
  
    [image: Blood &amp; Guts &amp; Hexes]
  


  
    
      Blood & Guts & Hexes

      A Crystal Kingdom Short Story Collection

    

    
      
        Raymond S Flex

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: DIB Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          
            B’LUBBID THE BONE FETCHER

          

        

        
          
            ONDERSWORT

          

        

        
          
            THE HOBBLESMAN

          

        

        
          
            DAWN’S SIREN

          

        

        
          
            THE THREADED PIT

          

        

        
          
            CLOTH. SKIN. BLOOD. BONE.

          

        

        
          
            FEAST OF GIVING

          

        

        
          
            THE EYE

          

        

        
          
            VILLAGE OF ASHES

          

        

        
          
            THE WHOMPING WHISTLE

          

        

        
          
            BLOODIED SNOW

          

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            B’LUBBID THE BONE FETCHER

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        1

      

      

      “SIR?” the city guard said. “Do you mean, ‘Belovèd?’”

      B’lubbid the Bone Fetcher eyeballed the man, felt his throat get all caught in a knot, like whenever he had to speak with humans, and felt that same warmth rise in him.

      That familiar warmth that would soon turn to a boiling mass of fury.

      Why couldn’t they get it right? Why did he have to explain every time?

      Off over his shoulder he heard the clop of horses’ hooves, and he knew, if he didn’t get this matter cleared up in a timely manner that he would be asked, politely and crisply, to ‘step aside,’ to let the cart through.

      Well, not today.

      No, today, things would be different.

      They’d remember him for all time.

      And they’d remember his name.

      B’lubbid reached for his cloak, felt the rough fabric of it, and he neatly flipped the hem of it to reveal his belt to the guard. And the dagger he kept there.

      The dagger with the crooked blade.

      He squinted at the guard, and let loose his shrivelly, uneven voice. The voice that he just hated. But, he was sure, after the cloven feet and the stubby horns sticking out through his stingy, greasy hair . . . or what passed for hair . . . the main feature that people who knew him recalled when picturing him in their minds.

      If they could even remember his name, that was.

      “Listen here, busy body, the name’s B’lubbid not Belovèd, ‘kay? No matter what your human books might say.”

      Much to B’lubbid’s ire, the guard cracked a smile, and said, “You deal in rhymes, you lot, do you?”

      B’lubbid screwed up his eyes. Of course he was speaking in the guard’s language, he was the one making the effort here. And all he was getting thus far was wisecracks, and attitude. It was like they thought they could treat a bone fetcher just however they wanted.

      He could almost smell that approaching stench of horse sweat, taste it at the back of his tongue. The clickety-clack of the cartwheels were like a hammer beating against his skull.

      “Listen,” B’lubbid said. “You gonna let me through, or what?”

      The city guard continued to smile away, and, looking off down the road, apparently to the approaching cart, he waved B’lubbid through. As B’lubbid wiggled his way along, through the city gates, and into the jagged city of Flubbersmyre, the guard called out to him.

      “And you take care with that dagger of yours, will ya? Might put someone’s eye out with that thing.”

      B’lubbid muttered just about every curse known to a bone fetcher beneath his breath, and then focussed his attention to the relatively more important task of keeping his cloven hooves from becoming trapped between the cobblestones.
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      OVERHEAD, the sky was dimming, the sun was dipping down over the rooftops like a flaming tangerine, and B’lubbid felt that wonderful night-time chill pass over his hardened, leather-like skin.

      He watched up ahead as a troupe of city urchins, all dressed in their raggedy clothes, danced in and out of the road, between the cart and horses, each time just about defying the large vehicles, managing to get out without a broken limb or worse . . . a broken neck.

      A little further on, B’lubbid saw a pair of city guards, both with large sticks in their hands, oil-soaked rags aflame on the end of each, reaching up to light the night torches. Soon the streets would be flooded with that uneven, flickering firelight.

      The kind of light that B’lubbid loved.

