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This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and organisations are entirely imaginary, absurd, or both. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is coincidental and probably awkward.

	The author does not endorse swamp erotica, magical crime, political theology, or any combination thereof.

	This book contains satirical content, invented genres, and very poor decisions. Reader discretion is advised.
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Chapter 1

	Cardboardeaux, the boxed red was always good value, and usually a bad adventure. She woke hanging off the bed, still dressed. One foot wore a battered orange kitten heel. The other was bare. The noise hit her next, a cross between the fart of a backfiring car and something exploding in the microwave. It ground into her skull, vibrating her brain until she wanted to scream. Instead, she tried to open her eyes. She managed one eye, the other glued shut by last night’s mascara. The fourth coat was always the one of regret.

	She rolled towards the noise and found herself staring at a hairy body sprawled across her rainbow doona cover. Suzina groaned and turned away. Her new cover was being crushed under some random who was rude enough to spend the night. 

	She was usually the one being asked to leave, at the crack of dawn for some strange reason. Shoving her henna’d hair aside, she thought about getting up. A cuppa was needed, and the snoring lump had to leave without conversation. Across the bed, the man infesting it was still asleep. She’d destroyed the old doona with tikka and regret. Easier to toss than deal with it. She didn’t fix things. Waste of time. Suzina Periwinkle had better things to do. She had books to write. 

	She eyed the sleeping mass beside her. He had a name, and she tried to recall it. 

	Bazza, Dazza, Razza, maybe Fred.

	She gave up. He was huge, sprawled across her bed like some sort of rhino—heavy, hairy, faded t-shirt on top. He had one leg out of his jeans and she turned away at the sight of his furry limb. 

	If men came naked, you’d know straight away not to bother.

	She rubbed her sticky eye until it opened. Mistake. The sun hit her straight in the face. Too damn bright. Birds sang in the garden, cars rolled past the house and the lump continued to snore on her new doona cover. This wasn’t her first morning waking to a strange man, but she usually had some idea how they got there. Despite being cranky, she was still drunk enough to doze off for a second.

	 She blurted it out before she was even properly awake. “Show more nipples.”

	There was a rustle. Not him—he hadn’t moved. No one else would’ve heard it. No one else ever did. 

	“I’m not sure who that was directed at,” said a voice.

	Bloody Raka. Always disapproving. She was instantly cranky.

	She waved vaguely at the snoring torso. "I don’t know where he’s from."

	“You let it in, both stumbling in drunken splendour,” said the voice.

	“Maybe there was music. Or he found me. People do, once they find out who I am,” she replied, not bothering to keep her voice quiet. 

	Even as she said it, the memory rolled back in. She’d left the pub because the server made that face—again. The one that meant you’ve had enough. She thought she could remember a house being open, the door wide, music spilling out like an excuse. She couldn’t remember what she did—but nothing new. There was noise. She was walking. Then people. She remembered seeing the people, seeing him. Inside or outside, a big laugh echoing through the street.

	 She wandered inside without invitation. There was dancing—men without shirts—terrible dancers. There was nothing there to like. Yet here he was the next morning. Was it him? The big laugh, now sprawled across the rainbow doona—offending her in every way possible.

	She groaned. “I don’t remember bringing him home.”

	“Invitation extended, poor decision accepted. The usual pattern,” the voice sounded satisfied with his evaluation. 

	“Not now, Raka.” Her snap bounced around her head like marbles on a trampoline. 

	Suzina rolled off the bed, the movement disturbing the snoring mass beside her. He half-opened one eye and gave her a bleary smile. “Chance of a cuppa?”

	A snigger from the corner had her curse inwardly. The bastard! She hobbled to the bathroom before recognising she was still wearing a shoe. She tossed it into the laundry hamper before checking out the mirror. 

	Another night filled with mistakes, half she didn’t remember, half she brought home. She needed to be working, not catering to an enormous mass of entitlement. She considered throwing him out, maybe lying about having tea—but with only a fractured memory, he knew more than she did. So, Suzina Periwinkle decided to play nice. 

	Her face was distorted, not from the mirror, but from sleeping on it. Her make-up was smeared and her lashes glued together. She flicked a brush through a maze of hennaed red curls and wiped the black mess from around coffee-brown eyes. She didn’t notice a face that could’ve been pretty—should’ve been. All she saw was the downward mouth of discontent. Maybe if she’d had a decent childhood where she hadn’t been abandoned by everyone, she wouldn’t wake up to large creatures demanding tea. Tea! She was not a hotel. Go to a café and get tea if you want a cuppa. 

