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A holiday Grinch is out to steal Christmas from the animals.

The Furry Friends Foster Families December Donation Drive is in full swing when Kat Harper and her friend Imogene Little receive a devastating blow. A Christmas quilt set to bring in a lot of money for the rescue animals of Cherry Hills, Washington, has been stolen.

It isn’t long before several seasonal suspects emerge, each with more motive than the last. And as much as Kat doesn’t want to believe one of 4F’s foster parents might be responsible for betraying the nonprofit organization, it’s a possibility she can’t ignore.

The only trouble is, nobody knows exactly how the quilt ended up in the burglar’s hands. With no sign of forced entry, is this a true locked-room mystery or a much more straightforward “whodunit”? Kat’s not sure, but when 4F is targeted a second time, the amateur sleuth realizes she needs to wrap up this investigation quickly if she doesn’t want the guilty party to strike again.

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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“Can you believe Christmas is only two weeks away?” Imogene Little shook her head, sending her auburn ponytail flying. “Where does the time go?”

Katherine Harper regarded her guest from her seat on the opposite sofa. “I, for one, can’t believe we’ve been friends for a year and a half now. In some ways it seems as though we met just yesterday.”

“You forget I knew you fifteen years ago when you were growing up here.”

“I don’t count that.”

“Why, because I was merely some ancient old crone you spied occasionally around town?”

“Ancient?” Kat made a face. “In less than ten years I’ll be the same age as you were back then.”

“And back then you were a restless teenager anxious to hightail it out of Nowhere, Washington, as soon as you graduated.” Imogene tilted her head, her expression turning serious. “Are you glad you moved back to Cherry Hills?”

“More than glad. I never would have connected—reconnected—with you if I hadn’t.” Kat’s heart swelled as she rested her hand on the yellow-and-brown tortoiseshell cat curled up next to her jeans-clad thigh. “Nor would I have met Matty.”

Tom released a petulant meow from his perch on the topmost cat tree level. Apparently the big brown-and-black cat felt snubbed by Kat’s failure to mention how she never would have met him either if she hadn’t returned to her childhood hometown.

“I haven’t forgotten about you, Tommy boy.” Kat puckered her lips and blew him an exaggerated kiss. “You are the most precious kitty ever to walk the face of this great planet called Earth. Affectionate, funny, and nosy in the best possible way, I’m truly honored I have the privilege of being your servant. I daresay you might be the epitome of the perfect cat.”

The effusive praise might have been over the top for any creature who kept their ego in check, but it spurred Tom to straighten up with unconcealed pride. He licked one paw and dragged it down his face, a smug set to his lips.

Kat turned back toward Imogene. “You realize I will be forever grateful to you and Furry Friends Foster Families for your role in introducing me to Tom.”

Matty and Tom might have only been with her since last summer, but Kat could no more imagine her life without them as she could her existence without oxygen. The two felines made every day bright with their energy and enthusiasm.

Not that either cat was very energetic or enthusiastic at the moment, Kat considered. Matty looked as tired as if she’d just completed a marathon, and from the way Tom had fallen sideways as he lazily continued to groom himself, Kat got the distinct impression he wasn’t planning on burning any more calories this afternoon than necessary.

“Speaking of 4F,” Imogene said, “we should get down to work. Our December Donation Drive only lasts for one more week, and we want to make the most of it while people are still in the giving spirit.”

“Did Willow mail out the last batch of fundraiser letters before she left for Florida?” Kat asked.

“She did.” Imogene rested her head against the back of the sofa with a wistful sigh. “Imagine trading in all this snow for a warm, sunny beach. Doesn’t that sound heavenly?”

Matty stretched her paws out in front of her as though she could feel the sand beneath her fur and the heat of the afternoon sun on her face. Kat was pretty sure no creature in existence enjoyed sunbathing as much as the tortoiseshell.

“I thought Willow went to Florida to help a cousin recovering from surgery,” Kat said.

“Yes, she flew down there to take care of his seven cats while he’s recuperating in bed.”

Matty’s head jerked up with a start. No doubt the feline would balk if Kat ever tried to saddle her with five more furry siblings.

Kat didn’t blame her. Tom’s head was big enough for a dozen cats or more. Nevertheless, Kat had to silently admit if she didn’t live in this small one-bedroom apartment she would be sorely tempted to adopt more four-legged family members. Serving as the treasurer of the Furry Friends Foster Families nonprofit—a title that was more for show than reflective of her actual job duties on the animal rescue’s board of directors—for the past seventeen months had taught her that it didn’t take long to fall in love with an animal.

“But I’m positive Willow’s obligations won’t stop her from popping over to the beach at some point,” Imogene went on. “And she texted me last night to say her cousin is doing quite well. She’s hoping he’ll be back on his feet by this time next week.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I know she was worried about him.”

Imogene slapped her palms against her thighs. Matty had fallen back asleep already, but now she startled awake, her eyes snapping open so quickly Kat caught a glimpse of her third eyelid before it retreated back into place.

“Back to business,” Imogene said. “You’ll be pleased to hear the always generous Lady Fairchild is giving us a hand-stitched Christmas quilt to auction off for our December Donation Drive.”

