties to the case, it’s up to amateur sleuth Kat Harper to find out “whodunit.” And as much as she hates the possibility, it’s looking quite likely one of Chief Kenny’s sisters might, in fact, be guilty. The siblings share a complicated history—one that stars Landon at its turbulent center.

Unfortunately for Kat, she isn’t the only one working to solve the case. This homicide may be the lucky break a beat cop with high career aspirations needs to prove he’s worthy of a promotion. And if Kat doesn’t identify the real killer in time, the detective wannabe might just succeed in his efforts to pin the small town’s latest murder on its resident gumshoe.

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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“Kat!” Imogene Little screeched as she flung her front door wide open. “You made it!”

Katherine Harper tucked her brown hair behind her ears and smiled at her friend. “Sorry I’m late. It’s Matty’s fault. The ornery feline snuck outside as I was leaving, and she absolutely refused to get back in the apartment.”

“Can you blame her?” Imogene took a step outside and drew in a long, slow breath, the light of the sun reflecting off of her auburn ponytail. Her hair looked glossier than usual, and she’d traded in her typical jeans and a T-shirt for a pair of black dress slacks and a frilly peach blouse. “It’s glorious out here.”

Kat had to agree. It was the last Saturday of March, and the arrival of spring had brought a welcome warm front to Central Washington. It would turn chilly as soon as the sun set, but right now the temperature was perfect.

Imogene stood on her tiptoes to peer over Kat’s shoulder. “Where’s Andrew?”

“Looking for parking. There’s not an empty spot to be found on your block.”

“I can’t remember a time when I had so many people here. Everybody loves Kenny.”

Kat didn’t miss how Imogene’s face glowed as she said the words, prompting her to wonder how much effort her friend had put into this event. She was fairly certain Imogene wouldn’t have bothered with such an elaborate birthday bash if she didn’t have a romantic interest in the Cherry Hills police chief. But she didn’t want to embarrass her friend by asking.

“How’s Clover handling the crowd?” Kat asked. The sheer number of people present today had to be overwhelming for a cat, even one as social as Clover.

“I shut him in my office,” Imogene replied, pointing toward the converted den off the dining room. “With people coming in and out, I didn’t want to risk him slipping outside unnoticed.”

“Smart move.”

Imogene grinned. “In all honesty, I believe he was relieved to get away from Frieda. Apparently she has something of an obsession with cats. Before I thought to isolate him, she kept picking him up and carrying him around. It’s a wonder he didn’t scratch her.”

“Who’s Frieda?”

“One of Kenny’s sisters. She’s smitten with Clover. And naturally he wants nothing to do with anybody that interested in him. He barely deigned to let her feed him one of Sam Easton’s cream-less tarts.”

“Maybe he was holding out for something with real cream in it,” Kat suggested.

“Then he has a long wait ahead of him.” Imogene motioned Kat inside. “Come and wish Kenny a happy birthday. Andrew can find his own way in when he gets here. Besides, he already got a jump-start on celebrating Kenny’s big day. Kenny’s officers threw him their own celebration down at the station yesterday.”

“I know,” Kat said, raising her voice to be heard above the crowd as they moved into the living room. “Andrew saved me a piece of the cake they bought. It was to die for.”

“Indeed, it certainly did look divine. Kenny smuggled me a slice too, but unfortunately it wasn’t vegan.” Imogene stopped near one side of the room. “I still don’t think he understands the concept, as many times as I’ve explained it to him. No meat, no milk, no eggs. How hard is that to comprehend?”

Before Kat could reply, Chief Kenny himself headed toward them. A perplexed furrow marred the burly police chief’s brow as he stared at something in his massive hand.

“Imogene, what in the devil is this?” He thrust his arm toward her. “Feels like a sponge—and a dried-up one at that.”

“That would be a chickpea pinwheel,” Imogene told him.

“Chickpea? Is that anything like a game hen?”

Imogene rolled her eyes. “A chickpea is a garbanzo bean, Kenny.”

“Is it edible?”

“Of course.”

He pinched the pinwheel between his fingers. “Why is it green?”

“Because there’s spinach in the tortilla holding everything together.”