      Because it was the great leveller.

      B’lubbid could smell the burning oil carrying on the twilight breeze, and he breathed it in deep, filled his mouth with the tang of it, and he reminded himself of just how much he loved that scent.

      It almost made all this interaction with humans worthwhile.

      Almost.

      As B’lubbid trudged on, already feeling a slight weariness catching up with him, after having, just like all the days, travelled down from the Sable Mountains, he felt the strain of his calf muscles, and several times his cloven hooves almost slipped between the cobblestones.

      Thinking back, he wasn’t all that sure whether the urchins saw him first, or if he saw them. He could be sure about one thing, however, and that was that he had been the first to look away.

      To hurry on.

      To try and slip into the shadows.

      But it was too late.

      “Oi, mister!” one of the urchins cried out.

      B’lubbid kept his head down, feeling his pointed chin press into his bony chest. He wished to get on with his work, and to be gone from Flubbersmyre. He really had no business being around these humans for any longer than he had to be.

      “Oi!” another of the urchins called.

      B’lubbid quickened his pace, not wanting to show them that they’d got any sort of rise out of him. Oh, he was used to humans all right. In fact he could remember them from ever since he’d been a tiny, little bone fetcher.

      They’d been the ones that’d chased him home, through the fields, back crying to his ma and pa. It always sent a flaming sense of a shame ripping through his stomach to think that he always sent his ma or pa out to see off the human children, to make them leave him in peace.

      And here he was, an adult, for the gods’ sake.

      He heard the patter of their bare feet against the cobblestones, over his shoulder, and through his enormous flaring nostrils, he could smell that rancid odour of theirs.

      That human odour.

      All skin, and sweat, and muck, and nastiness.

      The patter of their feet grew louder, and seemed to spring up on all sides of him.

      There was one thing which he always cursed about him having been born a bone fetcher, and that was he was no match at all for a human in a race. Even a human child could easily outrun him over even ground.

      A knife fight, though, that’d be a whole different matter.

      Now he just needed to keep going. To ignore them. Just like his parents always told him.

      He pressed onwards, stuffing his clawed hands in the pockets of his cloak, and trying to keep his face hidden from them, so that they might mistake him as just another human, perhaps a decrepit, foul, agèd human.

      If they believed him to be a human then perhaps, just perhaps, they’d leave him alone.

      And then he felt one of them tug at his cloak, grab it in their pudgy, grubby fist and give it a yank.

      In that moment, B’lubbid lost all sense of his plan, of his attempt to evade the urchins, and he wheeled around, glaring, and peered at the urchins standing at his heels. “What do you want?” he said, pleased with the heat that came off his breath as he spoke.

      The urchins all grinned at each other.

      And, B’lubbid was pleased to note, they were all nervous grins.

      “Where you off to, sir?” one of the urchins said.

      B’lubbid took him in. By far the largest boy, he had blond hair, and fat, buttery cheeks, and about a thousand chins. He stood with his hands on his hips, and his grubby, sewage-stained cheeks seemed to give him shades of a fully-grown human.

      Of a man.

      Quickly, B’lubbid counted the rest of the urchins, and reached four in all, four which he could count on one claw. And he found himself caught up in brief, terrifying fantasies. Of jerking his hand upwards, and splaying his claws, catching each boy with his claw to their throat.

      Watching the blood flow.

      But that was no prospect. Not for him.

      If the city authorities heard of any harm coming to a human by the hand of a mythical creature, then they would send out a party to the Sable Mountains, to burn down every village in sight.

      And B’lubbid would not be responsible for so many deaths because he could not resist some light childish goading.

      Which wasn’t to say that it wasn’t awfully tempting.

      B’lubbid slowly turned back to the blond boy, to the leader, with that self-satisfied, smug expression of his, and he did his best to keep his voice level and in control, to give the impression of an adult being that should be treated with respect. “Why, I’m off to the city morgue, where else would you imagine a bone fetcher like myself to be headed?”

