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This book is dedicated to Bonnie McCuskey of Cloquet, Minnesota, and Sharon & Tim Bickford of Kurrajong, New South Wales, Australia. Bonnie, Sharon, Tim and I met on an adventure to Scotland, and Shetland, and we have since had more adventures in Iceland and Ireland.

But my favorite trip was when Sharon and Tim hosted us in Australia for two wonderful weeks in 2024. Thank you, Bonnie, Sharon and Tim, for showing me the world.

I'd also like to say thank you for a wonderful time in Australia to:


Glyn, Swa, Brittany and Rhianon and their hilarious children – who kept us well entertained;

Julie & Jeremy Braithwite – for a lovely afternoon in Kurrajong;

Ann Marie, Richard and Choccy Kimber – for a wonderful night in Mossman;

And last but not least – Chookie Wookie (Murray) – who gave us all a fun night in Canberra that we will never forget.



Next time in Australia, the first shout is on me!

CHAPTER ONE

"Wait, you were serious about that?" I stared at Ava and Betty.

The thirteen-year-olds looked at me as if I'd lost my mind—a way that they looked at me far more often than I was comfortable with.

"We told you we were going to," said Ava, the youngest mayor in Iowa. "Mayor Sheila, of our sister city Doover, Australia, wants us to come over and teach her our WWHLD philosophy for working with city council."

This seemed like a dangerous plan for foreign relations. My troop were excellent civic leaders, running Who's There, Iowa like a tight ship with an even tighter, slightly dictatorial grip. They had brought a lot of new business and publicity to Who's There—granted, that was mostly related to our status as the most murdery town in the State of Iowa. But still, Who's There was thriving economically, and people felt really good about living here...in spite of the chance you might be murdered.

The WWHLD philosophy was basically What Would Huey Long Do? During a trip to our Louisiana sister city of Who Dat, my Machiavellian troop discovered historic autocrat, Huey Long, who was the governor of Louisiana in the 1920s. Long's complete control of the state's government inspired Betty, the G. Gordon Liddy of the troop, to make benevolent but strict control of Who's There's city council her mission in life. It was a philosophy she'd shared at the Mayoral Mingle last summer to great success.

Now, it appeared, we were taking the dictatorial song and dance on the road...or rather, in the air, to Australia.

I looked to my co-leader and best friend, Kelly, for words of wisdom to stop this idea before we launched a domino effect that would cause an international incident.

"I've always wanted to go to Australia," Kelly breathed, her eyes unfocused and staring into space.

"It's settled, then." Ava pounded her purple, sparkly gavel on the table.

Why had she brought her mayoral gavel to the troop meeting?

"We're going to Australia in two weeks," Inez stated as she got to her feet, holding a clipboard.

"Wait." I held up my hands. "That's not enough time to get everyone passports! You need a visa to travel to Australia, and..."

Inez interrupted me. "Already done. All of the girls have passports, their approved Australian visas, and Global Entry/TSA PreCheck."

The other girls nodded.

She continued, "You guys have Global Entry too. We didn't apply for your visas. You can do that yourself. It's just via an app on your phone. It takes like minutes to get approved."

"How did you get us Global Entry?" I asked. "You have to have a background check and have an interview for that."

Betty nodded. "My grandpa knows a guy..."

"Who knows a guy..." I finished.

Betty's connections were getting scary. It was bad enough her Russian grandpa knew people who were Russian mafia adjacent. But now she had a serious connection at the Department of Homeland Security?

Ava handed us each a plastic card with our photos on them. Sure enough, they were the real deal.

"We don't want to get stuck waiting for you two when going through security and customs," Inez said.

Kelly hadn't responded. She still had this faraway look in her eye. "Do you think we'll see a koala?"

Lauren, our junior zookeeper, nodded. A girl who could somehow communicate with most animals, she often gave us factoids that were a bit sketchy. "Of course. Koalas live in trees, are marsupials, and most people don't know this, but they are very influential in local government—often forming their own marsupial shadow government that works behind the scenes on stuff like growing more eucalyptus trees and healthcare initiatives."

This seemed to shake Kelly out her revelry. "Okay. Two weeks. I can manage that. Let's go!"

"What about flights?" I asked. "Two weeks isn't a lot of notice."

Inez spoke up again. "As the travel coordinator of this trip, I've already booked them. We have a whole section in the back of the plane for the ten of us."

"Eleven." Hilly popped in through the front door and joined us at the table.

"You can't go," Inez warned. "Betty checked with the state government in Queensland, and apparently you're on the do not enter list for the whole country."

"Sorry, Hilly." Betty seemed very remorseful. "Nothing I can do. They were totally serious. I even tried hacking into their immigrations database, but they have really good security measures."

Kelly seemed to brighten at the prospect. While she didn't dislike Hilly, she was leery of her involvement in the troop. I understood. Who wants an assassin hanging out with little girls?

When I say Hilly was an assassin, I mean to say Hilly isn't an assassin because the CIA doesn't have assassins because that is illegal and wrong. Now that I've gotten the disclaimer out of the way, I should say, she actually is one.

My name is Merry Wrath Ferguson, and I used to work for the CIA. That is, until the vice president (who is currently serving a prison term for other stuff) "accidentally" outed me on CNN, to get back at my senator dad. After a forced early retirement, I moved back to my hometown and, at Kelly's suggestion, started a Girl Scout troop. That was when these girls were in kindergarten. They were in middle school now, which was a lot more terrifying.

As you might have noticed, my troop was a bit unusual. The girls were smart, creative, confident, intuitive initiative takers, and hard workers—all the things you get out of Girl Scouting. That's where their best traits came from. Then there was the despotism, espionage, and all round sneakiness that they may or may not have gotten from having an ex-spy for a leader.

There was Ava, whose ambition had no boundaries, except to culminate in her being the CEO of a major insurance company by the time she graduated high school. She often wore a medieval chain of office and considered herself the equivalent of an experienced, professional adult at all times.

Lauren was a tall redhead who adored all animals. Lauren's creative "facts" often confused Dr. Wulf, the executive director of the Obladi Zoo, who was also often concerned when Lauren believed she could check out animals as if the zoo was a lending library.

Next up was Inez, super smart and highly organized. She often played a vital behind-the-scenes administrative role for the troop and was also usually one of the first to call me out on my foibles.

I also had four Kaitlyns, who all looked exactly alike, had mothers named Ashley, and operated on a sort of hive mind. After eight years with the troop, I still couldn't tell them apart, and they had the unnerving habit of saying the same things at the same time.

And then, there was Betty. Short, with brown hair and eyes, Betty was always watching and absorbing things that young girls shouldn't. Stuff like learning tricks and tips from an assassin, having contacts in the Russian mob, and providing the intel that Ava used to make her city council cry on a regular basis.

Two of the four Kaitlyns turned on the TV, while the other two set up a laptop and cast to it. A map of Australia appeared on the screen, and Betty stood next to it with a riding crop (that she usually used to give General Patton–esque pep talks before any team sport). She pointed at the screen.

"This is Doover." She pointed to a spot northwest of Sydney. "It's near the Blue Mountains and has a population of five thousand people. They have a Girl Guides troop that we will rendezvous with upon arrival."

