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  Foreword


  You cannot avoid purists and snobs, whatever sector you traverse. Hell, we find ourselves guilty of it more often than we’d like to admit!


  But as we slide into preparations for our 13th South African HorrorFest event (2017), and the publication of this, our 5th Bloody Parchment short story collection, our unified passion for the horror genre is as galvanised as ever. To us there is very little division when it comes to horror on the page and that on the screen, those crafty manipulators of story and mood drawing us into a fantasy world of tension, shock and suspense in both of these mediums.


  In creating the HorrorFest as a film festival, we branched out into incorporating all aspects of the genre—including literature, a natural extension, with the Bloody Parchment evening featuring local authors reading live from their work, and the short story competition (the best of which are compiled into these exciting anthologies).


  And instead of gunning for the most mainstream, our aim has always been to bring the reader and audience independent works they won’t necessarily find in their mall bookstore or Cineplex.


  Whether you feel literature is an art form above film, that’s fine, as long as you dig into these 13 varied chilling tales with vigour! Where we started with only local authors, the tentacles have expanded to also include many writers from abroad.


  We’d like to thank the supporters, producers and contributors from around the world for taking this ride with us since 2005, and Nerine for coming back to handle things on the Bloody Parchment front.


  May every day be Halloween!


  Paul Blom & Sonja Ruppersberg


  South African HorrorFest Creators


  www.horrorfest.info


  www.bloodyparchment.blogspot.co.za


  www.facebook.com/SouthAfricanHorrorfest


  www.facebook.com/groups/220467498075567


  www.shadowrealminc.com/bloodyparchment


  www.facebook.com/FlamedropProductions


  www.youtube.com/FlamedropProductions
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  The Man with a House on His Back


  By Elaine Dodge


  The fog has arrived. Silently, like the breath of the Scythe Man, it has surrounded the cabin and muffled the dogs. The evening meal finished, we sit silently in a half circle, like subjugated felons around the hearth. Even the fire is sullen. The meagre amount of warmth from the pale blue flames is hardly enough to keep the shadows in the corners of the cabin where they belong. My grandfather, Old Jack, sits, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. It’s a night for stories, for dreams of the past. He stirs.


  “When I was a child,” he begins…


  The forest was thicker. You could walk for days, weeks, without seeing its end. The trees were older and darker. You stayed on the path or you lost your way. And no one would search for you. There were tales of wild beasts, evil spirits and the heads of the dead. It rained. Not like now, but nearly all the time. Even on those strange, dry days the mist hung low in the air, coiled and sliding around the roots of the trees, masking the trails. Hiding the way out. Very few strangers stopped in our village and we seldom went beyond its outskirts. It was a bad way to live. It made us silent, solitary and suspicious. But not, it appears, suspicious enough, because one day a man with a house on his back arrived.


  He stopped at the well for a drink. It couldn’t have been very pleasant. The water was brackish at the best of times, but we were used to it. He’d been travelling for many miles. Weariness and despair had carved deep ruts into his clay-like face with a heavy, ragged-nailed thumb and his eyes were dark, hollow caverns. He unstrapped the heavy structure he carried and lowered it to the ground carefully, muttering under his breath. He laid a hand upon it and breathed out, a long, dragging sigh. He looked slowly around the village square. If it hadn’t been for the light in our small house slicing its way out from under the door, he may have moved on, taking his unbearable burden to another village. But he didn’t. Not then.


  He knocked on the door. When my father opened, he asked for bread. He could pay, he said. Was there any warm ale? He was a tall, dark man. His thin mouth was twisted with pain. My father shook his head and turned away.


  “Please.” The quiet desperation in the man’s voice made my father pause. He gave a brief nod and stood aside.


  My mother let him sit on the inglenook. He smelled of sweat, mist, and the forest. He stood when my mother gave him his meal, took it carefully and thanked her. His voice sounded broken and rusty, as if he had been shouting or screaming for a long, long time. He sat back down only when she did.


  We had the old gods in our village then and we never spoke to them, not in the loving way folks talk to God now, so there was no meal prayer. Not from us anyway. But the traveller bent his head and whispered, and I saw a tear drip onto his food. He ate slowly, his eyes shutting as his lips closed over each mouthful. It was a meagre meal, old potatoes, thick and floury, gnarled carrots and turnips, with just enough rabbit gravy to lick off the spoon. Yet to him, it was obviously one of the best meals he’d ever tasted. Afterwards, we all sat staring at him. He never noticed. His eyes were fixed on the fire. He rubbed his hands together slowly and every now and then he’d nod as if listening to someone inside his head.