      In that moment, one of the city guards lit up the torch just a few paces away, and it set the blond boy’s face in profile in the fierce, auburn glow. B’lubbid noticed the dried bogies all sticking to the boy’s upper lip, like sailors bailed out from their vessels following a tempestuous storm.

      The blond boy sneered and then tilted his head back. He glanced round at his friends, no doubt for a touch of courage, just to have himself backed up in case the need arose.

      B’lubbid knew of all the tales that the human teachers told their children. About the creatures of the night, the magical beings such as B’lubbid, and how they were all whipping tails, and organ-crunching teeth, and skin-ripping claws.

      And yet all that indoctrination seemed to be having very little effect right now.

      The boy stared back at B’lubbid, snorting up some phlegm, and then let loose a wad of spit. It fell onto the hem of B’lubbid’s cloak.

      B’lubbid glanced down to where the phlegm had landed, and for the longest time he felt himself rooted to the spot, rendered completely immobilised. And then, before he knew what was happening, he heard that cacophony of hucking spit, and the flurry of phlegm through the air.

      He turned to run, or at least to stumble away from the boys, but he slipped and took a tumble. He landed on the cobblestones.

      A spark of pain ran up his spine, and he let out a moan.

      And just like that, the boys were upon him.

      They were all kicks and punches, one of them bit him on the upper thigh.

      If it hadn’t been for his leathery, thick hide he might’ve been hurt, but as it was he forced himself to suck up all this abuse, letting the boys have their fun.

      Humiliating though it was.

      One of the city guards, lighting up the torch across from them, called out to the boys.

      Immediately they all ceased.

      B’lubbid glanced over to the guards, waiting for them to get the boys off him. The guards stepped closer to him, both still carrying that flaming wooden pole, its flames licking at the looming, mauve twilight sky. The flames flickered off their faces, bounced shadows between their cheekbones.

      B’lubbid breathed in sharply, looked to the boys, their attention now drawn to the city guards, distracted.

      “Come on, lads,” one of the guards said. “Leave the poor beast alone, wontcha?”

      The boys lingered about there, and B’lubbid caught the blond kid’s face in profile, took in his narrow grin there, firmly pressed on his lips. He also saw that the blond kid clenched his fists down at his sides, ready to strike again at the moment that the city guards disappeared.

      The city guard turned to B’lubbid and said, “Go on then, beast, you’d best hop it while you can.”

      B’lubbid wasted no time, swinging himself back up onto his cloven hooves and, just like that, swept his way off, down the road, and into the mounting shadows of the unlit streets.

      He was safer in the darkness.
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      B’LUBBID CAME ACROSS the city morgue a while later. He took in the expansive, marble arches and the sturdy, gigantic wooden door, reinforced with iron, and he finally allowed himself to exhale.

      He would be safe.

      For the time being.

      He walked up the steps, listening to the clop of his hooves against the stone slabs. He could already smell that stench of rotting flesh, clawing its way out from within the building. He licked his lips with his forked tongue, and felt his saliva moisten his mouth.

      He knew that humans couldn’t smell it, and if they could they would’ve picked a place far out of town to keep the morgue. Perhaps that would’ve been better for B’lubbid too, given that he wouldn’t have had to venture into the city itself to fetch the bones.

      He wouldn’t have had that run-in with the children just now.

      At the top of the steps to the morgue, he reached out and wrapped his gnarled fingers around the knocker, and he pounded it three times.

      Just like always.

      He listened to the scrape of the cane across the hearth inside the door, and soon enough he watched the door creak back in on itself, and the familiar figure of Hartly Tchunt standing there.

      He was a man of about seventy or eight years, and he had a posture to match. His back seemed almost curved over on itself, and he constantly walked with his hand resting in the base of his spine.

      B’lubbid wished him a good evening, and then stepped inside.