That seemed good, interacting with other scouts. Kelly had been talking about bringing the girls back to the scouting ideals, including adopting a younger troop. But our girls were on the fence about it, since Kelly said we couldn't teach them how to do black bag ops.

"Doover's got a strong mayor system," Betty went on to say, "and Sheila Henson has been mayor for one year."

The picture of what appeared to be an older teenager appeared on screen. Sheila had a happy smile, tanned skin, and shoulder-length sandy brown hair.

"She's nineteen and a former Girl Guide," Betty continued.

"She doesn't have a chain of office..." Ava shook her head. "I'd better get on that. The official mayoral jeweler will need to do a rush job on this one."

Betty nodded. "Sheila has been having difficulty with her council. They are the usual suspects that plague city government—three men who think they know everything."

On the screen appeared two middle-aged men and a guy who might be Sheila's age. They wore suits and had smarmy smirks on their faces. Someone had drawn devil horns, goatees, and dotted their faces with spots.

"This is the enemy, ladies." Betty smacked the TV with the riding crop.

The girls booed the men.

"Guys," Kelly interrupted. "We are not going there to take down their city council. We're going for an information exchange and to see koalas."

"It is an information exchange," Betty insisted. "We will share with Sheila the way of Huey Long so that she can use that information to take these clowns down."

The girls applauded. I wanted to clap also, but a look from Kelly made me change my mind.

Inez got up, and Betty handed her the riding crop. "Doover is a sleepy town that doesn't get the tourism numbers they deserve. They have several assets. The first being that there's a small creek running through the town where it's possible to see platypuses."

"Platypuses," Lauren interrupted, "are monotremes. They are a mammal that lays eggs yet feeds its young milk from its body. They have a duck bill, and the males produce venom, which are connected to spurs on their hind legs. This venom can kill small animals and cause intense pain in adults. The females are fashion influencers, preferring Italian designers to French." She sat back. "Proceed."

"Venom?" Kelly whispered.

"Thanks, Lauren," Inez said. "The second asset the town should be exploiting is that it was once the home of notorious bushranger, Ked Nelly."

I raised my hand. "You mean Ned Kelly."

"No," Inez corrected me. "Ned Kelly was from Victoria, another state. Ked Nelly was a Ned Kelly wannabee who was a bit strange. First, he never robbed anyone who was Irish. Secondly, he had a pet kangaroo named Banks, and third, there's a rumor that he always robbed people while in the nude. We haven't been able to corroborate that yet, but it might complicate any potential reenactments."

"What happened to Ked Nelly?" I wondered.

Inez looked at me like I was an idiot. "He died. Why would you think someone from the 1800s would still be around today?"

"I didn't mean that. I mean that most of these bushrangers died horrible deaths."

"Oh, right. Well, that happened in this case too. He was killed by a swarm of brown funnel web spiders."

"Which is super cool," Lauren said. "Because they never ever swarm. They usually live alone under rocks and logs and only attack when threatened. Most people don't know that they also are really good at playing the harp—probably because of all those legs—and they prefer real sugar to substitutes."

"Okay," I said slowly. "Is there a third thing that Doover is famous for?"

"Yes, they are also known for a famous Aborigine warrior named Rooster, who back in the late 1700s wiped out all the settlers and went on the run, conducting guerilla war tactics on anyone who tried to settle there. Then one day, he vanished and wasn't seen again until a rival tribe killed him, cut off his head, and gave it to the settlers. Governor McQuarrie sent it to Britain, where they promptly lost it. Descendents are trying to get it back, and they say his ghost hangs out with the ghost of Ked Nelly and his ghost kangaroo, Banks."

"A lot of impressive stuff in that town," two of the Kaitlyns said as the other two nodded.

Betty took the floor again. "They haven't been able to do anything to promote these assets because the city council blocks Sheila every time she tries to implement policy. Sheila said she's impressed with what we've done with the Museum of Murder, our civil war reenactment, and bringing in things like Druid Con. She needs our help."

Lauren got up and took the crop from Betty. "Now, the animal rundown. New South Wales, the state that Doover is in, is home to lots of dangerous animals that will kill you if given the chance."

A huge image of a seriously terrifying spider appeared on screen. To their credit, none of the girls reacted. This was mostly my doing. When the girls were in kindergarten, I tricked them into not being afraid of spiders, mice, bats, etc. by saying they were baby spiders, mice, bats, etc. As a result, the girls were quite fearless of all animals. Realizing now that Australia was home to some of the deadliest creatures on the planet, I could see how this might've been bad planning on my part.

"This is the funnel web spider," Lauren said casually.

"Impressive fangs," Betty noted, and the other girls nodded in agreement.

Lauren nodded as well. "A bite from this spider will kill you in fifteen minutes, if you are a grown man."

Betty, who was sitting next to me, started writing down, Don't be a grown man in Australia.

"Since we're all kids," Lauren continued, "we'll probably die much, much faster. Your only chance of survival is to not get bitten. And they like the kazoo, so play that if you see one."

A picture of a normal-looking snake popped up next.

"This is the Inland Taipan, and it's a snake." Lauren pointed as if we didn't know this was a snake. "The Taipan is the deadliest snake in the world." She paused to let that sink in.

The girls oohed and ahhed appreciatively.

"Their venom is so toxic," Lauren went on, "that one bite can kill, like, a hundred grown men."

Betty wrote the name of the snake with hearts around it.

"The taipan also speaks seven languages and is very good at crocheting," Lauren said.

I wasn't sure how a legless, armless animal could crochet...but then, I didn't really know much about the hobby, so I didn't ask.

A brown snake appeared on the screen. "Since we're on snakes, the Eastern Brown Snake, the fifth deadliest in the world, also lives where we're going. Almost all of them are named Rodger, except for the females, who prefer being called Barbara."

"I'm starting to have some concerns about this trip," Kelly murmured to me.

Lauren started talking about the Tiger Snake and, my favorite, the Death Adder. Kelly wasn't wrong.

"And there are lots of bees, so if you're allergic to bee venom," Lauren added, "you could die."

I didn't think there was anyone in the troop allergic to bee stings. We'd been stung before at camp. Kelly seemed to read my mind and nodded, I hoped, in agreement.

"The Paralysis Tick," Lauren said, starting on the next thing, "is pretty bad too. It causes paralysis and death in children and dogs."

"Even their ticks are deadly," Kelly gasped.

"This is really my sort of place," Hilly said. "I could kill so many people with animals!"

"The place we are going is landlocked," Lauren said. "Which is good because they have great white sharks, blue-ringed octopuses, all kinds of toxic jellyfish, and a stonefish, among other stuff. But we aren't going to the beach, so you don't need to know any of that stuff."

The girls grumbled. Apparently they wanted to go where things could kill them.

"And then there's the waves themselves. Swimming is very dangerous. They even killed a former prime minister, Harold Holt, who went swimming at the beach and was never seen again."

Ava scowled. Apparently she was not happy about politician-murdering ocean waves.

"Cute animals we have to watch out for," Lauren explained, "are dingos and kangaroos. Dingos are wild dogs and hunt in packs. They are very excitable and huge fans of Hugo Weaving. And kangaroos are not to be trusted. Especially the males, who excel at practical jokes." She showed a picture of a juvenile male flexing his muscles for the camera. "I'll have a complete brochure put together for you to study on the plane."

