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  Trigger Warnings

READER DISCRETION ADVISED



Parasitic Omens is a gaslamp fantasy horror and contains the following content and trigger warnings:
Strong language
Violence 
Gore
Corpse desecration 
Body mutilation
Child abuse (off page)
Eldritch horror

If you are impacted by any of the above events, this may not be the book for you.
Please proceed at your own discretion. 










  
  1
Parasite

[image: image-placeholder]

The window of The Dripping Bucket had been smashed in again and Briar was already flogging the perpetrators out back. Patrons paused to listen to the hollow thuds and groans wafting through the tavern like a bad smell. Some flinched in sympathy with each blow; others scowled in mild annoyance as they struggled to hear the bard over the ruckus; and Lawrence Reed pushed through the rabble to signal the barman for a pint. 
He took off his hat, set it down on the scarred mahogany, and dropped onto a stool with his back to the bar. The evening’s clientele was the usual riffraff: Copperton’s rowdy working class, here to spend their week’s wages on booze and breasts before the coin even hit their pockets. Law’d seen them all before, and likely would again. Not because there was no where else to drink in this piss-hole of a town, but because Briar kept the liquor cheap and the place relatively clean—provided no one looked too hard at the old bloodstains beneath the sawdust on the floor.
‘Your tab’s full again, Law,’ the barkeeper said, placing a watered-down beer beside Law’s elbow.
‘I know,’ he replied without turning back to regard the man. ‘I want to speak to Briar.’
‘I’d like a word with you, too,’ a woman replied; this time, Law swivelled on his stool.
Briar Loren wiped her hands on her apron as though she’d been out back washing glasses, not dishing out corporal punishment. A fine smattering of blood freckled the garment’s frayed hem. She was a severe woman, with silver-streaked mousy hair braided and coiled atop her head like a crown. Middle-aged and unwed, the gossip was her thorny nature kept men from her bed; in truth, Briar had fallen in love years ago—with her work.
‘Ms Loren,’ Law greeted with a dip of his head.
‘Mr Reed,’ she returned flatly. ‘Full tab again? Someone needs help managing his coin.’ 
‘More like workload,’ he grunted. His eyes drifted to the leather folder wedged between two bottles of whisky on the back counter—the folder that Briar stuffed with newspaper clippings and scrawled notes requesting help from investigators of the occult, the arcane, and the supernatural. 
It was empty.
‘Someone beat me to it?’ Law scoffed, pointing his chin at the deflated file and reaching for the cigarillo case inside his coat.
‘Been quiet.’ Briar folded her arms and waited for the barkeeper to move further away, then leant in for Law’s ears only. ‘I have a job for you, though.’
Law shifted uncomfortably on his stool, the wood harder than it had been when he first sat down. Briar Loren often had jobs that needed doing, and Law was one of the few people she trusted to get them done. Despite the help she offered investigators to rid Copperton of the strange and the unnatural, she was very much at the centre of it. 
Briar Loren was an alchemist. She was acquainted with every witch, conjurer and soothsayer this side of the capital. She knew when new faces came to town and when old ones were out of line—prompting a visit from someone like Law. Some clients came to her directly; other jobs she pieced together from whispers and rumours to be handed out like rations to her network of agents. Inexperienced or arrogant investigators might try to source their own work, but anyone who’d been in Copperton long enough knew that if a job was worth pursuing, Briar Loren already had a man on it. 
Law struck a match, lit his cigarillo, and waited for Briar to start talking. Her grey eyes darted around the room, drawn to the scuffle currently brewing in the tavern behind him. Law heard the rising voices, the jeers cutting above the steady strumming of the minstrel’s lute. He’d thought having someone flogged already would’ve settled things down. 
Apparently not.
‘There’s a body in the woods,’ Briar said, the words tumbling out with her sigh.
Law watched the smoke curl off the end of his cigarillo. ‘There's always a body in the woods.’ 
‘A fresh one. Not yet buried.’
That didn’t make it any more unusual. There were always bodies in the Taschenwilde—fresh, buried or otherwise. The thick, misty tangle of tree and thicket was miles wide, a veritable barricade between Copperton and Sunscourt, the regional capital and seat of the king, who didn’t much care about what went on south of the forest. Even Lord Harrison, a viscount who held land within the boundaries of this stinking shit hole, held little interest in how it was governed. So long as the people paid their taxes, respected his status and otherwise left him alone, he would do the same for them.
Which is why there were so many bodies in the woods. 
‘Witches or warlocks?’ Law asked, though he dreaded the answer. Both had a penchant for harvesting bodily sundries for their arts and dumping mangled corpses in the forest. He’d cleaned up his fair share of their waste and had thought they’d driven the darker practitioners from Copperton months ago.
Perhaps not.
‘Fortunately, neither, but I’m out of liver. Hoping this body still has one intact.’
Briar’s agents cut their teeth at a young age, sourcing work for her little empire of the occult. She’d done the work herself, once—when she was younger. Now, her rats in training did it for her. Law himself got started lurking in the back alley by the undertakers’, sniffing out mysterious deaths for Briar’s investigators to solve. He hadn’t done that in a while. 
Stubbing his cigarillo into a heavy glass ashtray, he said, ‘Thought I was past being your errand boy.’ 
‘You are. But as you can see, my hands are rather full here tonight.’ Briar rolled her wrists, gesturing at the tavern around her. ‘Harvestthe liver and I’ll clear your tab. Otherwise,’ and she moved his beer out of reach, ‘you’ll have to find somewhere else to drink.’
Briar’s threat was hollow; Law couldn’t afford to drink anywhere else but the Bucket. The Marinelle across town was for Lord Harrison and other dignitaries; folks like Lawrence Reed couldn’t even set foot on the doorstep without an explicit invitation. Not that he'd  go there anyway. 
Law stretched a hand towards Briar, palm up and expectant. With the faintest of smiles cracking her hard face, the alchemist reached into the front of her blouse and lifted a necklace up and over her head. She placed the chain and key into Law’s waiting hand. 
‘Take what you need from the cellar.’