Kat wasn’t surprised. She had first met Dorothy Fairchild last summer and soon learned the wealthy sixty-something never missed an opportunity to contribute to a good cause. Her unflagging generosity made it easy to overlook her rather unusual desire to be called Lady Fairchild instead of by her given name.

“I looked up some comparable quilts online, and it should earn us a decent chunk of change.” Imogene pulled her cell phone out of her jeans pocket. “It’s absolutely gorgeous, Kat. Here, she sent me a picture.”

Imogene relocated next to Kat as she tapped at her phone screen. Matty watched her with a wary eye, seemingly determined not to be caught off guard by another sudden movement.

“Take a look at this.” Imogene stuck her cell phone two inches from Kat’s nose. “Isn’t this the most exquisite thing you’ve ever seen?”

The picture depicted a thick patchwork quilt of breathtaking beauty. Full of rich reds and greens, the different swatches had been stitched together to resemble a fully decorated Christmas tree complete with shiny ornaments, colorful twinkle lights, and a golden angel on top. It looked so soft and cozy that Kat ached to snuggle up underneath it, Matty and Tom piled on top of her.

“It’s stunning,” she told Imogene.

Tom joined them on the couch, eager to see what the fuss was about. He always had to know what the humans were up to, even if it didn’t concern him in the slightest.

But neither cat seemed very impressed by the photo. Matty yawned, and Tom sniffed before wandering off again. Kat thought they might feel differently if they could touch that soft fabric with their little paws.

“I’m very pleased.” Imogene set her cell phone in her lap. “I’m thinking we’ll earn the most money by auctioning it off online. That way anyone in the country can bid.”

“That sounds like a solid plan,” Kat agreed.

“I have another bit of good news to tell you, too.”

“What’s that?”

“The McGintys have agreed to foster again.”

“Really? That’s great.” Kat would never forget the McGintys or their role in caring for Tom before Kat had adopted him.

“Now that they’ve adjusted somewhat to the new baby and Sarah is no longer concerned about toxoplasmosis, I think they miss having cats in the house.” Imogene reached across Kat and gave Matty a pat. “Who can blame them?”

Matty scowled, clearly annoyed at having her nap interrupted once again.

Imogene ignored the cross kitty. “At any rate, we’ll be popping over to their place this afternoon to conduct the obligatory home inspection after we stop by the Belleroses’. Not that I don’t expect them to pass with flying colors.”

“Sounds like we have a busy Saturday ahead of us.”

As though to prove he had a busy Saturday ahead of himself as well, Tom grunted before taking off down the short hallway leading to the apartment’s lone bedroom. The sound of claws catching on carpet followed him the entire way.

Imogene grinned. “Looks like somebody’s been touched with a bout of the zoomies.”

Tom raced back into the living room, reached up to swat at his sister, then sat down at Kat’s feet and looked at her with pleading green eyes.

Kat glanced at the clock. “It’s too early for lunch, Tommy.”

Tom meowed a protest before flopping over in his best impression of a kitty weakened by advanced starvation.

Kat laughed. “You’re that close to death, huh? Well, in that case I suppose I could feed you a little early. Imogene and I will be heading out for our appointments soon anyway.”

As sleepy as Matty had been mere seconds earlier, the tortoiseshell didn’t waste any time scrambling to her feet when Kat stood up and started for the kitchen. Kat had to be careful not to step on the animals as she made her way across the room. Both Matty and Tom seemed to think staying underfoot would somehow motivate her to move faster when in reality it did the exact opposite. But they never seemed to learn.

Ripping open the cat food tin unleashed a cacophony of meowing. But as soon as their bowls were full the cats ignored her, allowing Kat to make her way back to the living room without the need to keep watch for four-legged tripping hazards. 

Imogene’s cell phone rang a moment after Kat returned.

“Hi, Lady Fairchild,” Imogene greeted. She fell silent, a frown spreading across her face. “Oh, dear. We’ll be right there.”

“What is it?” Kat asked when Imogene ended the call.

“That was Lady Fairchild. Her Christmas quilt has been stolen.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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It didn’t take long before Imogene was pulling up to the guard controlling gate access to Lady Fairchild’s community. As he checked his list to make sure they were authorized visitors, Kat tried to determine how a thief could have gotten in here. Perhaps they had traveled by foot, cutting through the golf course that abutted the neighborhood on the other side.

Cherry Hills had been getting snow all week, but as the gate opened and Imogene pulled through Kat didn’t notice a single flake dotting the streets or driveways. The homeowners association obviously stayed on top of keeping everything accessible. It didn’t escape Kat’s notice that such diligence would come with the unwanted side effect of making it that much easier for those with malicious intent to get around, too.

The houses here were beautiful and made even more so by the abundance of holiday decorations. Kat spied pinecone wreaths on doors, shiny menorahs in windows, and colored lights strung below snow-topped roofs. One home had gone all out for the holidays, turning their entire front lawn into a nativity scene complete with an open stable, farm animal replicas, and at least a dozen robed statues standing witness over a rustic manger.
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