One of the Kaitlyns raised her hand. "What about poisonous plants?"

The other three Kaitlyns looked at her with alarm—as if while the thought had occurred to her, it hadn't to them.

"Oh, there are lots," Lauren said. "Don't touch or eat anything pretty. Besides, that's the Girl Scout way." She waited for everyone to speak, which they did in unison.

"Take only pictures," the girls said in sync. "Leave only footprints."

"We're just lucky we're not going to Queensland, where they have man-eating crocodiles and the ferocious cassowary," Lauren said at the end.

The girls seemed disappointed at that.

"I can't believe I'm not going!" Hilly moaned. "This is like an assassin's paradise!"

Great. In addition to keeping my troop out of trouble, I now would have to fend off spiders, snakes, and kangaroos.

"I'll read up on these for first aid's sake," Kelly volunteered. Before she became a private investigator, Kelly was an ER nurse.

Lauren sat down, and the girls applauded. I wondered if the girl could control animals over there. She'd been able to manipulate squirrels, raccoons, turkey vultures, and otters here. Would she be able to wrangle wombats and wallabies?

"You guys, we're going to need serious permission forms," I spoke up. "And possibly something to assure your parents you'll be safe Down Under."

The girls stared at me.

"We've already done the permission forms." Inez handed Kelly a stack of paper.

"Why do you think our parents will worry?" two of the Kaitlyns asked as the others nodded.

"Won't they?" My voice trailed off.

Betty looked at Inez. "It's like she doesn't know us at all."

The Kaitlyn who'd spoken up earlier raised her hand again. "Our moms," she said, presumably meaning all four moms, or The Ashleys, "are a little nervous about us going." The other Kaitlyns seemed to agree with her.

"This is what I was talking about," I said. "We've never left the country before...especially to go halfway around the world to another hemisphere and continent."

"Why should that matter?" Ava wanted to know.

"The moms," Kaitlyn said. I guessed she was the spokesperson now. "Are nervous about the flight. They don't like us going on even short flights, but flying over the ocean for fifteen hours is giving them all hives."

I could understand that. We were going to take the girls halfway around the world.

"It'll be fine," Kelly said. "People fly there every day."

I hadn't expected such a cavalier attitude from my usually responsible co-leader.

"We could rent a private plane," Hilly said, seemingly forgetting that she was banned. "But then, they crash a lot more often than commercial flights, so maybe that would be a bad thing."

Seeing an opportunity to show my responsibleness, I stood up. "I can talk to them. We could have a meeting before we go to tell them more detail about the trip and assure them that we can handle anything."

Betty spoke up. "I've been working on some new hypnosis strategies with my parents. I can use them on The Ashleys if you want."

"Okay," Kaitlyn said.

I needed a little more clarification than that. "Okay to Betty or me?"

"Both!" all four girls said in unison.

Somehow, I read into their answer that it was eighty percent Betty hypnosis and twenty percent me, but I may just be reading too much into that.


CHAPTER TWO

Packing for Australia was another trial altogether. Kelly tasked me with researching and coming up with the packing list. Since we were going to be there for a little over a week, it was important to get it right the first time.

We'd told the girls one suitcase and one carry-on and that we would be having a get-together at my house (Kelly's idea) with pizza (Betty's idea) and for everyone to bring their luggage for us to go through.

Researching what to take was a bit tricky. Apparently, we needed a lot of sunscreen and hats. I wasn't sure about packing the sunscreen, so I assigned it to Kelly as a medical supply. She argued that it would look suspicious for her to tote a gallon of sunscreen in her checked bag and that Betty might decide it would be useful for smuggling stuff, so we decided we'd just buy some in Australia.

The girls had decided we didn't need a first aid kit either, since we had Lauren to tell the animals not to bite or sting us. I'd argued that maybe Lauren's talents as an animal whisperer might be limited to the US, but they ignored me and said we'd be fine.

The ten of us would be staying at a guesthouse in town that was owned by the city for visiting dignitaries.

I kept all of this in mind as I packed my bags.

"Need help?" Hilly said from behind me, causing me to jump.

"What are you doing? Why do you keep sneaking up on me like that? I could be armed!"

Hilly laughed in a way that felt a bit humiliating.

"I should help you come up with the packing list." Hilly spread her hands wide. "I've been there."

"You were banned from Australia and can't go," I said a bit too shortly.

That didn't seem to faze the assassin as she snatched the list from my hand and began reading.

"Ha! You don't have cans of aerosol croc repellant on here! Shows what you know."

"We're going to New South Wales, not Queensland," I felt it important to remind her, "where the crocodiles are and you aren't allowed."

"And you don't have any weapons on here!" Hilly gasped. "Australia is dangerous! And it's rife with assassins!"

"I doubt that since they have a very low crime rate and strict gun control." Then again, did I really know? Hilly was an assassin and may know things I didn't have access to.

Hilly ignored me. She flicked the list with a finger. "No anti-venom? No defensive nunchucks? No body bags?"

The last one brought me up short. "Why would we need body bags? We're going on a sort of diplomatic visit, not a murderous rampage."

The expression on Hilly's face showed she was dead serious. "You need to be prepared for anything! That's the Girl Scout motto! And how can you be prepared if you don't bring body bags? People could be killed, which means people might need to be killed!"

I held my hands up and said with a confidence even I doubted, "No one is killing anyone in Australia. No one is dying in Australia."

"Well, that's ridiculous." Hilly threw up her hands. "Someone is always dying in Australia."

"Come on," I said. "The girls will be here any minute. If you're going to stay, you have to go pick up the pizza."

Hilly agreed to that, but only because she was convinced that she was the last line of defense to keep an Australian assassin from lacing the pizza with cyanide.

––––––––
[image: ]


"Now ladies, I shouldn't have to remind you that we need to try everything that our hosts offer us to eat," Kelly started once the pizza guzzling was done.

Ava rolled her eyes. "How different could it be? They're like Great Britain but cooler."

"They have things like vegemite," I offered, trying to be helpful. "And passion fruit. But you'll need to mind your manners, which I know you have, and try it. You don't have to like it, but you have to try it."

The girls scoffed. We'd gone over manners in troop meetings before, and the girls always behaved well in public. It was just with me that they were a smidge rude. I tried, as always, not to take things personally.

Meredith Wilson, the Iowan who wrote The Music Man, composed a song called "Iowa Stubborn." That nailed our attitude. While we weren't rude, per se, we were direct and blunt. This was off-putting to people in other parts of the country, so I could only imagine how the Australians would view it.

We asked the girls to show us their pre-packed suitcases and carry-on bags. They opened them on the floor and stood beside them, awaiting our inspection.

At first glance, I was very impressed. The girls had all used packing cubes and rolled their clothes. They'd obviously paid attention to the fact that we were going in late winter–early spring and packed the right kinds of clothing. The house we were using had laundry facilities, so they packed enough to do one load of laundry while we were there, if we needed to.

Fortunately, these middle school girls weren't into lots of toiletries and hair products. We knew the guesthouse had hair dryers, but most of the girls had said they were going to do natural hair that looked like they made no effort, like Mrs. Wrath.

I couldn't take offence because they were right. I usually just washed my short, curly hair and let it air dry.

