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The heat gets turned up on Kat Harper’s latest murder investigation when nabbing her cooking instructor’s killer means putting herself—and her cats—in a criminal’s crosshairs.

Cherry Hills amateur sleuth Kat Harper gets tossed into another murder mystery when her New Year’s resolution to learn how to cook leads to enrolling in Chef Darlene Satterwhite’s six-week adult education class. But Chef Darlene doesn’t make it past the first lesson before she’s found stabbed to death outside her restaurant.

Now instead of mastering use of a spatula, Kat’s back to wielding a magnifying glass. But the small-town gumshoe detective may have bitten off more than she can chew with this case. Between rival chefs, upset coworkers, and a mysterious stalker, this suspect list is more loaded than a plate of nachos smothered with cheese and bacon. Lucky for Kat, a runaway gray cat leads her to what may be the only piece of evidence left behind at the scene of the crime. Will it be enough for Kat to identify “whodunit” and serve the killer their just desserts without getting smoked herself?

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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Dread squeezed Katherine Harper’s insides as she stepped out of the Cherry Hills, Washington, January cold and into Caleb’s Corner’s commercial kitchen. It was the same feeling she always got whenever she was expected to prepare a meal for anyone other than herself. The truth was, she was an abominable cook. Truly awful.

Hence her New Year’s resolution to improve her skills.

But now, walking through the restaurant’s unlocked back door, she feared she had been too ambitious. Why had she decided to start with a six-week class focused on creating gourmet, plant-based dishes? She had been somewhat limited by the sparse selection of adult education courses offered by the community college, but surely she could have found a one-day remedial cooking class somewhere if she’d looked hard enough. Despite what she had told herself when registering, vegetarian didn’t necessarily equate to easier.

“Well, look who it is.” The sharp female voice snapped Kat out of her reverie. It belonged to a severe-looking, fiftyish woman with dyed-blond hair standing on the other side of the metal counter that stretched down the center of the spacious kitchen. “How nice of you to join us.”

The woman’s blue eyes flashed, her gaze narrowed on Kat. There was no mistaking to whom she was speaking.

Kat felt her cheeks heat as she shrugged out of her coat and hung it on a rack at the end of the aisle. “Sorry I’m late. I saw a cat outside when I was pulling into the parking lot and went to see if I could catch him.” Unfortunately, the gray feline had bolted as soon as Kat had drawn near, disappearing around one of the piles of snow dotting the shoveled parking lot.

“In that case your tardiness is perfectly justifiable.” The blonde’s icy tone dripped of sarcasm. “Tell me, what is your name?”

“Kat Harper.” Kat conjured up a mental image of the community college’s course catalog, the instructor’s name and photo flashing in her mind’s eye. “And you must be Darlene Satterwhite.”

Kat hurried down the aisle and thrust her hand across the counter, but Darlene made no move to shake it. In fact, she eyed Kat’s fingers with such revulsion Kat had to check that she didn’t have a bug crawling across her palm.

“It’s Chef Darlene,” Darlene said.

“Oh, my apologies.” Kat let her arm drop to her side. “Anyway, thank you for having me in your class . . . Chef Darlene.”

“Yes, well, you are paying for the privilege.”

That was true enough. Kat wondered if it were unreasonable to think the five hundred dollars she had forked over for this course merited a more courteous instructor.

“Kat,” Darlene said, “we were just sharing our reasons for signing up for this class.” She gestured toward the petite brunette located on Kat’s side of the counter. “Joyce here wants to impress her vegan in-laws the next time they’re over for a holiday meal, and Shea”—Darlene flicked her wrist at the twenty-something redhead standing next to Joyce—“hopes to save money by eating out less.”

Joyce, who appeared to be about a decade older than Kat’s own age of thirty-three, gave Kat a nod of acknowledgment and a warm smile, while Shea lifted her hand in a wave. At least her classmates seemed friendly.

“Well?” Darlene drummed her fingernails against the metal countertop, an irritated pull to her mouth. “Care to share why you signed up? We’re waiting.”

“Oh.” Kat hadn’t realized the question had been asked. “I’m here because my New Year’s resolution is to learn how to cook better.”

“And just how bad are your cooking skills?” Darlene asked.