Chief Kenny scrunched up his nose.

“Try it,” Imogene instructed. “You might like it.”

He didn’t oblige, choosing instead to pinch the pinwheel between two stubby fingers as though it might bite him. “Fat chance of that. Why you couldn’t serve good ol’-fashioned pigs in blankets is beyond me.”

“Because I don’t support the suffering of animals.”

“But it’s my birthday.”

“Yes, and it’s my party. As a matter of fact, I distinctly recall you tossing me out of your office when I asked whether you wanted to be involved with the planning.”

“I didn’t toss you out.”

“I believe your exact words were, ‘Get out of my office. I have a budget to balance.’”

Chief Kenny scowled. “Well, I didn’t reckon you planned to starve us all.”

“Starve?” Imogene scoffed. “Every surface in the kitchen is covered with food, thanks to Sam Easton and his catering team. If you don’t want the chickpea pinwheel, go get some fried risotto balls.”

“What the heck is a risotto?”

“Rice.”

Chief Kenny stuck one finger in his mouth in a mock gag.

Imogene flapped her hand. “Fine. Don’t eat it if you feel that way. And don’t come crying to me next year when you turn fifty-six and nobody is around to celebrate with you.”

Kat grinned as the two continued bickering like an old married couple. If they weren’t romantically involved yet, she figured it was just a matter of time.

After a minute, the argument started to peter out. And from the smirk on Imogene’s face, it was clear she had come out ahead.

“Shoulda known better when you didn’t serve a turkey at Thanksgiving,” he muttered, stalking off in a sulk.

Imogene made a face at his retreating back before spinning toward Kat. “I should have saved my efforts for somebody more grateful. When is your birthday again?”

“Not till June. And there’s no need to throw me a party. I’m not really into birthdays.”

“Nonsense! Everybody is into birthdays.”

“I’m thirty-two, past the age when they hold any promise.”

“Why, you sound just like an old maid!” Imogene tsked. “That dour attitude is more appropriate for someone my age.”

“I hope I’m half as youthful as you are when I’m your age.” Although Imogene was in her fifties, most days she had more energy than Kat.

A fluffy white ball streaked past them then, knocking Kat against the wall. Next to her, someone screamed and a man spilled his drink. But the ball didn’t slow down, careening around the room like a miniature rocket.

“Clover!” Imogene yelled, sprinting after the cat.

Clover didn’t pay her any heed. He veered into the dining area, catching a woman around Kat’s age off guard when he darted between her ankles. She yelped and dropped the tray in her hands. It hit the floor with a clatter, sending dozens of bite-sized finger foods rolling in all different directions.

“Oh!” The woman lifted both hands to her mouth.

Clover stopped to see what the commotion was about. Upon spotting the runaway appetizers, he made a quick U-turn and chased after the closest one, batting it into a corner like a soccer player making a goal.

Imogene grabbed the woman’s elbow. “Deirdre, are you okay?”

Deirdre peered at her with wide brown eyes. She looked ready to burst into tears. “I dropped the risotto balls. I’m so sorry.”

Kat saw now that she wore a white top coupled with black slacks, a classic catering uniform. An apron with the top folded down was cinched at her waist, and her brown hair was pulled back in a bun. Several tendrils hung around the sides of her face.

Imogene patted Deirdre’s arm. “Don’t worry about it. Sam can whip up more of those in no time.”

Deirdre bit her lip. “You don’t think he’ll be mad?”

“Of course not.”

Deirdre didn’t look convinced. She pulled at a loose piece of hair, a tear slipping down her cheek.

“I’ll explain how the accident couldn’t be helped, that my terror of a cat is to blame,” Imogene said. A perturbed expression flashed across her face. “How did he escape my office, anyway?”

Another woman jogged into the room, wild brown curls and a loose-fitting floral skirt flouncing around her. “Was that Clover I saw?”

“Frieda!” Imogene folded her arms across her chest. “Did you let Clover out of my office?”

Frieda blinked. “I did not.”

Imogene eyed her suspiciously as she scooped up Clover. The feline struggled for a bit, but when it became clear his human wasn’t about to release him he draped his head over her arm and stared longingly at the toppled risotto balls.
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