The girls had packed one pair of hiking shoes and a pair of sneakers, hiking pants and jeans, and layers of T-shirts and fleece shirts. I was really proud of them. They'd taken this seriously and nailed it.

"What's that smell?" Kelly wiggled her nose. "Guys, we don't need to take disinfectant."

I sniffed the air and noticed it too. "It smells like..." I didn't finish the statement. I just walked right up to Betty's suitcase and opened her toiletry bag. She had face wipes in there, but I knew what they really were and wasn't going to sniff them too closely.

"You can't take chloroform wipes," I said as I confiscated them.

"Why not?" the kid asked me, looking me in the eye.

"They're illegal and unnecessary," I insisted.

"I think they're necessary," she said, sticking out her chin in defiance. "What if we get attacked by a bushranger? Or a rabid wallaby?"

"They would work on animals," Lauren said. "Except for Komodo dragons, who are immune to chloroform and Cheetos. But there won't be any of them there."

"Or one of those dangerous snakes?" Betty continued.

For a moment, I was lost in thought, picturing Betty holding a chloroform wipe over the face of a taipan snake.

"You can't use them on wildlife," I insisted. "They're all protected species."

Betty hadn't appeared to have thought of that. "Okay. I'll leave them here."

She gave them up too easily, I thought, but Kelly spoke up.

"Why did you all pack swimsuits?" She held up a one-piece she'd pulled out of a Kaitlyn's bag. "It's going to be cold there. In the fifties and sixties."

"Betty joined the Polar Plunge League last winter," Inez answered. "She says it's good for toughening us up."

"Yes, but we're going to be inland," Kelly said gently. "You need every inch of space you have for stuff we'll actually have to have."

Fortunately, the girls agreed and said they would remove the suits. That seemed too easy. The girls could be reasonable... It's just that in my experience when they were quick to dispose of something, it usually meant there was something hidden deep within that they didn't want to toss out.

I rummaged through Betty's carry-on. There were the normal things you might find in a thirteen-year-old's bag...an empty water bottle, a box of Girl Scout Cookies, a set of headphones, a camera, a toothbrush and toothpaste, plastic lacing to make lanyards, the latest edition of Foreign Policy magazine, and a six-hundred page biography of Margaret Thatcher. That sort of thing.

I searched every pocket and felt the bag up. It wouldn't do for me to search and think it was clear, only to have TSA to find something I'd missed. No, I had to do this right. Then I went through the suitcase inch by inch. Short of taking a scanning wand to it, I didn't find any contraband.

We were a couple of days away before flying. It was still possible that Betty would try to smuggle something in that she packed the night before. We were scheduled to fly direct from Des Moines to Los Angeles before taking an overnight flight to Sydney.

"I think we should spend the night here," I said, "before heading to the airport. That way I can re-check all of your bags."

Kelly's eyebrows went up at this idea, but she didn't argue with it. She knew what the girls were capable of.

The girls groaned collectively. They didn't like it, which seemed to reinforce the idea that they were up to something. I finished Betty's suitcase, coming up empty on contraband. If I knew Betty, she'd probably hide whatever it was in another girl's suitcase.

"Do we have to?" Inez whined.

"I want to say goodbye to my dog," Lauren complained. "And my cat. And my gerbil, and my guinea pig, and my parakeet..."

"Yes," I insisted. "We have to. You guys don't understand. We are flying, internationally, into a country with stricter rules than we have here. If any one of you packs even the smallest bit of contraband, you will be sent back here. Which means you won't go on with us to Australia, and Kelly or I will have to accompany you back."

The girls looked at each other, making me think I'd hit the mark with this threat.

"Mrs. Ferguson is right," Kelly said, taking advantage of it. "We do this right, or we don't go."

Ava spread her hands out. "I don't know why you think any one of us would pull something like that!"

Betty shook her head. "Old people are so paranoid."

"Like we'd do anything to ruin the trip!" Inez scoffed.

Lauren, who'd been on a bathroom break, reemerged and said, "Guys, what about the collapsible cage to smuggle back a you-know-what?"

Kelly and I exchanged glances before placing our hands on our hips and looking at them.

"She's joking," Betty snorted. "You two should learn how to take a joke!"

Lauren didn't miss a beat. "Of course I was!" She turned to Betty and in a stage whisper asked, "What am I joking about?"


CHAPTER THREE

Despite all of our concerns, we made it to LA and onto the plane to Australia without any issues, including a secret collapsible cage to smuggle back a you-know-what. I had to hand it to the girls... Getting us all TSA PreCheck/Global Entry turned out to be a game changer. We breezed through security without taking off our shoes or coats and were done in minutes.

The girls had booked the back end of the plane, the ten of us taking up the last row, with spaces in between, of premium economy. As she'd stated earlier, Inez distributed the itinerary for the trip, which was a binder complete with all information on the town, where we were staying, including potential animal and plant threats in the area.

"I really admire," Kelly said from her window seat, "how the girls have taken initiative on everything. And these binders are professionally done!"

She'd taken the window, insisting I had the aisle seat so I could deal with problems as they arose. The middle seat between us was empty. Kelly had agreed to swapping with me at the seven-hour mark, but it had been eight hours and she showed no sign of budging.

At least we had wine. The flight attendant, when she found out I was a Girl Scout leader, brought us each a very healthy pour of an Australian red that made my co-leader's betrayal a bit more palatable. Fortunately, Kelly didn't know I'd come up with a plan.

"They thought of everything," I replied. "Even the interesting bios of the three councilmen."

Kelly looked surprised. "Oh. I hadn't read that." She flipped through the pages.

I didn't wait. "The three councilmen are basically written up as if they were comic book villains intent on global domination."

Kelly started to read aloud, which was fine since we had a wall at our backs and no one in front of us. "Mike Nelly, fifty-four, descendent of Ked Nelly but not as awesome. Owns three businesses in town that he runs badly, is a total doof butt, and doesn't care about littering." She looked up at me and said, "Hmmm..."

"Sebastian Butcher III owns both banks in town and is like the evil dude in It's A Wonderful Life. Doesn't recycle, hates puppies, and has tried on numerous occasions to close the city park because he doesn't like kids."

She continued. "Seb Butcher IV, son of banker, is rumored to have cheated his way through school, doesn't want tourism in Doover because he's obviously got something to hide, and is probably a future psychopath." She looked at me. "Obviously fair and balanced."

"They sound like jerks to me." I waved my wineglass at her. It sloshed a little liquid on the tray table.

Kelly's eyes narrowed. "How many of those have you had?"

I frowned and looked at the glass. "I dunno. Three, maybe?"

Kelly sighed. "We'd better trade places. I don't want you to be in charge of the girls while under the influence."

I smiled. "I'll just hit the bathroom, and we can swap." I got up and made my way up the aisle. When I was on my way back, the plane hit some turbulence, and I was thrown into the empty seat on my right. I decided to ride it out there until the danger had passed.

Glancing toward the window, I spotted someone hiding their face in a Bangkok newspaper. There was something familiar about this person. I'd really had only one and a half glasses of wine, so I didn't think I was seeing things.

"Excuse me," I said politely. "Can you tell me what time it is?"

"Nope," came the reply. The newspaper didn't budge. The voice was a register too low to be real.

I reached over and pulled down the paper. "Hilly! What are you doing here?"

