
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_195bd24ba8bbee12eb998c7411ea1813_TOOkUO_html_e999241.jpg]


Hell For The Holidays

Leah Cutter

Copyright © 2011 by Leah Cutter

This version published by Knotted Road Press

 


Discover other titles by this author on
Smashwords.com

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person. If you’re reading this
book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use
only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own
copy.

Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 



Hell For The Holidays

A black cloud followed me out of my room and
into the bright Seattle sunshine. It had started small enough, the
size of a darkened fist too ready to strike. As I walked down the
street, washed out by the light, it grew larger, as big as a baby’s
head, misshapen and black. Then it grew bigger than a nasty dog,
pestering me as I hurried along past deserted houses and dried out
gardens.

I couldn’t shake the cloud no matter how many
empty buses I boarded. When I walked into the cemetery it grew
larger as well as more bold. Instead of merely trailing me now it
began to actively pursue me, drawing nearer. The cloud started to
churn and boil, like the clouds of Hell and suddenly I knew that if
I let it touch me, I would get sucked straight to there. There was
no way for me to destroy it: fire would bounce off it and burn my
ectoplasmic flesh.

Since I was still a ghost, I could streak
across the earth, much faster than a human. Or I could go
underground, travel through the roots and loam. The damned thing
followed me regardless, drawing closer all the time.

I found myself next to the water, hoping that
maybe it couldn’t follow me there. I sprang onto a Fixed ferry, one
with shining artifacts lining the bow so that both the living and
the dead could interact with it.

For a while I seemed to have lost it. I tried
to enjoy the ride. If I could have breathed I would have filled my
lungs with the fresh sea air. I remembered how cool the wind felt
on the water from when I’d been alive, despite the bright
sunlight.

A sudden bang behind me made me whirl around.
The cloud was almost upon me. I could see the Hell it promised me,
a bleak nothingness for my soul, where there was no order or
understanding, merely chaos and fear.

I backed up, hitting the rail. I couldn’t run
and I couldn’t swim.

The banging came again. The cloud thinned as
it spread, big as a blanket, ready to engulf me.

As it swooped toward me the banging noise
sounded all around me, and I finally opened my eyes. I was safe, in
my room, with only my thoughts to consume me. “Come in!” I called
as the banging continued. May as well see whoever had just saved me
from my latest nightmare. I glanced at the clock: only 1 P.M. Far
too early for a ghost to be rising.

I lay flat on my back staring up at the
formerly white ceiling, tracing the spider webs of decay and
disuse. Almost every day I woke up and thought I should hire
someone to clean it.

Almost every day I told myself not to
bother.

The knocking came again. “It’s open.” As a
ghost I had very little that anyone would want, outside of my
camera, Betsy. She sat on my desk, the only warm spot in the whole
room. When I left her behind, I locked and charmed the door to make
sure she was safe.

While I was there, well, only a fool would
bother a ghost in his lair.

A youngish woman poked her head into the
room. She had dark curls that had been popular in the ‘50s and were
again now. Her clear gray eyes shone with a knifelike intelligence,
sweeping the room and doing ten thousand little deductions about my
life that were all probably accurate. She had the healthy pink skin
of the living, though it held the pallor of an office worker. If
I’d been alive I might have called the pea coat she wore Kelly
green, but the haze cast over all colors muted it to a mere pastel,
with dark pants and leather boots.

“Andrew Cullen?” she asked,
looking straight at me as I sat up, leaning against the hard iron
frame of my bed.

I nodded.

“Uncle Andy? I’m Susan.” At
my blank look she continued. “My dad, Billy, was your
nephew.”

“Grandnephew,” I corrected.
“Or is it great-nephew? I forget.” I pulled out the desk chair—the
only other place to sit other than the bed—and pushed it toward
her. She stayed standing.

Billy had been one of my brother’s second
wives’ kids. I hadn’t seen him, or any of the family, since I’d
died.

Susan seemed content to just study me, not
saying anything more. “What do you want?” I asked, keeping my voice
gentle and all unearthly tones out of it.

“Sorry!” Susan said. Her
fair skin colored easily. I wondered what shade of pink I would
have called it if I’d been alive. “You look a lot like your photos,
of when you were younger. With G2.”
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