      Hartly had wispy, silver hair which dangled right down past his belly button, and his beard reached down to at least his nipples, or where B’lubbid imagined the man’s nipples to be located.

      Hartly carried a cane with a silver tip which scraped across all surfaces, and, when B’lubbid followed the man through the labyrinthine corridors of the morgue, he noticed the marks all over the stone floor, from the places where Hartly had walked over and over again: dozens of times a day, hundreds of times a week, and thousands and thousands of times a year.

      B’lubbid didn’t wish to think in decades, because, like most bone fetchers, he wasn’t expected to live much past his twentieth year.

      Hartly walked with a slight sway to his step, rocking back and forth as he made his way along the corridors, and his cane tap-tapping away the whole time.

      B’lubbid supposed that Hartly was the closest person he had to a friend among the humans. But that wasn’t unusual.

      Humans and other creatures kept themselves apart.

      And everyone seemed happy enough with that arrangement.

      Humans stuck to their cities, their villages and towns, while other creatures preferred to stay among nature, so as not to forget themselves, so as not to forget just where they came from.

      That they themselves were nature.

      Hartly clambered his way down a stone, spiral staircase, taking the rail in his spare hand while his cane dangled from the other. He shuffled both feet onto each step before easing himself down onto the next.

      B’lubbid often wondered what might happen to the city once Hartly died. Would they replace him with someone else? Hartly had no apprentice, nobody of that sort. Still, what did it really matter to B’lubbid, it was a human matter, not really for his consideration . . .

      . . . And yet, he couldn’t let the matter slip from his mind, for he knew that his own livelihood, that of his occupation and race, that of the bone fetcher, demanded that he be invested in whatever would happen to the mortuary.

      When they reached the bottom of the staircase B’lubbid felt the symphony of odours carry him away. Those rotten stinks, the fruity flavour of the skin melting away, and, his favourite, the musky scent of the hair left unwashed.

      He could hear a simple drip-drip coming from the main chamber of the mortuary, and he could hardly keep his mouth from watering.

      He followed on Hartly’s ankles, often having to remind himself that he had to be patient, that he had to linger back from him, take care not to step on the man’s fragile heels.

      Because the man was so frail B’lubbid’s cloven hooves might break the man’s bones.

      And, just like that, before B’lubbid could wrap his head around it, they emerged in the main chamber itself.

      And it was glorious.

      B’lubbid gazed round him, to all the dead bodies, all the dead humans, all of them covered with white sheets. The sheets were stained green, brown, orange, black, and many more colours in between he would’ve liked to have got straight in his mind.

      The petulance of the bodies was almost overwhelming now.

      It made B’lubbid’s gut churn, and his blood rumble through his veins.

      He felt the sweat well in his pores, before overrunning and spilling down his skin, making his body slick, and moist.

      That drip-drip-drip-drip sounded all round him.

      He stood pinned to the spot, taking in all the bodies, all of them laid on their backs, beneath those sheets, lying flat on their wooden benches.

      There must’ve been ten or eleven here this week.

      And young, supple. A contagious disease, perhaps.

      As if asking permission, B’lubbid turned and looked to Hartly, the old man, and he got a nod for his troubles.

      As a courtesy, a lesson he’d learned long ago, he waited for the sound of the man’s tapping cane, and frail footsteps to vanish from the main chamber before beginning his feast.

      And, oh, was it a feast!
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      B’LUBBID SUCKED THEM all dry of their juices, munched his way through their chilled, bluish skin, and felt his gut almost burst out from within him as he gorged himself.

      The odours wrapped themselves around his throat, pressed against the base of his tongue, and sent tingles dancing through every nerve in his body.

      As he sucked up the final piece of gristle, disposed of the final knot of muscle, he laid the bones out in a large pile in the middle of the main chamber, and he looked to them, to those almost colourless bones before him, and he felt satisfied.

      Deeply and truly satisfied.

      And then he heard the familiar taping cane, and the steps of the old man, returning once more.