The assassin pressed her finger to her lips. "Shhhh! I'm not Hilly Vinton. I'm Milly Vintor." She grinned. "Neat, right? It's one of my covers from a job a couple of years ago in Botswana."

I scooted to the middle seat. "What are you doing?" I hissed. "You know the situation!" I didn't want to out her to anyone around us. "The wrestling thing!"

"It's okay," Hilly assured me. "Milly Vintor didn't do anything to get herself banned. I've got a visa for entry and everything! Besides, someone has to protect you from the crocodiles!"

I left her then, and as I switched seats with Kelly, I decided that this wasn't my problem. At least, not until we landed in Sydney. Just before I fell asleep, I thought I heard Betty tell Kelly that she thought Hilly was on the plane.

I feigned being asleep for the rest of the flight.


CHAPTER FOUR

We landed in Sydney, and the girls were surprisingly energetic and literally bouncing in their seats with excitement. Once we got off the plane and went through customs, Kelly led the way to the baggage carousel with me bringing up the rear to make sure none of the girls strayed. The whole process was a breeze, and it wasn't long before we got our rental van—a large, white vehicle that held ten.

It took a moment for me to familiarize myself with the fact that the steering column was on the right side, with the gear shift on my left. I'd driven in countries that had left-lane driving before, but it had been eight or nine years since I'd done that. After a few harrowing moments where I was inadvertently playing chicken with a couple of Aussie vehicles, I settled into it.

I hadn't seen Hilly since that moment on the plane. I'd expected her to think she was riding with us, but the assassin was nowhere to be found. Was it possible I'd imagined seeing her? On a glass and a half of wine? Had I imagined Betty telling Kelly that Hilly was there on the plane?

"The steering wheel is on the wrong side of the car!" two of the Kaitlyns squealed.

"And we're on the wrong side of the road!" the other two shouted.

"This is how they drive in other countries," Kelly said. "And Mrs. Ferguson has had experience doing this, so she's our driver."

That's when I noticed that the girls were still bouncing in their seats. In fact, they'd been vibrating in place at the baggage claim too. Something was up. It was like the great Pixi Stix overdose at camp when the girls were in second grade. I still hadn't fully recovered from that trauma.

"How long until we get there?" Ava asked excitedly as the others bobbed their heads aggressively.

I looked in the rearview mirror as we drove over the Harbor Bridge into Sydney. They were all hopped up. Everyone, that is, except for Betty. I glanced at her.

The girl shrugged. "I'm kind of immune to Red Bull."

"Red Bull?" I shrieked. "You're all high on Red Bull?"

Kelly looked at me with alarm before turning to address the girls. "How did you get that? It wasn't in your carry-on bags!"

Inez was practically trembling. "We knew we wouldn't be able to sleep on the flight, so remember when Ava went to the bathroom before we boarded?"

Kelly's eyebrows went up. "Yes."

"She was actually buying us lots of Red Bull. Her whole bag was full of it!" Inez shrieked in an alarming way.

Lauren spoke up. "WE EACH HAD FIVE OF THEM THIS MORNING!"

Great. Now they were shouting in all caps. That wouldn't end well.

At least it was a beautiful day. The girls chittered in the back seats while the nav guided us out of the city and into the outer suburbs. We were using Kelly's phone, and she'd programmed it to have a sexy, male Australian accent.

"It's so weird," Kelly said with her eyes on the dashboard, "to be on this side of the car without a steering wheel."

The girls were busy staring out the windows. Some of them were turning fourteen soon, which meant they'd be getting their driver's permits back home. I shuddered at the thought.

"You know, the Kaitlyns will be fourteen next month," Kelly said in a low voice. "That's going to be...interesting."

I changed the subject, hoping that if I didn't talk about it, it wouldn't happen. This philosophy had served me well as a spy and a Girl Scout leader.

"Did you see Hilly on the plane?" I asked. "I think I might have hallucinated that."

Kelly looked at me curiously. "No. And the girls didn't mention it either."

"Oh good, I must've been hallucinating," I said, although my mind thought otherwise. While it was good that Hilly wasn't here, it was bad that I was hallucinating entire conversations with an imaginary assassin, who wasn't imaginary. "For a moment there, I was afraid she'd come along."

"She's been banned," Kelly started to say before turning to Betty, who was directly behind me. "You looked into it. I remember that from the meeting."

I looked in the rearview mirror. 

The girl nodded solemnly. "She's totally banned. I tried to use a few channels that were open to me, which I will not discuss here, so don't ask, but they all refused to allow her entry due to the incident with crocodiles in Queensland."

That confirmed it. Hilly was not only not here, but she wouldn't be able to step foot on Australian soil. I relaxed a little.

"Nice weather!" Kelly settled into her seat a little more. "You have to love it being spring weather at the end of our hot summer."

"KANGAROO!" came a high-pitched scream from the back seat.

I looked to my right and spotted two kangaroos in a field, observing us as we drove past.

"I can't believe it!" Kelly leaned in front of me, almost making it impossible for me to drive. "Can we stop?"

"Those are females," Lauren said as I pulled over onto the shoulder of the road. "See? They have joeys in their pouches. Joeys have to stay with their mothers for a while because they're prone to psychotic episodes until they are two. They grow out of it, but you really have to watch them around knives."

Sure enough, the ladies had bulging pouches with heads sticking out. I'd always enjoyed Lauren's fanciful facts. But what if she was right and joeys really were psychotic? I made a mental note to look that up later.

The girls jumped out of the car and slowly approached the paddock. I shouted a warning for them not to get too close and got out to join them.

Kelly was taking photos with her phone.

"Remember," I warned. "These are wild animals. You can't just walk up to them."

The girls nodded and stared at the animals, who stared back. It was a surreal moment, seeing them in the wild, as if they were deer or squirrels. Finally, the girls turned to look at Lauren expectantly.

"Kangaroos can be dangerous. But the females aren't cannibals like the males. And they don't use psyops like the males."

The girls still looked at her, as if waiting for her to do something. It took me a moment to realize that they were waiting for her to talk to the kangaroos. But instead of doing that, Lauren turned and walked back to the van. The other girls quickly followed suit.

Was Lauren just being her usually quirky self, or was she unsure that she'd be able to talk to the kangaroos?

Kelly and I got into the van, and I pulled back onto the road. I didn't know why, but this kind of unnerved me. The girls were quiet in the back seat. Maybe they were just crashing from the Red Bull overdose.

As we drove through the countryside, I started to notice a rise of hills not far off in the distance. Those must be the Blue Mountains. We were getting close to Doover!

"Think they'll have the same kind of welcome we got in Who Dat?" Kelly murmured.

I recalled the whole town coming out to greet us, with a brass band, a vampire, and a guy with an alligator on a leash. "I don't think so. Australians are probably more down-to-earth."

We'd know soon enough. According to Kelly's sexy Australian GPS, we were only about twenty minutes away from Doover. We were now driving on country roads, weaving in and out of picturesque tiny villages. For a moment I thought about stopping to have breakfast, but Kelly thought we should push on, unload our luggage, and freshen up before going out.

Considering how the van was starting to take on a slight funk, I agreed. The girls were quiet in the back, staring wide-eyed out the window liked doped-up hostages. The excitement was starting to be replaced with exhaustion, and more than one head started to nod off in the back. But I knew that we had to keep the girls moving throughout the day so they could crash at the usual time tonight.