    
  The wine cellar, despite being exactly what it claimed to be, housed more than The Dripping Bucket’s surplus liquor stores and was the worst kept secret in Copperton. Every second day a note was pinned to the door, requesting a meeting with Briar for personal business despite the thinly maintained pretence that she was just a tavern owner. While alchemy and other such questionable practices were not outlawed, they weren’t exactly sanctioned either. But, like everything else that went on in Copperton, so long as it did not bother Lord Harrison, he was willing to turn a blind eye. 
Law coughed as he descended into the musty basement, displacing motes of dust as his boots touched the stairs. Barrels of whisky and ale were stacked high along the walls, and rows of bottle-heavy shelves disguised the room’s depth. Everyone knew this was Briar’s workshop, but to keep the tools of her trade hidden from sight, a false wall had been installed so it appeared to hold nothing more valuable than its oldest oak cask. But Law—and a handful of other favoured investigators, he supposed—knew which cabinets had been set on wheels and which barrels to roll aside to find her other wares.
At the back of the cellar, Briar had built herself a lab. A long table laden with gas burners, test tubes and other alchemical paraphernalia made the whole space feel cramped and chaotic. Notebooks filled with scribbles lay open and stained, and a thick dark liquid had been left distilling in a bulbous glass beaker over a low flame. Law’s lips drew back in a grimace at the acrid stench and he brought a fresh kerchief to his nose. If this is what Briar needed liver for, he certainly hoped the client who’d come to her for aid wasn’t supposed to consume it.
Law did his best to ignore the smell and set to locating the tools required to delicately harvest an organ. He never had much use for small blades in his line of work, relying solely on his pistol for protection. It hung heavy in its holster as he picked up an array of scalpels and slipped them into the leather satchel slung across his shoulder. He also took a jar prefilled with ethanol for transporting the liver back to Briar’s stores.
There was no thrill in such a menial, distasteful errand, but he needed to remain in Briar’s good graces. Investigators had a way of ending up in Copperton and there were now too many cooks in the kitchen. He wasn’t one to kiss arse, but if it meant being first in line for whatever job arose next, he’d pucker up all the same. Work had been scarce of late, and there was only so far he could stretch his luck before creditors came knocking.
Law was half-tempted to swipe a bottle for company on the road but thought better of it. His gut roiled at the prospect of dissecting a fresh corpse and he didn’t need to upset it further with too much liquor. Instead, he quietly locked the door behind him, slipped the key into his shirt and gave a perfunctory glance over each shoulder before stepping out into the street.
There was little traffic at this hour, too late for people to be wandering the streets but too early for revellers to be heading home. Law doffed his hat to the occasional passing carriage but otherwise moved unnoticed, guided by the light of the lantern hooked over his belt. It was an old brass bull’s eye lantern Briar had liberated from the disused watchman’s box after Lord Harrison rescinded funding for a nighttime guard, citing lack of need. For a time, Briar had an investigator or two keep an eye on the more mundane happenings in Copperton but eventually she, too, abandoned the practice.
‘Monsters are simple,’ she always said. ‘They have patterns. Rules. Instincts. Humans are chaos. Let someone else deal with them.’
