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About this book

	 

	For generations, Cass and her family have been the guardians of the biggest multi-versal portal on Earth.

	She’s responsible for keeping other magical creatures out of our world.

	She’s mostly succeeded.

	Apart from Cedric the llama, who’s been stranded here for years.

	But his presence here isn’t the only secret Cedric’s been keeping. His other secrets are much more dangerous…

	A twisty holiday mystery.

	 

	 

	Spies and Llamas

	 

	One

	Cassie Benson opened her front door to find Shawn Harrow standing on her veranda.

	It was an official visit; he was dressed in his ranger uniform, and his ute was parked at the kerb outside Cassie’s low grey-brick fence. Cassie’s shoulders slumped as she met his eyes, then she turned to look at the house to the left of her own.

	The curtains in the bay window flickered once and were still.

	Mrs Collins’s home was immaculate. Her fence – all four sides – was waist-high red brick topped with slabs of clean white concrete. Her garden was a riot of bright summer flowers, even in the December heat, and her trees looked as though they grew with the help of a set square and compass. Her house was also red brick, its roof pale cream ColorBond, its windows clean and reflecting the afternoon sun.

	It didn’t used to look like that. Before Mr Collins had died two and a half years ago, their house had looked like every other house on Oceanside Circuit; neat gardens and well-maintained-but-lived-in houses. The Collinses had moved here five years ago, and Cassie had always thought Mrs Collins had agoraphobia, a fear of going outside. She rarely left the house, and was always ushered carefully into the car when she did. Now she got groceries delivered. She’d also had a gardener come in once a month.

	But somehow she’d managed to overcome her fear, at least a little. For the last year she’d been out in her garden early every morning and late every afternoon, her wide-brimmed hat shading her face, her hands protected by thick gloves, busily snipping and shaping and planting. And her house made every other house look shabby in comparison, even though most of the houses would be absolute stars of their neighbourhoods if they sat anywhere else.

	Including Cassie’s own.

	She looked back at Shawn, and his lips curled into a rueful half-grin as she sighed.

	‘What is it this time? Giraffe leaning over the fence to eat her trees? Tiger prowling through her flowerbeds? Tasmanian devil pooping on her lawn?’

	‘None of the above,’ Shawn said cheerfully. ‘How about a llama skulking around her backyard last night?’

	Cassie stared at him for a second, then caught herself and snorted. ‘A llama? Really? Where would I get a llama? Why would I get a llama? And where would I keep a llama? In my shed?’

	Shawn’s grin widened. ‘Well, maybe not. I’ve seen your shed, remember. Not much room in there for llamas. Or anything else,’ he added.

	Cassie had to grin at that. The first few times Shawn had come around – he’d just been Ranger Harrow then – he had done his due diligence. He’d looked all around her yard for the supposed lemur she supposedly had, not to mention the herd of wombats and the baby elephant, and also through her house, apologising as he did so.

	Now, though, all he did was a cursory walk around the property.

	Cassie followed him as he headed down the driveway to the back yard. Her own garden wasn’t as lavish as Mrs Collins’s. Her trees grew how nature intended them to grow, she had a tiny greenhouse full of herbs and tomatoes instead of flower beds, and her modest expanse of lawn was nearly always mowed.

	‘Can you please just tell her to stop?’ Cassie said as he opened the shed door and glanced inside. The thing was tiny, barely bigger than a wardrobe. It held the lawn mower, a jerrycan of fuel and a few gardening tools. Her carport was just four square posts holding up a roof next to the house; nothing to hide there, only Cassie’s battered old Jeep. ‘The only animal on my property is Grouch, and he’s so old he usually sleeps all day on Tarly’s bed.’

	Shawn sighed and closed the shed door. ‘I know,’ he said, serious now. ‘But if she reports it, we have to check.’

	‘I know,’ Cassie agreed. ‘But a baby elephant? A giraffe? The nearest zoo is fifty kilometres from here – and if any animals had escaped, wouldn’t it be on the news?’

	Shawn nodded. ‘I know, Cassie. We all know. I’ll put in the report. Have a great Christmas if I don’t see you beforehand.’

	‘You too. Seeya.’

	Cassie stood on the veranda, watching until he disappeared around the curve of Oceanview Circuit, then she glared at Mrs Collins’s pretentious bay window – because she knew the old busybody was still there, watching – and went back inside, locking the door behind her.

	She didn’t want any unexpected visitors. Not that Mrs Collins would probably snoop – she rarely left her house now, and had everything delivered – but it was best to take no chances.

	Cassie’s house was small; all the houses along Oceanside Circuit were, even Mrs Collins’s. Those on the outside of the circuit, like Cassie’s and Mrs Collins’s, were built about twenty metres back from a steep cliff that dropped fifteen metres down to a narrow strip of beach below. The beach disappeared during high tide, but there was no way down the cliff to it anyway.

	Cassie didn’t know what the other houses looked like inside – they were all different sizes and designs. Her own had three bedrooms, an open-plan kitchen-dining-lounge room, and a bathroom/laundry. The whole place was open and airy, painted in blue and green pastel colours with bright abstract and muted landscapes alternating on the walls. Wooden shelves held books and knickknacks, and the furniture was well-used and comfortable. It was small, but Cassie and her thirteen-year-old daughter, Tarly, didn’t need a lot of space.
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