Normally when we had an overnight with the troop, they were up all night trying to get around our defenses—usually to hold junk food binge fests or all-night dance parties. I had a feeling that tonight would be different. These kids hadn't had any sleep in twenty-four hours. They'd drop like sacks of cement. And quite frankly, so would I.

"Look!" Inez got between us and pointed ahead.

A large plain sign said only, Welcome to Doover! Australia's Somewhat Interesting Town!

"They really need our help," Ava sighed in the back seat as she got out her chain of office and draped it over her shoulders. I recognized her posture as the regal one she assumed as mayor. From here on out, it would be Mayor Ava, not just Ava.

The sign appeared to be farther outside of town than I was used to. It took about five more minutes before we drove onto downtown Main Street. As we got closer, we noticed a huge banner, welcoming Mayor Ava of Sister City Who's There & Girl Scout Troop from Iowa!

That was nice! I mean, they didn't really know what time we were coming, so I didn't expect a...

"It's a mob of kangaroos!" Lauren shouted before I could finish my thought.

She was right. Three kangaroos stood in a row, facing us and blocking our admittance. I pulled into a parking spot and got out of the van. Kelly and the girls stayed where they were.

I didn't know if I would survive a kangaroo attack, but I needed to try to nudge the roos along so we could pass. I was pretty sure that driving over a few would ruin my reputation with the girls, so I wanted to end this peacefully.

Hopefully this wouldn't turn into some sort of Wild West showdown, but I did hear someone behind me whistle the theme from The Good, The Bad, & The Ugly. It sounded like Betty. Was she rooting for me or the kangaroos?

"G'day! How ya going?" A young woman I recognized as the mayor of Doover stepped out of a doorway. "You must be our friends from Iowa!"

I looked from her to the kangaroos, some of them who were beginning to flex their arms at me. They looked a little like my musclehead brothers-in-law, Ron and Ivan.

She waved them off. "Don't worry about them. This mob is tame. I was just using them to let me know when you got here!" She looked at the animals. "All right now, guys, you can go!"

The kangaroos looked from her to me and gave one more flex threat before loping away. Kelly and the girls got out of the van. Ava approached Mayor Sheila and introduced herself.

The teenage mayor grinned widely and welcomed Ava to Doover. Ava snapped her fingers, and Inez brought up a long, flat, black velvet box and presented it to Sheila. She opened it and squealed with delight.

"My own chain of office!" She very carefully lifted it out and over her head. "I've always wanted one! Thanks!"

A few other people stepped outside to observe, and I recognized the three men in suits, in spite of the fact that they didn't have horns and warts drawn on them. They remained in the background and did not look happy to see us.

I immediately didn't like them.

A group of six girls the same age as my girls joined us and introduced themselves as Doover's seventh-year Girl Guide troop.

"Hiya." A girl with short brown hair stepped forward. "I'm Matilda. These are my mates, Orla, Elizabeth, and the Sherrys. I know they all look alike and are hard to tell apart."

The three Sherrys looked completely different from one another. I wasn't sure what Matilda was talking about. One was blonde, one was a redhead, and one a brunette. I'd kill to have that kind of disparity in the Kaitlyns.

"Bet you guys are hungry, right?" Matilda smiled. "Come into the diner. They've got a cracking good brekkie."

The girls nodded and followed the Australian girls into a diner. I was hungry too but not sure what to do at this point.

"You two should go in," Sheila said. "I'll be in in a moment." Her eyes flitted to the three men, who were now scowling openly at us. The kangaroos had been friendlier than this lot.

We found the girls at a long table at the far end of the room. The diner was named the Platypus Creek Café and had a rustic feel to it, with taxidermied animals everywhere. There were kangaroos, wombats, wallabies, koalas, and more. But not a single platypus. As I sat down and accepted a menu from the waitress, I asked why.

The woman, who had bright-pink hair, looked me up and down. "Cuz it's the Platypus Creek Cafe," she snorted. "We respect the platypus here. Now, for the specials, we have emu steaks and kangaroo jerky."

All around the table, the girls narrowed their eyes at the pink-haired waitress.

I decided to step in before things got weird. "I think we'll need a minute. Sorry."

The waitress nodded and walked away. Sheila sat across from Kelly and me, next to Ava.

"We're so glad you're here," she gushed.

If Australia had an equivalent to the All-American Girl, this kid was it. Long hair, tanned, with freckles, she looked so wholesome I was almost afraid that Ava would corrupt her somehow.

"Sorry the council was so rude." She glared at the doorway. "They're so dodgy."

Kelly held up her hands. "No need to apologize. Thanks for the warm welcome."

"I figured you were starving after landing and driving all the way here," Sheila said. "The guesthouse is ready, so when you finish eating, the girls and I will take you there. You're probably knackered. Will you want to nap out, or are you planning to stay up all day and crash early tonight?"

"The second option," Kelly answered. "We were hoping to explore the town today."

"No worries! We'd planned for both options. And brekkie is on us. Enjoy!"

We ordered, and I started to relax. The good thing about visiting a country with similar customs was that breakfast food wouldn't be too different (aside from the emu and kangaroo meat, that is). We all ordered eggs and pancakes, which were delivered with lightning-fast efficiency. Airplane food left a lot to be desired, and the girls were ravenous after their Red Bull crash.

At the other end of the table, I noticed that Betty and Matilda were talking quietly.

"Matilda's a tough kid," Sheila leaned forward and admitted. "She's kind of the boss of the group."

"All the more dangerous that she's talking to Betty," I said. "She's already keeping tabs on the geopolitical environment on several nations she's probably planning to invade. Sounds like Matilda is the same."

"She is." Sheila beamed with pride. "I should know. She's my kid sister. Matilda ran my campaign and helps me keep the council in line, but it isn't easy."

"What about the other girls?" Kelly asked. "Can you tell us a little about them?"

"Oh sure. I've known these girls since they were five. Let's see... There's Elizabeth—she's a jock. Very sporty. Then there's Orla, a bit shy but super smart. And then there's the three Sherrys. I don't know why Tilda thinks they look alike, because they don't. But they are alike in every other way. They're killer hockey players, and sometimes two of them talk at the same time."

Kelly gave her a rundown on our girls. For some reason, Ava was being quiet, just listening, an attribute that unnerved me every time.

"Betty runs my stuff too," Ava said at last. "The other girls help with a lot of stuff. Do you have any animal whisperers in your group?"

"Oh yes." Matilda pointed to Orla. "She's a junior zookeeper. Sometimes it seems like she can talk to animals. She tamed the mob that greeted you."

"You can really tame kangaroos?" I asked.

"These lot were part of a petting zoo that was run by a real dodgy character. They'd all been orphaned joeys. Anyway, the guy got run out of town, and no one knew what to do with the animals. That was about seven years ago. The city took it over and started a zoo that just has Australian animals. The roos really took to Orla, since she was little. They follow her around like dogs sometimes."

"Any chance they could be dangerous?" Kelly glanced nervously out the window. I followed her gaze, but it appeared that the kangaroos had moved on.

Sheila nodded.  "Of course. But for some reason, they love Orla. It's like she's their mum or something."