  My youngest sister, Clara, all of four years old, was different from us. Her eyes had a slant ours didn’t—it happened sometimes in our village. People called them forest folk. They smiled more than we did. They didn’t live very long either. The house the traveller had put on the floor near the door fascinated her. Clara tucked her dress between her legs and squatted in front of it. Small houses of different shapes and sizes all stuck haphazardly together—it looked more like a village.


  “Why do you carry this house?” she asked. “Is it a present for your little girl?”


  The man flicked her a glance. “No. It’s not a gift. Stay away from it.”


  “It’s very pretty,” Clara said. “It’s got little people in it.” The stranger’s head snapped round, eyes narrowed. “Can I play with them?” Clara reached out her pudgy little fingers towards the house.


  “No!” The man was on his feet, fast, white knuckles edging his fists.


  Clara jumped, blinking in surprise. “I be careful,” she said, nodding.


  “Leave the man’s house alone,” said my mother, motioning to Clara to go to her.


  Clara didn’t see, she’d turned and was busy peering in through the tiny windows. She reached out to open one of the small doors. In one step the man was across the room and, digging his fingers into her shoulder, yanked her around. She gasped in pain then in fear at his black, vicious glare. The stranger thrust his face close at her, snarling. He paused, then frowned. Perhaps he’d never seen anyone like her before. He almost picked her off the floor he was looking at her so intently. He pulled her closer, as if searching for something in her moon-like face. A gleam of hope shimmered in his devouring eyes.


  “Clara!” my mother cried out.


  It seemed to break the spell. He released my sister and stepped away.


  “I’m sorry.” He rubbed his eyes with the ball of his hand. “I didn’t realise. Forgive me.”


  My father pulled Clara away, pushing her towards our mother. He pulled open the door. “I think you should go.” It was too late. Darkness had fallen. No one went out at night because of the wolves. They were already prowling the village. The last time someone tangled with a wolf, he’d died slowly, painfully from the water-fear sickness. And, although my father was a hard man, he was no murderer. He shut the door quietly. “You can stay, but only until dawn. Understand?”


  The man nodded.


  “You’ll sleep down here.”


  As we climbed the protesting stairs to the bedrooms above, I looked back and saw him staring at the little house. It looked bigger now. Perhaps it was the flickering fire, but I could’ve sworn lights were coming on in the house’s windows. He must have heard me because he turned his head and, seeing me, raised a finger to his lips to keep me silent. Fear trickled down between my shoulder blades. Especially when he smiled.


  I couldn’t sleep for thinking of the man downstairs and the house he carried on his back. There was a rustle outside my door. I rose and crept out onto the landing. From there I could see into the room below.


  The house was on the table. He sat staring at it, rocking, whispering. “Let me go. Let me go.” Over and over again.


  Clara had made her way downstairs and was standing just behind him. She reached out and laid her hand on his arm. “Where do you want to go?”


  He didn’t even look at her. “I want to go home.”


  “Can little people come out to play?” Clara leaned her arms on the table and peered into the house.


  “No, they can’t.”


  “But why? Must be sad to be inside all the time.”


  “Clara!”


  I jumped. My father pushed passed me and swung into the room. “Clara, go to bed.”


  “Poppa, I—”


  “Now!”


  She started to cry.


  “Jack, take your sister.”


  I slipped down and led her away. My mother, coming up behind me, took Clara from me, shushing her gently, pushing her towards the stairs. I thought she would take Clara back to her room but she didn’t. She stayed to watch.


  “Stay away from my family.”


  As my father turned away, the man said, “I won’t hurt your family, if you’re willing to make a deal.”


  My father swung round, his fists clenched, ready to fight. “I’m not making any deals with you. You leave my family alone or take your chances with the wolves,” he snarled.


  “A man like me came to my house, a long time ago.” The man turned back to the fire. “He threatened my family unless I made a deal with him.”


  “Then you were a fool. You should have just thrown him out.” After a long pause the man slowly looked up at my father. He was waiting.


  It was inevitable that my father should ask, “What was the deal?”


  “My soul for theirs.” The fire flickered over his face. “My soul and that of one thousand men. Unless…”


  “Unless what?”


  “Unless I find someone to take my place.”


  “Why did he want your soul?” my father asked.