“Honestly? Close to atrocious.”

That elicited a small giggle from Shea. Darlene didn’t seem to appreciate the humor though. She stared at Shea down the bridge of her nose and said, “And, pray tell, what is so amusing about someone having made it to Kat’s age without ever learning how to prepare a decent meal?”

Shea bit the edge of her lip. “I’m sorry?”

“If your hearing is as bad as Kat’s cooking skills, I’m going to have my work cut out for me.”

Shea appeared to want to disappear as her shoulders hunched forward and her gaze dropped.

Darlene glared at her. “No one is going to learn anything here unless you all take this class seriously and treat the culinary arts with the respect and focus it deserves.”

Kat eyed the back door. If she hadn’t already forked over the tuition for this class, she would undoubtedly already be back inside her car.

“Well, we’ve wasted enough time. Let’s get down to business.” Darlene gestured toward a trio of canisters lined up on their side of the counter. “I’ve assembled a few standard tools for each of you. We’ll be using these over the next few weeks. If you would all take a utensil kit, we can begin our first lesson.”

Kat, Joyce, and Shea all grabbed a canister. Kat imagined her fellow classmates were as relieved as she was to finally be moving on to tonight’s lesson.

“We’re going to start by preparing a simple but exceptionally tasty asparagus and avocado salad,” Darlene said. “This starter dish has been a hit with Caleb’s Corner diners ever since I introduced it on our menu this past summer. For this salad, you’ll need a microplane grater. Let’s see who knows what that is. Everyone, please hold up your microplane graters.”

Kat glanced at the utensils in front of her. She recognized some of the more common items, such as the chef’s knife and vegetable peeler, but she had no clue what a microplane grater was.

She peeked at her two classmates, both of whom looked equally lost. Joyce had her brow furrowed in consternation, and Shea was picking listlessly through her own collection of tools.

“Anyone?” Darlene asked, eyebrows raised in anticipation. “If you don’t know what a microplane grater looks like, use process of elimination. Being a successful cook is about more than serving up food. You must be creative and flexible and capable of thinking on your feet.” Her gaze roved between the three of them before landing on Shea. “Shea!”

Shea jolted, dropping the spatula in her hand. “Yes?”

“Why don’t you take a gander at identifying your microplane grater since no one here appears to have done the faintest bit of research before showing up for today’s lesson. I suppose you all just expected to pop in here for two hours every week and magically transform into a gourmet chef by the last class. Am I right?”

Kat exchanged uneasy looks with Joyce and Shea. The truth was, that was exactly what she had thought. But Kat wasn’t going to admit that to Darlene.

“I’ll have you know, I spent years training to get where I am today,” Darlene declared. “But most people, they’re not interested in putting in the time or effort. They think any monkey can do what I do with some basic instruction. They think they’ll spend a couple hours in the kitchen, pay their class fee, and—poof!—they’re now qualified to run their own restaurant. Well, let me enlighten you. That’s not what this class is about. During your time here, you may be able to learn a few basics to make a decent meal at home, but mark my words. We will have only scratched the surface of what it takes to become a professional chef.” 

Listening to Darlene’s speech, Kat had to silently question her instructor’s motives for teaching this class. Did she need the money? She certainly didn’t sound as if she enjoyed sharing her knowledge with others.

Darlene jammed her hands on her hips as she concentrated her attention on Shea. “So, Shea, are you going to continue to waste our time, or are you going to engage your brain and figure out which of the tools in front of you is a microplane grater?”

Shea jerked to attention and fumbled through her utensils before holding one up. “Is it this?”

Darlene threw her head back and laughed. “That’s a melon baller. What on earth would possess you to believe that might be a microplane grater?”

“I don’t know. I guess—”

“Well, you guessed wrong.” Darlene began pacing back and forth on her side of the counter, one index finger in the air. “Let me reiterate. To be a successful chef, you need to use your brain as well as your hands. How do you intend to adjust portion sizes without math skills? How do you plan to successfully substitute ingredients without understanding the chemistry of cooking? How do you expect to create an edible salad when you hear the words ‘microplane grater’—the very name of which suggests a flat, plane-like object and some type of abrasive surface—and pick up a round, smooth melon baller?”
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