Law still balked at that decision. How many murders went unsolved because the viscount didn’t give a shit about what went on under his very nose? Briar brought justice to those tormented by the unnatural, but what recompense awaited victims of mortal crimes? Who punishes those who leave bodies to rot in the Taschenwilde?
Or those sent to harvest their organs? 
Law pushed the thought aside and chose instead to be grateful for the lantern that would have otherwise gone to waste. The wide, steady beam of light left his hands free for dealing with any unexpected problems he might encounter on his journey to the edge of town. 
The road through the Taschenwilde had been gated long before Law came to Copperton. Anyone travelling to Sunscourt was instead forced to circle hundreds of miles around the sprawling forest, adding days, if not weeks, to their journey. The town’s upper class, who were conditioned to believe their coin would buy them anything, decried the superstitious coachmen who refused to take the once cobbled and lamp-lined highway, now in considerable disrepair. Occasionally, inflated remuneration enticed the young or the desperate to take the shortcut through the Taschenwilde; many did not return. Law and others like him had investigated the disappearances but never found evidence of foul play. They were simply gone. Many concluded they’d escaped to the capital, their ill-fated journey through the forest but a ruse to distance themselves from whatever miserable life they’d fled. Still, the disappearances were numerous enough to sway the wealthy into taking the long way around like everybody else.
It had never been enough to convince Briar, though. She knew the Taschenwilde was dangerous because it grew along a ley line—a vein beneath the world, rich with supernatural energy. It drew the unnatural towards it, like sawdust soaking up blood on the floor of The Dripping Bucket. Law wasn’t sensitive to the pulse like Briar was, couldn’t tap into its power like a conjurer or a soothsayer. But he knew it was there. Saw the power it offered—the damage it caused—and understood why people like him existed in places like this.
As he approached the edge of the forest, Law expected to find two sets of tracks heading into the Taschenwilde: one for whoever dumped the body, and another for whoever found it. Instead, there was only a single set. It could have been one and the same, he supposed; it wouldn’t be first time a murderer tried to seem innocent by reporting the crime they committed. But apprehending a murderer was not what he was being paid to do, even if his instincts urged him to look for clues and motive. Besides, the prints were small enough they likely belonged to one of Briar’s little rats. Whatever they’d discovered must have been cut and dry; he’d best keep to the task at hand and not get distracted by what ifs.
Brambles clawed at his long, heavy jacket, oiled to protect against the wet. Law held the lantern aloft now, illuminating the path forward as best he could. Vision was poor in the Taschenwilde, impeded by a fog that never lifted regardless of the weather beyond the forest. Mist curled at his ankles, obscuring the tracks in the undergrowth.  He didn’t see any blood—old or otherwise. Either the body was long dead before it was dumped here or…
Harvest the liver. That’s the job. Procure, not ponder.
It wasn’t a surprise when Law stumbled upon the corpse less than a hundred yards from the forest’s edge. It was further than most dared to explore, deeper than most bothered to trek to simply dispose of a body. Law set his lantern down on a rock beside the corpse, attempting to illuminate the small clearing. It had been a child, he realised, mouth turning dry—a girl. Her cropped blonde hair was matted with mud and twigs; blood dried on her chin and chest, having spilled in torrents from her mouth. Whatever killed her sure had been violent.
Crouching, Law
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