	Her gold hoop earrings were still intact—usually she would lose one after a hard night. She liked to call her soft, round body voluptuous, but it was more like padded by gin and lamingtons. She removed the crumpled mess that had been called a dress the night before, and slipped into a ratty, greyed robe with frayed edges. The sooner she made tea, the sooner the bastard was gone.

	Groaning from the bedroom sent her scuttling barefoot into the kitchen. She opened the cupboard above the sink and stared into the empty, dark void. A lone package of tea sat forlornly on the shelf. Behind the kitchen was a living room so sadly furnished it was hard to tell if she was moving in or moving out.

	The entire house had worn its veil of mild disrepair with the same desperation as a middle-aged housewife. A small sofa, once an elegant settee, was so stained from every wine imaginable and a few pizza drops that a garish throw was used to cover all sins. Opposite was an elderly television that appeared to be the first generation of something that had no subsequent editions. An unused bookcase was shoved against a vacant wall. A spindly armchair faced a large window with venetians bent from one too many moments of peering through slats. Suzina had been pleased by the inheritance of her aunt’s house—even as her grandfather's words skipped through her mind. 

	“That girl fell on her arse and never got up.”

	The agreement to that comment ensured that Suzina rarely spoke to her family. They must have agreed as they kindly returned the favour. 

	She watched the kettle boil and then watched it turn off without bothering to move. Hers was a life of constant inaction, and if asked, she would have answered that it suited her just fine.

	A familiar, fermented, fruity smell wafted across the room. It was a combination of rotten fruits, bodily functions and contemptuous arrogance. It belonged to the only being that could give her a headache by simply recalling he existed.

	“Raka,” she said, with the resigned tone of someone who’d once found a spoon wedged into the toaster and left it there.

	“If you’re trying to seduce death itself, the look is perfect.” His supercilious tones filled the room. For a small rat with a white-tipped tail, his well-modulated voice was almost elegant. Except when he fell into half squeaking fits. Raka’s existence was an offence to life itself. He was also why she didn’t do mornings. Or clean, cook or pay attention.

	“You are dead,” she muttered with vicious satisfaction. 

	“And yet still more present than half your dates.” She ignored his irony.

	She reached for the tea. “Don’t start—or I might send someone under the house.”

	“You started it, with your open door policy.” Raka was relentless with his judgement of her lifestyle.

	Before she could respond, the flare of coloured lights bounced against the windows. The roar of engines and a whoop of sirens blasted for a second before being turned off. She looked out to see several police cars parked in a cordon outside a house on the end of the street. She leaned towards the window, confused and irritated by all the kerfuffle.

	“It appears the poor dear down the street has done herself in.” Raka was suitably bored.

	“Is that so?” Suzina’s mind played through scenarios—a montage of bloody scenes.

	“You imagining a new genre? Forgotten your bold new path? Maybe master the one you’re already failing.” He was brutal with the truth.

	Suzina had indeed remembered. Her writing career had floundered, ignored by agents, publishers, readers. Everyone read self-help books—so why not hers? She looked around at what kind of books sold, and after half a bottle of port she had appropriated from a Christmas party—she came up with her plan. 

	A toilet flush announced her visitor was about to invade the kitchen. She ran back to fuss with the cracked teapot and rinse stained mugs. He stomped in, unaware of the noise his bulk made, and Raka wisely refrained from comment.

	Seeing the flashing lights, he went over to the window and pulled the blinds apart. 

	“What’s all this then? That doesn’t look good.”

	“Someone has died,” she said, matching Raka’s solemn tones.

	“How do you know that?” He towered over her, his voice sharp. 

	For a second she blinked as she was not supposed to know that—damn Raka with his snooping. Probably been hiding under the house. 

	She recovered quickly. “Well, it can’t be good with three police cars in front of the house. So I assumed.”

	Her guest shrugged, as if her thoughts were too much to bother with. 

	“I have to go.” His tone was short, and she didn’t object. The sooner gone, the better. Pulling at his shirt, he ignored the teapot and the two chipped mugs on the counter. 

	“See you later.” 

	Without so much as a goodbye kiss, he was gone.

	Suzina let her breath go. Finally, she could enjoy a cuppa and watch the police without interference.

	“Suzina-ika,” he started—Raka always put -ika onto words. When she asked about it he replied it was the rakali way. She didn’t bother to investigate further. 

	“You’ve got things to do,” Raka reminded her. “Like clean the house, pay bills, bathe.”

	But she wasn’t going to be deflected so easily. “How do you know she was dead? You been spying?” 

	Raka wasn’t disturbed by her query. “Well, it could have been the blood seeping through the floor. The broken dishes on the counter. The fact she was already stiff as a board. The smell of decay. Then again, maybe it wasn’t me who was spying at all.”