  “You’d have to ask him that.” His face flickered. The skin itself seemed to move across his skull, as if another man beneath the surface was trying to get out. He rose, rubbed his face and walked to the fireplace. Putting both hands on the mantelpiece he groaned, shook his head, and kicked viciously at the burning wood.


  “Go to bed, Clara. Please,” Father whispered. Clara had slipped back down stairs and none of us had noticed. He laid a shaking hand on her head.


  “Poppa? Is the man sick?”


  The man’s back arched and a low moan pulled its way out of him. He shook his head again, like an animal in pain. A convulsion seized him. I could see his hands go white as he gripped the edge of the mantel. He gagged—a harsh, hacking cough. The room seemed icy cold all of a sudden.


  I was just about to go get my sister when he said, “Would you like to live inside the house, Clara?” It was the way he said it that made vomit rise up in my throat. The fire must have found a dry piece of wood as it hissed and roared into life.


  “Oh, yes!” She clasped her hands together delightedly.


  “I want you out of my house, now!” My father raged. He was shaking. I’m not sure even now if it was anger or fear that gripped him.


  “You should never have let me in.” The stranger’s face had changed. It was leaner, darker, sarcastic and smiling. Even his beard looked neater, trim. He now had an elegance, a superiority, a power he hadn’t had before. It made me feel like a piece of dirt. Like the peasants I knew we were. The light in his eyes scared me. So did his voice. It had a laughing hunger that snapped out of him in waves. “But now that I’m here, perhaps we should talk.” He flicked a finger at a piece of lint on his coat.


  “I have nothing to say to you. Take your house and get out.”


  Instead of leaving, the man sat and crossed one leg over the other. With the wave of an oddly pale hand, he invited my father to join him. The stranger was compelling. Even across the room I could feel the pull of his command. My father hesitated, then lowered himself into a chair.


  “Do you remember the year you turned sixteen?”


  Father frowned.


  “The night the freak show came to town? Do you remember the twins?”


  The look in my father’s eyes changed. He went very still. He swallowed, hard.


  The stranger smiled then spoke quietly. I had to strain to hear the words. “You got very drunk. You and your friends decided to…enjoy the girls. And then they died. Do you remember saying you’d do anything not to get caught? Did you never wonder why the authorities didn’t find you?”


  “I never asked you to save me.”


  “You didn’t have to. Those who kill belong to me. You owe me and I’ve come to collect.”


  “It was an accident! We didn’t mean to kill them.”


  The stranger raised an eyebrow. “How is that relevant? Two lives were taken. You owe a debt.”


  The room grew even colder. Instead of warmth, the fire was spitting out flames of ice.


  “Who are you?” Mother asked, moving closer to my father.


  “Who do you think?” He sounded amused. Bored, but amused. He looked at his perfectly kept hands with the neat, clean nails. “A man must pay for his sins. Unless he can buy his way out.”


  “How much?” I cringed at the whine in my father’s voice. Was it my imagination or could I hear a faint drumming, a far-off shouting? Clara slipped out of Father’s hands and crept quietly to the other side of the table. She peered into the windows of the house. I could see the concern on her face. She beckoned me to join her. I shook my head and put my finger to my lips to shush her.


  The stranger spoke again. “Your family.”


  Father lurched to his feet, pulling my mother behind him.


  A tiny smile twitched at the corner of the stranger’s mouth. “Either that or, as the man said, the souls of a thousand men, but not from here. I want the soul of one man every thousand miles.”


  “I must murder a thousand men, or you’ll kill my family?”


  “No, I won’t kill them. That wouldn’t be any fun at all.” Whatever he had planned for us would involve a lot of pain, a lot of horror. That much was evident. The sinews in my father’s neck were taut bowstrings. The skin sucked tight over his face, his muscles rigid under the homespun shirt. The fire crackled, a log shifted spitting out sparks onto the hearth. They glowed brightly, then turned black, breathing out small curls of smoke.


  “And if I do this, you’ll leave us alone?” Father asked.


  The stranger laughed. “A deal, so they say, is a deal. You could, of course, simply give me your own soul now.”


  Mother clutched my father’s arm. “No!”


  “A thousand men,” said my father. “One every thousand miles. It would take me years. What about my family while I’m away? I can’t leave them unprotected.”


  The stranger grinned. “You can take them with you.” He glanced towards the house.


  “They’ll be in there?”


  “Until I get my thousand souls, yes.”


  “And then you’ll set us free? What if I fail? What if I die before I kill—”


  “You
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