I looked over to see Orla and Lauren speaking animatedly...most likely about animals. Everyone seemed to be getting along. Elizabeth and Inez were chatting amiably, and the four Kaitlyns and three Sherrys appeared to be staring at each other and communicating silently.

"Do the girls have a leader?" Kelly asked.

I guess it occurred to her that there were no other adults in the room. Why hadn't I thought about that? I'd better not mention it. Kelly might think I was irresponsible when jet-lagged.

"I am," Sheila said with a grin. "I started out helping the leader of the troop." Her smile faltered. "But Louise died a few years back, and there was no one else to take over."

"I'm so sorry," Kelly said sincerely. "None of the parents stepped up?"

Sheila shook her head but didn't elaborate.

"You must be very intelligent and well-organized," Kelly said. "It takes two of us, and sometimes we have to enlist more help."

"They're good girls." Sheila beamed at them. "I don't know what I'd do without them!"

Once more, the look on her face fell as a young man I'd recognized as Seb Butcher IV walked in and headed straight for us. He wore an expensive suit and a smug look of disdain that I immediately wanted to punch off his face.

"Sheila," he said as if he was being forced to acknowledge her. Then he turned on the charm and smiled at us. "Ladies! Welcome to Doover!"

All talk around the table had stopped, and I realized the girls were not impressed.

"Thank you," Kelly, ever the diplomat, spoke up. She introduced the troop. "And you are?"

I couldn't help but smile. She knew who he was but didn't want him to know that.

"I," Seb said, placing his hand on his chest, "am Sebastian Butcher the Fourth." He gave a weird bow that seemed out of place this side of the eighteenth century. "Town Councilman."

Did I just imagine it, or did he place extra emphasis on man?

"At your service," he finished. "If you have any questions or need anything, I can help."

I looked over to Sheila. She had a tense look on her face. I didn't like it.

"How nice," I said smoothly. "But we probably won't need you because Mayor Sheila has seen to our every need. From the short time we've known her, I've discovered how remarkable she is. You're very lucky to have her leadership in this town!"

I returned his smug smile.

His faded. "Well, we are surprised you came to visit. It's such a long trip for little girls. I just hope this isn't a huge waste of time and city resources."

Betty lunged out of her chair, and I caught her before she could do anything like render him unconscious with a certain nerve pinch. She recovered neatly.

"I need to find the restroom" was all she said.

Without taking her eyes off of Seb, Matilda got out of her seat. "I'll show you where the loo is, Betty."

I let go of her arm and watched as Betty and Matilda walked around the arrogant jerk. Then, I saw a small hand come up behind his right shoulder and two fingers pinch a certain nerve. He immediately crumpled onto the floor.

"Nice!" Matilda nodded at his unconscious body. "You'll have to show me how to do that."

Kelly sighed and knelt beside the man, checking to make sure he was alive. It seemed like overkill, since she of all people knew the pinch wasn't lethal. Like I'd teach the girls that!

Sheila looked concerned.

"He's fine," I assured the girl. "Just out cold for a few moments. Do not tell him how it happened."

The girls got up and formed a circle around him and Kelly. After a moment, Seb's eyes fluttered open, and he looked at the girls who loomed over him with a kind of Children of the Corn vibe. He scrambled to his feet and brushed off his suit.

"What happened?" he asked with a squeak in his voice.

"You fainted," I said. "You might want to see a doctor about that. You seem to be too young for that sort of thing to happen."

"Yes, I...um..." he stammered before racing out the door.

"He didn't say goodbye," I told the girls. "How rude!"

"So rude," the four Kaitlyns and three Sherrys said simultaneously.

And that didn't seem odd at all.


CHAPTER FIVE

Sheila gave us directions, and we met her and the troop at a large, one-story house next to city hall. Inside, there was a living room, dining room with ten chairs, kitchen, and down the hall were five bedrooms, each with two beds. There was a large bathroom at the end of the hall with four shower stalls and four toilet cubicles.

The house had a clean, spartan vibe that I found comfortable and relaxing. Out back was a large yard filled with flowers that looked like they came from a Dr. Seuss book.

The girls claimed their rooms with Betty and Inez in one, Ava and Lauren in another, while the Kaitlyns split to take the next two. Kelly and I took what was left. We all met up in the living room, where the girls and Sheila were waiting.

"That Seb guy was a real jerk," Inez said.

"Have you ever thought of getting one of the kangaroos to beat him up?" Lauren asked.

Ava shook her head. "We need to get started with your training. If the other two dudes are as bad as he is, we need to help you deal with them."

I wasn't sure I liked the way she put emphasis on the word deal.

Sheila sighed. "They're all pretty bad. Ever since I was elected, the three of them have made it impossible for me to get anything done."

Betty walked over to the girl and looked her in the eye. "Have you ever heard of Huey Long?"

Sheila looked at the other girls in my troop, who nodded solemnly. Betty launched into an impressive biographical description of the man, from his iron-fisted hold on Louisiana to his being gunned down inside the capitol building and buried on the grounds.

If the Australians were freaked out by Betty's story, they didn't show it.

"That sounds interesting," Sheila said before saying that she thought the girls should start working first thing in the morning, after a good night's sleep. "I'd planned for us to give you a tour of Doover and the area today so you can get to know the lay of the land. And we have lunch planned at the zoo."

This was met with enthusiasm from my animal-loving girls.

"We can do most of this on foot," Sheila said. "If you don't mind walking."

"We'd rather walk than do anything else," Ava spoke up.

Matilda held out a bag. "But before we go, you'll need hats."

Sheila's troop gifted us with Girl Guide bucket hats, and my troop squealed in delight. They were tan canvas, and each one had an Australian bird and its name embroidered on them, along with our initials. Everyone's were different, except for the four Kaitlyns, who all had magpies and the same initials. Inez had a kookaburra, Ava had a royal spoonbill, Lauren had a splendid fairy wren, and Betty had a cassowary that she said was obviously her spirit animal.

Kelly had a very pretty rainbow lorikeet, and I had a superb lyrebird. We put on our hats, and after Kelly and I donned our backpacks, away we went.

Doover appeared to be a bit smaller than Who's There but was much prettier. Unfortunately, this was the second time we'd visited a much more attractive sister city than ours. Then again, we weren't surrounded by forest—or bush, as the Australians described it—nor did we have the lovely Blue Mountains as a backdrop (although that might change should Ava decide we needed our own mountains).

We walked up Main Street first, past lots of cute little shops and restaurants. Upon seeing Sheila, people smiled warmly and said G'day. My first impression was that the girl was well-liked as mayor.

Maybe tomorrow, when the girls were at city hall, Kelly and I could do a little shopping and ask folks how they felt about their city council. I'd have to talk to Kelly about it later.

We passed two large banks across the street from each other, and I guessed these were the banks owned by Butcher the Third. On the right side was Butcher Bank and Trust, and on the left, Doover National Bank. The buildings were both ostentatious for the town's aesthetic. Butcher Bank had a huge banner that said, Put Your Trust in the Butcher. Doover National had no such adornment.

Why did a town of this size have two separate banks owned by the same family? It seemed odd, but then again, I came from a small town with its own quirks. Maybe the Butchers didn't originally own both banks and at some point were able to acquire the other?