	“Not like you to ignore something rotting,” she snapped.

	Raka ignored the insult. “Well, you know how to fix that—don’t you?”

	She poured herself a cup of tea and stood looking thoughtfully out the window.

	“I wonder...”

	“Don’t go there. It will only end badly,” he said.

	Suzina whirled around to face her detractor. The small furry creature squatted on the floor near the bookshelf. The surface of his body was wispy as if someone had rubbed out his outline to leave a smudged interior. He rocked as he sat, as if staying in one place proved difficult. A hearty belch, even from a ghost rakali sent the fragrant smell of ferment her way. She wondered how he stayed drunk after death. Was this a part of the afterlife? Did you carry your last moments like a shameful flag into wherever you went?

	“Sod off, Raka,” was her reply. For despite whatever warnings came her way, despite whatever plans she laid—there were regrets—always regrets.

	 


Chapter 2

	The strident ring of her phone had Suzina curse under her breath. She knew who it was, as only one person rang her on a regular basis. Her damn agent. She had never thought that success would be a burden, but when you are good at a genre the public always wants more. It was a burden to write fae erotica non-stop, except it was now her calling. She had sold books and was stuck in the wheel of misfortune that came from being world known.

	She ran into the bedroom to find her phone under the bed. Raka appeared in the doorway, filling the room with the rot of fermenting belches. He gave her his usual side-eye, the one reminiscent of bulldogs and drunk financiers. 

	“They’re watching, you know. The magpies. Keeping notes. Working title: 'Another Day of Doing Nothing with Wine.'”

	Suzina waved a dismissive hand toward the glowing figure. She affected her fake social voice full of nothing, while promising everything.

	“Julie, hello. So nice to hear from you.” She felt around the bedside table for a bottle of headache tablets. Swallowing two followed by a swig from a half-empty wineglass of dubious contents, she continued her side of the conversation.

	“The book? Well, I want to talk to you about the book.”
As Suzina spoke, the voice on the other end grew louder until she pulled the phone back into the air.

	“Suzina, you need to follow it through.”

	Suzina rolled her eyes to no one, as she had heard this tone since she was a child. It was the expectations of people who, if not directly in front of her, ceased to exist.

	She put on her trying-to-sound-like-Raka tone. “I was hoping to branch out into serious work. All this fae—”

	A fit of coughing from the doorway indicated that Raka had a different opinion of her talents.

	Julie’s voice echoed in the room. “It’s best not to get distracted—especially when you’ve already put in so much work. Take care.”

	The call ended, and Suzina dropped the phone as she broke into a fit of cursing.

	“Damn people always wanting stuff. They can all get—”

	“Now, now,” Raka said, twitching his whiskers. “Is that how a lady speaks? Oh, wait, I forgot you aren’t one. How many ways can one write throbbing, or is it thrusting?”

	“Get stuffed, Raka. It’s hard to write a book.”

	“Perhaps that’s your issue, it’s not hard enough. Let’s review, shall we?”

	She glared at the tail-twitching, glowing figure leaning against the doorframe. “They did very well.” 

	She was confident. One thing to be published, but Suzina was read. Raka didn’t appear to notice as he continued.

	“Let’s assess, shall we?” Raka leaned in the doorway like the ghost of publishing regrets.

	“Your last effort—Thrust Upon the Highlander. 

	A modern-day botanist finds herself face-to-face with a grumpy Highland fae laird, a soggy tartan, and an ancient prophecy involving turnips. He doesn’t want a wife. She doesn’t want a kilt. Somehow, there’s also a storm and a sex scene involving peat.

	And the reviews: 

	‘I never knew turnips could be erotic. I’ll never look at root veg the same way again.’ — KylieReadsRomance69 

	‘I read it aloud to my boyfriend. He left me. Five stars.’ — @feralfatalista 

	‘This book gave me an infection.’— Anon, possibly speaking metaphorically.”

	Suzina scowled. “You wouldn’t know a review if it bit you on the arse.”

	Raka gave a sigh thick with pity. “Frankly, my dear, I suspect a few did just that. Maybe it’s your pen name. It requires some panache, a middle name would embellish the cover nicely. Let’s see—a middle name—if you had one surely it would be Cringe—”

	“—if you had one it would be Putrid,” she blared back at the rakali. 

	“Vulgar hack.” Raka faded from sight as his last barb hung in the air.

	“How I get stuck with that.” Suzina muttered to herself, until she remembered just how she had.