      When he arrived in the doorway, the man refused to see the gore all spread out through the chamber, the blood lying in puddles all over the tiled floor, or even the pile of bones. He looked past them all. He looked to B’lubbid.

      B’lubbid still tasted the rich flesh at the back of his throat, and he knew that he would be having dreams about this feast for weeks, nay, months to come. But in time it would fade. He had to savour every morsel he had eaten here so that when the northern wind blew against his mountain cottage, he could warm himself with these memories.

      Still, despite the prospect of the frenzy, still ever-present in his mind, he managed to keep himself under control, to make his voice level and easy to understand.

      Easy to understand for a human.

      “I think this week I might need a cart for all the bones.”

      The old man’s gaze seemed to slip off somewhere in mid-air, before he snapped back to consciousness, and then the man turned and headed back off, away from the main chamber.

      Away from B’lubbid, who stood there in the midst of it all, his heart pounding hard against his resilient ribcage and sucked it all up into himself.
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      THE OLD MAN brought the cart down through the double wooden doors into the basement of the morgue. B’lubbid watched him wheel the cart down through the catacombs, and listened to its wheels eek-eek-eek their way along the tiles. And even as he tried to meet the old man’s eye, he met with resistance.

      Why would no human look at him?

      And if they did it was only with a wry smile.

      He knew he was not inferior, that he should not be ashamed, and yet he could hardly take this another moment. These . . . these vermin. They were the ones who doomed B’lubbid and his kind, his fellow magical creatures, to the outskirts of the land.

      And B’lubbid reminded himself to breathe, to tell himself that, in fact, they, the magical creatures, they were the true superiors of the world. For the humans had lost what they had once been. Now they were doing their best to escape nature.

      To escape their true purpose.

      B’lubbid reminded himself of what his ma and pa had once told him, that he and his kind, they were like the Moon, like the tides, like the endless pebbled beaches. Time would come and go, human civilisations would grow then crumble.

      But they would always be there.

      The magical creatures of the world would always remain.

      Eek-eek-eek.

      The old man, Hartly, brought the cart to a halt several paces away from B’lubbid. Perhaps he didn’t want to get too close. Even after they’d worked together for all these years. B’lubbid supposed that Hartly had watched bone fetchers come and go, and had grown weary, if not accustomed.

      Not even this man, the very pit of human organisation, the carer of the dead, would show B’lubbid so much respect as to acknowledge him as a fellow creation.

      But what did B’lubbid care?

      He was the superior one.

      B’lubbid set about his lonely task of piling the bones onto the cart. He took care, placing each one onto the cart, one by one, and he thought about what prices they would fetch him with the dark mages snuggled up there in the Sable Mountains.

      All told it looked to be a great haul.

      And B’lubbid knew that he should’ve been pleased.

      Far more pleased than he felt.

      When B’lubbid looked around he saw that the old man had slipped off somewhere. Now that he’d completed his work, seen to B’lubbid here, he supposed that he could drift off to sleep. Do whatever he wished now that he’d got shot of this most unpleasant of tasks. The consorting with lesser beings than he.

      B’lubbid placed his hands on the harness of the cart and wheeled it back out through the catacombs, and into the half light of the city.
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      B’LUBBID WAS ABOUT half the way to the main gates of Flubbersmyre when he felt the prickle pass up his neck, cause his hairs to stand on end. And it was dramatic enough for him to think to put the cart down, and to look around him.

      He breathed in the night-time air, took in the scents of the day. He breathed the vegetables, the manky smell of the onions, the sickly sweet lingering odour of apples, and a whiff of jelly wine too.

      The things that humans consumed were enough to send shivers down his spine.

      But the scents hadn’t been enough to stop him.

      No, there was something more.

      B’lubbid removed his hands from the harness of the cart, inspected his calloused palms, where the splinters of wood had stuck into his skin. Those splints would be worth it. He would be rich with this haul of bones. So rich he might be able to stay away from Flubbersmyre for a while, not have to come back here.