After the two banks was a small bridge over a stream that ran under the road. Sheila led us down a small hill to a grassy area.

"This is Platypus Creek." She pointed at the water. "Over the years, there have been sightings of the critters, but it's very rare."

"Platypuses," Orla began, "are pretty shy. That's why it's hard to see them."

My troop turned expectantly to Lauren, to hear that platypuses make great bank robbers or have hobbies like sticker painting, but the girl said nothing. If I had to guess, I'd say she was bowing to the expertise of our host.

My troop went to the edge of the bank and studied the water. It was a lovely little stream that burbled adorably. Unfortunately, we didn't see a single platypus.

"Don't worry if you don't see one today," Orla said. "You'll probably see one before you go home."

With that, we went back up the hill and onto Main Street, where we spotted a whole flock of large, white cockatoos walking around on the ground like pigeons, making noise. They had a funny little yellow crest on their heads, and they eyed us as if planning to shake us down for contraband bird seed.

Kelly looked like she was hypnotized. "Am I really seeing this?"

"Oh sure," Sheila replied. "Cockies are everywhere."

Kelly turned to the girl. "These birds back home are like, a thousand dollars in a pet shop. Which means you have ten thousand dollars in birds here!"

The mayor wrinkled her nose. "They're a big nuisance. Always begging for food."

I understood where my best friend was coming from. Seeing these big, magnificent birds in the wild was surreal. And I would've said so if I hadn't gotten distracted.

"Whoa..." I gasped before my eyes grew wide and my mouth went slack.

We were standing in front of a huge ice cream parlor. Fair Dinkum Fairy Floss had an enormous picture window and boasted cotton candy in every flavor and two hundred flavors of ice cream. I'm embarrassed to say, I began to drool a little.

"Mrs. Wrath likes ice cream," I heard Inez say. "It's possible that she has a problem."

Lauren found her voice. "What's Fair Dinkum Fairy Floss?"

"Fair Dinkum means it's the real deal," the Sherry with blonde hair said.

"Fairy Floss is what you call cotton candy," added the brunette Sherry.

"Why don't we double back here after lunch at the zoo?" Sheila suggested as Kelly gently pulled me away from the window, which was tricky since I had my hands and nose pressed against the glass.

We passed other shops and cafes, but none of them offered up the manna from heaven that Fair Dinkum did. We turned left after a few blocks and walked for a while through a cute residential area until we came to the edge of town. A large sign told us we were at the Feather Vale Zoo.

For a moment, I wondered why I hadn't seen anything about Ked Nelly or Rooster. Those seemed to be pretty big tourist draws for the area. I guess Sheila needed my girls after all. Tomorrow, Ava would tell them how to make Doover a big hit tourist-wise.

But for now, we were going to the zoo.

"G'day! You the Americans?" A woman in a bush hat smiled as she handed us each a ticket. "Come back some time and do the quokka or koala experience!" She gave us a bunch of flyers and maps of the place, but our hosts seemed to know where we were going and what we were doing, so I stuffed them in my backpack to look at later.

The zoo had a fascinating premise—they didn't have the usual lions, tigers, and bears that you could see anywhere. They only had Australian animals. And it was perfect. Right inside the gate was a pen with a large wombat curled up inside a log, sleeping.

Lauren walked over and bent down, eyeing the animal through the wire fence. One wombat eye popped open then the other. Then the animal slowly got to his feet and ambled over to the girl. He stuck his nose through the fence, and she let him sniff her hand. Then, with no great ease, he hauled his sturdy body onto his hind legs, front legs resting on the edge of the fence. Lauren stood up and started talking quietly to him.

"You have a wombat whisperer." Sheila winked.

I don't know what Lauren said, but the animal seemed to nod and turned his attention to the rest of the girls, who now crowded around it. They petted his head and cooed over the adorable animal. It was obvious he was quite tame.

"Wombats are my favorite," Sheila admitted. "Unfortunately, you sometimes see them as roadkill by the side of the road. They're such tanks, they usually wreck the car that hit them." She walked over and patted his head. "Hello, Wombi!"

There was an eruption of loud bird noises, and Kelly and I looked around to find ourselves surrounded by enclosures full of birds. According to the map, we'd work our way through the birds first, getting to the marsupials later. Betty walked over to a fence surrounding a giant blue and black bird. It looked like an evil emu but was bigger, with a large bony structure on its head. She'd found her cassowary.

"Hey," Betty said as I joined her. "You're the world's most dangerous bird. I can respect that."

"Communing with your spirit animal?" I asked as the bird gave me a sharp look I'd seen before on a rather prickly Lithuanian who'd tried to stab me once. Okay, twice, but the second one was an accident because he'd slipped.

"Yeah. Kind of like you and Mr. Fancy Pants," Betty said. She pointed to an enormous claw on the animal's foot. "See that? It's razor sharp, and with one jump, he can disembowel you. Maybe I should make one for my shoe. It would come in handy during city council meetings."

I ignored the idea that she might disembowel an elected official. "Sounds like Sheila's got some real issues here."

Betty shrugged. "We'll straighten things out and give her some ideas on how to handle them. We're actually attending a council meeting tomorrow night."

I wagged a finger at her. "No nerve pinch."

The girl didn't look happy with my demand. "That's no fun. What if they get lippy?"

"Just humiliate them with a snarky comeback like you always do. But I wouldn't recommend physical assault. You don't want to end up like Hilly and get yourself banned from a whole continent."

"That's true. I do have a rapier wit," she said solemnly. "And I don't want to get banned. But Hilly's a poor example, since she's standing over there."

I followed her finger to find the CIA assassin wearing a large, oversized sun hat and giant sunglasses. She waved at me cheerfully. I decided to take the initiative and stormed over to her, pulling her aside into an isolated corner where a couple of royal spoonbill females were rolling their eyes over a preening male.

"You were on the plane! I knew I wasn't hallucinating!"

"That"—Hilly pulled her sunglasses down on her nose and wiggled her eyebrows—"was Milly. Who is me. Don't blow my cover."

It dawned on me that somehow, with no disguise, she'd managed to get through customs. "The passport worked?"

"Well duh!" Her smile faded as she looked around. "Anyway, there are probably Australian Secret Service spies everywhere, so I'd appreciate it if you just called me Milly and acted like you didn't know me."

I folded my arms over my chest. "I think it's obvious to anyone watching that I know you. And what do you think the girls will do when they see you?"

"Nothing. They're professionals. They know the drill. So what are we doing today? You should tell that mayor girl and those Girl Guides that I'm your cousin who you didn't know was also in the country. That way I can hang out with you."

"You want us to all lie to the Australian Secret Service spies that are all around us, who think I don't know you, even though you are my cousin?"

Okay, so I didn't really think there were spies watching us. I may have been out of the spy biz for several years, but my spy-dy senses told me that we weren't being watched.

However, I wouldn't put it past Seb to turn Hilly in if he knew who she was. Of course, he'd be found in a dumpster the next day...

"This is a nice town. Lots of dumpsters. I could live here," the assassin said as if she'd read my thoughts. "If, you know, they'd let me, since I'm banned and all that."

"Hey Merry," Sheila said as she approached me. "Ava wants to see the marsupial in charge—whatever that is—so I thought I'd just let you all look around on your own
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