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      This kitty loves to play with baubles…

      

      Four years into being a mother, Kat needs a break. She's barely killed anyone since she gave birth and the panther within her is frustrated. She needs blood, murder and mayhem.

      

      When she's offered the chance to infiltrate a strange cult's annual festivities, there's no stopping her. Along with her three devoted mates, Kat will have to look beyond the holiday cheer to find a  killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Anika/Ravenborn.

        Thank you for the purrfect covers!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is best enjoyed with a blanket, some candles, a lit Christmas tree, a purring cat and a glass of mulled wine. I can't help with the first four, but there's a recipe for mulled wine at the end.

      

      If you are deeply religious, you might find some parts of this story offensive. Forgive me. Kat made me write it.

      

      You don't need to have read the other Catnip Assassins books to enjoy Thud, but if you want to, start with Meow (also available as audiobook).

      

      And finally, subscribe to my newsletter for updates about new releases: skyemackinnon.com/newsletter.

      You’ll even get a free book for subscribing, so it’s totally worth it.
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      I’m going to kill whoever came up with the idea that holidays are supposed to be relaxing.

      They’re not.

      I’m dying of boredom.

      Take a week off, they said. It will be fun, they said. Just read and go for walks and enjoy the peacefulness, they said. Sleep in, have breakfast in bed, they said.

      Bah. The only way I’m going to survive the next five days is in a catnip-induced coma.

      Have you ever had breakfast in bed? It’s uncomfortable and two days later, I still find breadcrumbs on my sheets. Not that I’m obsessed with cleanliness, but I prefer not to wake up because something is itching me between my boobs – like last night. Besides, the echo of the smell of food is making me peckish at night.

      The guys aren’t faring much better. We’ve become so used to a house full of noise and kitten-induced chaos that silence feels almost threatening.

      Lennox takes a sip of his eggnog and sighs. “Is it over yet?”

      “Five more days,” Ryker groans. “Is it possible that time stopped flowing? It feels like this day has lasted longer than it should.”

      “And it’s only lunchtime,” Gryphon adds, lounging on the sofa with an open book on his chest. “All this time, I thought I wanted a break, but now I realise how wrong I was.”

      “Maybe we should call them and ask to come back,” Ryker suggests.

      I shake my head. “No, that would be giving in. I don’t think Aunt Rose would let the children leave, anyway. She’s been looking forward to this for months.”

      “Yeah, she’s missed having the twins there to boss around,” Gryphon chuckles. “Her nest has only been empty for half a year, yet she behaves like she’s been on her own for a decade.”

      My sisters Four and Ivy left Aunt Rose to go to university. I can’t believe they’re actually doing it, but once they had the idea, there was no stopping them. From what they’ve told me in their rare phone calls, they’re the only shifters on campus, with the exception of one teacher who’s turned out to be a werewolf. Four chose to do forensic studies, but Ivy surprised us all when she announced she’d become a teacher. I cannot imagine her in a classroom, no way, but she’s decided that she’s doing it and so it will happen.

      With her house empty, Aunt Rose had been begging us to let the children visit her, luring us with promises of how nice it would be without them. She even bribed Caitlin and Pumpkin to come along, making sure that the guys and I would be truly on our own. Aunt Rose is pure evil.

      I sigh. “Lennox, I think it’s time you tell me where the catnip is hidden.”

      Gryphon laughs. “Yes, tell her, it will be entertaining for all of us. Remember last time? The way she rubbed against the postman? The poor guy almost peed himself.”

      I shoot daggers at him. I’d throw one if I wasn’t wearing just a woolly jumper and tights. Being a mother to four inquisitive children has taught me not to wear blades in the house. They’re all locked away safely, although the kids still manage to find the occasional weapon from time to time. No idea how they do it. They seem to have a sensor that attracts them to dangerous items. Only last week we found Bella serving her dolls deadly poison. And yes, she knew that’s what it was. I make a mental note to speak to Bethany about that. I’m sure she’s the source of the poison, especially since she’s been begging me to let her teach the children how to spot poison in their food. I told her no, but only because I’d already done that. We’ve not had any attacks on our family since we eradicated Attenburgh’s siren population four years ago, but you never know. I want them to be prepared.

      “No catnip,” Lennox says sternly. “How about we play a game?”

      “How best to torture a wolf?” I suggest with a sly grin. I wish he hadn’t found a way to hermetically seal the catnip supplies, preventing me from sniffing them out. He keeps changing the location, too, and after I found his stores the last time, he says he’s put a number lock on it. That man is pure evil.

      The phone rings and I’m on my feet in an instant, grateful for the distraction.

      “Hello?”

      “Kat!” Lily’s voice comes through the crackling speaker. Our house is in the middle of nowhere, which shows in both our phone and television signals being unreliable. “Just the kitty I wanted to talk to.”

      “What’s up?” I ask, ignoring her calling me kitty.

      “I hate to disrupt your holiday…”

      “Disrupt away!”

      “Thought so,” she snickers. “I can’t imagine you sitting still, relaxing. How are the guys doing?”

      “Similarly. What’s the disruption? Please tell me it’s an assassination? A bloody one?”

      “Almost. We’ve been asked to investigate a murder case and, well, we’re having trouble figuring out what happened. I thought you might be able to give us a second opinion.”

      As much as I would have preferred a good old killing, this is still miles better than sitting in our living room, twiddling my thumbs.

      “What’s the issue?”

      “The murder weapon…well, it was a tree. And it’s not making sense. I’m just about to head out there again, do you have time to meet me at the crime scene?”

      “A tree?”

      “It’ll be easier to show you. Will you come?”