      No longer serve the humans.

      That idea stuck with him. But could it be true?

      He thought of all the feasts he might be missing out on, all the dead bodies he would miss out on consuming. And yet, couldn’t he find somewhere else? If he couldn’t stop himself serving humans then could he at least find another place. Somewhere smaller. A village, perhaps. A small town. Somewhere they still had a fearful awe for magical beings.

      The more B’lubbid thought about, the more it made sense.

      He could get away.

      He had enough to get him on his feet, to allow him to travel, to know the world.

      To find something better.

      And it was with that thought emblazoned on his mind, that he heard the distinct whistle of an object through the air. An object which struck him right in the temple. And which, when it skittered down onto the cobblestones at his feet, he established to be a rock.

      A sizeable rock.
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      B’LUBBID SPUN ROUND on the spot, looked all about him, trying to establish from which direction the attack had actually come. But all he could see was the darkness, augmented slightly by the occasional torch hanging from the stone walls, shedding uneven orange light over the emptied city streets.

      He stayed still, where he stood. He felt the warm ooze of blood trickle down from his temple, settle on his skin, and, finally, make his cheek slick. But he didn’t raise his hand to wipe it off. He wanted to scope out his attacker.

      To know just who he was.

      And then, out the corner of his eye, B’lubbid caught sight of movement. Off in a nearby side-alley, on the other side of the street.

      Without thinking twice, he shot off from his spot, and danced his way across the cobblestones, listening to his cloven hooves patter back at him in the form of echoes.
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      B’LUBBID TORE ROUND the corner and into the alley, already reaching for the dagger with the crooked blade at his waist. And he unsheathed it, held it down at his side, ready to snick whoever needed to be snuck, to teach whoever needed teaching a lesson.

      He slunk through the darkened alley, hearing his heart bound and leap in his chest, making his hand shake a little where he held the dagger down at his side.

      Another rock struck him.

      Stars dotted his vision, and he felt the pain pulse through his cranium, but he stifled any groan that threatened to emanate in his throat, and he stalked on. Now sure to have a lock on his tormentor. And then—yes!—he could see the man, right there, lingering in the corner of the alley, thinking he was hidden in the shadow.

      B’lubbid kept his pace slow, not wanting to attract the man’s attention. He remained sleek and swift in his movements, and when he came to walk past where the man hid, B’lubbid moved so quickly, so decisively with his blade, that he slit the throat before the man even had the chance to stand up straight to him.

      As the humans said: to face him like a man.

      Such a ridiculous expression.

      And B’lubbid felt the blood welling, this time the man, felt it come first as a rivulet and then as a torrent, dripping down at their feet. Forming a puddle.

      B’lubbid retreated from the man, stood back.

      Up above the alley, the Moon emerged from behind a thick cloud and shod its half light over them down there. And B’lubbid saw the man’s face.

      Not a man at all.

      The child.

      The boy from earlier.

      Just the blond boy.

      And yet, B’lubbid felt no pity as he watched the boy, eyeballs rolled back in their sockets, as he slid down the wall, and then fell into a crumpled heap there. The blood still spurting out from him.

      So he had killed his tormentor.

      That would be another one for Hartly to worry about.

      Another body.

      And the bones, well, B’lubbid couldn’t help himself. He knew that he was never coming back.

      Never to Flubbersmyre.

      And so he sucked all the boy’s goodness out and then spat him out, just as he’d spat on B’lubbid. And then he took the boy’s bones off to his cart, and piled them up on the rest. He listened to them clank and jostle into place. Forever lost among all the other bones there.

      B’lubbid drew his cart out through the sleeping city, listening to the clank and crank of the wheels as they found, and then bounced out of, the cobblestones. And before he knew it he was out through the main gates, back out onto the plains.

      And headed for the Sable Mountains.

      And into a fresh, new life.
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