	It had been late summer, almost autumn, and Suzina had just opened her 200th rejection letter. Not one offered more than the generic thank you for your submission—their portfolios were always mysteriously full.

	She knew they were all wrong, just like the teacher in the creative writing course she had taken. It was the hardest work she had ever done. Three months of dragging herself in once a week with something vaguely typed. Instead of congratulating Suzina on her lustre, the short-sighted teacher had commented upon, spelling, punctuation, plot, character development. People like her were meant to write. It was obvious. It just was. Some people had jobs. She had stories. That was the difference. 

	Once she inherited her house, Suzina dug her heels in. She would live off her inheritance until she struck it big—only a few weeks at the most. Then Raka had turned up. Drought had kept grass short and brown, nothing thrived, the maggies moved on to greener pastures. But a rakali is not built for long travel. He needed his dinner and her plum tree, neglected, over fruiting thanks to its spot next to a septic tank, offered it. The fruit lay scattered under the tree, stinking of the rot of a summer ferment. The smell wafted like an invitation.

	Suzina had suffered in her modest fibro home. The lack of comforts was obvious from her first sweltering night, so she opened the backdoor to get relief. That is when she spied him, wandering around a tree doing what it would do in summer—rot, ferment, and wage war on sobriety. 

	She threw her slipper at the intruder. “Bastard!” 

	Her curse meant nothing to the rat, who scrambled behind the shed. His rakali poops left as a reminder that nature will prevail despite her opinions.

	 Suzina opened another box of wine as she struggled with her new undertaking. Her favourite reads had names like Pining for the Park Ranger or Taken by the Taxman.

	 They had immortal lines like—his twitching, glazed snout—veined, and pulsing with confusion—brushed her thighs, and for a moment, she felt like prey—and also, possibly, Christmas or He roared like a dragon who’d stubbed his toe on destiny.

	I can do that, she thought with the conviction of someone who had never done a thing, ever. I can write one of them books. So when Raka had appeared mangling her plums, she was mangling something of her own. The opening to her first blockbuster—The air was thick with the scent of crunchy wine—plums that had gone on too long. Their skins wrinkly with ferment. Not sour or sweet. Not sweet and sour. Just wrong enough. He stood in the orchard with no shirt. Looking like a dangerous peach—ripe like fruit. She reached for him, like she was hungry or something. 

	After she tossed the slipper, Raka came back. Drunk on fermented plums, he crawled under the house to chew the ancient wiring—the bastard. There was a bang, smoke, and exploding fur. That was the day her erotic writing life started. And the day Raka’s ended.

	The next morning, driven by the smell of burning something, Suzina called the electrician.

	“I think my house is burning down, there was a bang and now this horrible smell. I have no power. There might be a fire.” 

	Deemed an emergency the electrician, small, wiry, seemed a bit put off by the obvious lack of fire. 

	“I think something is dead down there. I’ll take a look.”

	Twenty minutes later the lights flicked back on. “You need to redo your metre box. The wiring there is a mess. Got to do the entire house. And there’s a dead rakali down there.”

	“Can’t you take it away?”

	He gave her an empty grin. “Not my job, missus.”

	Suzina gave the man his money while muttering. “I’m not going to pay for it gone. Not my damn fault.”

	It took but three days for Raka to make his first appearance. Just when she was wresting with her third carnal scene. This time they were riding a donkey while attempting to assuage their desires. She typed furiously.

	He pressed against her, kind of. His jeans were halfway down but still somehow tight. Her skirt was bunched like a napkin after dinner. He said—I want you the way I want soup. She gasped—“Simmer me slowly.” The donkey made a donkey noise. 

	“For the love of all that is smutty, woman,” came the voice from the doorway, well-modulated and deeply unimpressed. “Look up what metaphor means. Before you condemn an entire generation to celibacy.”

	Suzina looked up to see the undulating smudgy vision of a ghostly rakali. Raka had well and truly arrived, his disdainful voice sounding an awful like her old teacher. The portly Mr Beaulent, who wore bow ties and spoke of his wonderful days of doing wonderful things.

	Suzina didn’t really believe in consequences. Not for her, anyway. Stuff just sort of happened. A ghost was annoying, especially one that smelled like a left over bottle of cheap plonk, but not scary. She knew what scary was. Not ghosts. Not murderers. Scary was being ignored. Not being followed. Not being stared at. Not being liked for something she didn’t even try at. She was supposed to be an influencer. Obviously. But she didn’t have a product, charm, or plan. So writing was the next best thing. 

	“Sod off,” she sniped at the ghost.

	“I really would,” said the small shimmering beast who was kind of squidgy. “But I am stuck under the house and someone refuses to give me a decent burial.”