      I smile and roll my shoulders. “On the way.”
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      The guys refused to let me come on my own, so now all four of us wait at the edge of the Kidminster Woods to the west of Attenburgh. It’s a cold but beautiful day and I greedily breathe in the fresh air. It smells like snow, but likely not until tomorrow.

      I’ve been in this forest before, but not often enough to really know my way around. I usually go for runs closer to home. Especially when my litter of naughtiness decides to join me. They’re full of energy, but their paws are a lot smaller than mine. Exhausting them is a great strategy, but having to carry them home on my back is too much work.

      Lily meets us in a small clearing next to a ruined log cabin. I sniff the air. I can just about make out a trace of old blood. Very old. Someone died in that cabin but it was years ago. Not the murder we’re here about.

      “Finally, I was beginning to grow roots,” she greets us. “Get it? Because of the trees. Roots.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “You’ve not become any better at jokes since you took over M.E.O.W. I thought my clever wit would have passed on to you by now.”

      “Clever wit. Sure. As if.” She grins. “It’s good to see you again. Did you think about what we discussed a month ago?”

      “Yes. And no. I need more time to decide.”

      She’d asked me if I want to return to work. To be fair, I’ve been doing odd jobs for M.E.O.W. ever since the kittens were weaned, but it’s been quite refreshing not to be in charge. When Lily told me that she’s got plans to have a litter of her own, I thought she was joking. But if she really goes through with that plan, we’re going to have to restructure M.E.O.W. Benjamin isn’t ready to take the helm. Neither are the two new assassins Lily employed. And Bethany spends more time with us than at the headquarters. No, I’d be the only one who could be in charge. But I’m not sure I want to. That was my old life. I have a new one now. I’ve changed. I’m no longer the Kat I used to be. Haunted by her past, pursued by her enemies, a loner always scared to get close to others.

      Nope, definitely not me anymore.

      “Where’s the tree?” Ryker asks, distracting me from my thoughts.

      Right. We’re here about a murder. Focus, Kat. This is going to be fun.

      “Follow me,” Lilly says and leads us further into the woods. We keep to an animal track that skirts around the undergrowth to avoid having our legs scratched by thorns and sharp little branches.

      I let my senses expand, relishing in the silence around us. We’re the only humans - well, demi-humans - for miles. High above in the trees, birds are watching us. I sense a squirrel to my right and resist the urge to chase it. Any larger animals that were here before we arrived have fled to a safe distance. I can just about smell a few deer to the North, but they’re at least half a mile to the North.

      Then, the scent of blood hits my nose. I grin and breathe in deep. I shouldn’t be this excited. Someone died. I should feel sorry for them. Instead, I fasten my steps, almost bumping into Lily.

      She turns around and gives me a knowing look. “Admit it, you missed this.”

      I step around her to take in the scene. On the phone she’d said that a man had been killed by a tree. I’d imagined him being crushed or maybe stabbed by a branch. I’d not expected the tree to be inside the man.

      He’s lying on his side, his bloodshot eyes staring into nothingness. His mouth is wide open, his jaws pushed open by the crown of the fir tree. It looks as if he tried to swallow it. The tree isn’t big, only three metres tall, but quite a large part of it is inside the man.

      “What the heck?” Lennox mutters as he joins me. “Did he try to deepthroat the tree?”

      “Not appropriate,” Lily says but her lips quiver with a suppressed smile. “See the trunk? Someone chopped it off, it wasn’t torn from the ground, but we didn’t find an axe.”

      I nod. “That means the murderer took it. Even if the victim cut the tree and then voluntarily impaled himself on it, someone took the axe.”

      “Why would anyone do this voluntarily?” Gryphon asks. He slowly walks around the crime scene, his eyes glowing with excitement. He’s missed this as much as I have.

      “I said ‘if’. I doubt he did it to himself. Most humans have enough self-preservation instinct not to swallow a tree whole. He wouldn’t have been able to push it in this far, not in that position. Someone very strong did this.”

      I try to lift the tree trunk, but it’s too heavy. If I engaged my shifter strength, I could move it, but it’s unlikely that I could stuff it down a struggling victim’s throat. And this one clearly fought his attacker. His arms are covered in bruises and scratches. Most of his face is hidden by fir needles, but I’m pretty sure I can spot some bruising that isn’t just from the impact of the tree hitting his mouth.

      “This must be the weirdest murder weapon ever,” Ryker says. He takes a deep breath. “I can’t sense any shifters. You, Kat? Lennox?”

      I shake my head. “No, only humans have been here. This isn’t a supernatural murder. It’s plain old human.”

      “That changes things,” Lily says. “I assumed someone non-human was responsible, but I needed you guys to confirm it. If this really was done by a human, I need to change my strategy.”

      “Two humans, at least,” Lennox points out. He’s sniffing the dead guy’s shirt. If he wasn’t a shifter, this would be really weird.

      "One male, one female. She's in heat."

      "That's not what it's called," Lily chastises him. "Don't talk about women like we're Kats."

      "Hey, it's not my fault that I sometimes went into heat," I snapped. "Besides, it's not happened again since giving birth. The ultimate cure to heat problems and acne."

      Lily grins "I could do with a cure against acne."

      "You've never had a single pimple. You're half succubus. I highly doubt succubi ever get them."

      "Not for me," she says mysteriously. "But anyway. You do your sniffing thing, then meet me back at M.E.O.W. in town. I have to head off, clients to see, money to earn, poisons to brew."

      She gives us a cheerful wave before disappearing into the undergrowth. I look into empty space for a few seconds while getting my head around the fact that my former employee just told me what to do. 

      No, this doesn't feel right at all.
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