	Suzina scowled. “It’s not my problem if you decide to get drunk on old plums and think wires are dinner.”

	“Maybe if you had blocked off the entry, picked up your fruit and removed the evidence you wouldn’t be speaking to a dead rakali.”

	She wasn’t going to be held hostage by the refusing to stay dead. “Shut up. I have work to do.”

	“Oh, you mean writing a book of sexy smut to scare the stupid. You can barely spell your way out of a genre checklist.”

	Suzina wasn’t listening anymore for her brilliant plan was taking hold. She knew she wanted to write something sexy—everyone was doing it—but hers would be better, it would have scary things in it.

	“I am going to write where no one has wrote before,” she muttered, pleased with herself. It sounded bold. Possibly even original.

	Raka appeared with a sniff. “Yes, yes, boldly go and all that. But do try not to get sued.”

	She was too busy typing the title of her new work because everyone knew that you had to have the best title. After that it would be easy as anything to do all that writing stuff.

	She typed in her most professional manner—Title: Stitched Together: The Quilt Chronicles, Book One. 

	Chapter One: They Covered Me. Completely. 

	It wasn't one lover. It was dozens. Denim, lace, corduroy — they surrounded her. She was swaddled in sin.

	The first book sold a few copies—enough for her to call it a success. That was all the proof she needed. People wanted more, with her profession it was always more. Nothing was safe. Taxman. Park ranger. Accountant. Ferret wrangler. Her favourite — The Tunnel Scrubber: Romance of the Root.

	A voice dragged her back to the present. Of course it was him — always ruining everything. She was trying her best to get into the stuff she had to do.

	Her upper legs quivered like moonlight on a corrugated iron roof as the unicorn brayed into her veil of yearning. The fae prince unsheathed his destiny and she was prisoner of the prophecy of moist echo.

	“I know you’re busy weaving the emotional tapestry of a unicorn-glitter fae prince with a tragic sword-of-the-stars injury and the expressive range of a damp invoice, while he wrestles forbidden lust for his cousin’s wife’s mother’s sister’s daughter—comforted, of course, by a bowl of roast broccoli—”

	He paused at her sour look. “—but you have to read something resembling a book before writing one. Despite the torturous rupture of the genre, there are some words that defy erotic—brayed is one of them.”

	Listening to others moan was boring. Instructions, directions, logic—none of it ever worked out. Not for her. She kept typing at a furious rate, trying to outrun her fate. 

	“You are just a lump of dead stink.” She threw away the comment while glued to her screen.

	Raka was not going to be ignored. “Even dead, I can’t ignore this genre sludge. You don’t listen. You’ve got the brain buoyancy of a box of rocks. And redemption takes direction. You don’t have one. You flail. You glitter. It’s a mess.”

	“Trajectory! Ha!” Suzina scoffed.

	Raka leaned against the wall as a large belch shook him. Particles of plum dust floated in the air before dissipating. “It means a plan, a direction, a trail, somewhere to end up.”

	Her fingers tired, she got up and looked out the window. The police were still there and now tape blocked off the front yard. She pondered, what was going on?

	“I think someone needs to solve that,” she muttered. And then a smile crossed her face.

	“If I solve the case, then I can write a true crime book. Then I will have to be taken seriously. I can stop writing books about men with huge—”

	“Oh, for the love of plums!” Raka faded mid-scowl, leaving the complaint to echo without him.

	 


Chapter 3

	Suzina got dressed in her going out clothes. She had three floaty dresses in three colours that all looked the same. Today was red—this was her dress of serious thoughts. Saffy liked the comfort of her ratty dressing gown inside and one of her floaty dresses for outside. She thought the uneven hem and tassels made it look bohemian.  

	Before she could get out the door, a banging had her pull back the curtains for a look-see. On the steps was the tall uniformed figure of a policeman and she fussed with her hair before reaching for the handle. A voice—the voice stopped her. 

	“Unless this is The Sergeant’s Secret Shag, I’d suggest you unhand your fringe and lower your expectations,” Raka warned her.

	“Leave off, he’s here on business.”

	“Suit yourself,” he murmured. “Just don’t be surprised when he’s not here to ravish your unresolved subplot.”

	Ignoring Raka’s endless critique of her talent—disproven by sales—she opened the door briskly. Suzina almost swooned at the length of uniform before her. He was six feet of blue, all harnessed up in cop gear. His uniform showed a paunch and his brown hair receded while his grey eyes squinted against the light. 

	His expression only seemed bored, for she had seen how his eyes had ravaged her form. She tingled from his gaze, as he had looked her up and down before talking.
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