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Steven Mullet had always loved Christmas. He loved the food, the great presents and the chance to see his entire family again was his favourite part of Christmas. As well as all the cute little traditions that his family had developed over the years.

But he was certain one tradition had been ruined forever, or at least changed forever.

On Christmas morning, whilst his mum and dad were in bed snoring, with each snort rattling the entire dirty white former council estate. He had sneaked downstairs, to make sure everything was perfect for his family. 

He might have been 18 as of last week but he just wanted everything to be perfect for his family. His brother, Luke, and little sister Lucy had had enough of a rough year with bullying at their new school. So if he could make their lives better for a single day than he was going to. 

“What the hell is this?” Steven asked himself.

He folded his arms as he stared at the massive pile of cobwebs on their chipped, dented light wooden coffee table covering the copper plate where Santa’s cookies were meant to be. There was nothing else wrong with the wonderfully Christmassy living room.

The dirty white walls were still painted in drawings of reindeer, Santa and elves that Lucy and Luke had drawn at school a few years ago. They were still as ugly as ever but he supposed there was a certain Christmas charm to them.

The drawings were in perfect condition.

Even the massive Christmas tree covered in metallic blue, copper and hot pink tinsel wrapped round it so tight that the tree would be choking if it was still alive, was in good condition. Not a single red, green or blue bauble had been touched.

And the little present-shaped lights were still working and cobweb-free.

It was only the coffee table that was covered in cobwebs and Santa’s cookies were gone. At least the entire living room still smelt heavenly of mulled wine, refreshing orange zest and warming ginger. 

It was so weird, so strange and so like Hell’s Place for this to happen. Steven had never really wanted to live here because Hell’s Place was weird, people were always disappearing and if something could go wrong then it would.

Steven just wanted to make sure that Christmas didn’t go wrong for Luke and Lucy. It was the least he could do for them considering they had treated him like a blood brother, instead of a care-experienced kid that other children in homes had done.

He needed them to have a good Christmas. 

He went into the kitchen, grabbed a bunch of paper towels and he wiped up the cobwebs. Yet these cobwebs were wet, sticky and he coughed at the overwhelming aroma of sweet pecan pie filling the living room.

“It’s Christmas!” Luke shouted as he ran down the stairs with Lucy and their parents close behind.

Steven cleaned up the mess as best he could and he made sure everything was perfect. So he binned the paper towels and made sure no one knew anything about the possible disaster.

“Look Steve,” Luke said grabbing him by the hand. “Santa ate his cookies,”

“He sure did Luke,” 

Steven noticed his parents were looking at each other weirdly and he later found out that the cobwebs had been eating all the Christmas food in the house lately.

Next year Steven was determined to find out what happened to the Christmas cookies even if it was the last thing he ever did.

Knowing Hell’s Place it very well could be the last thing he ever did.
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Next Christmas Eve, Steven had hugged his mum and dad tight as he put them to bed as Dad couldn’t look after himself after a nasty fall earlier in the year on their holiday to Cornwall. Mum was too exhausted from all the cooking, preparing and psyching herself up for tomorrow with her sister and her ten children coming round.

Steven couldn’t blame her in the slightest for wanting an early night.

So he had watched silly kid’s Christmas films with Luke and Lucy, he had read them a few Christmas stories and hugged them as he tucked them into bed. The strong smell of refreshing orange zest, ginger and lemongrass filled their bedroom from a candle he had given them a few days before and now he had to get his plan into action.

With everyone asleep, he had called his beautiful, sexy boyfriend Oscar on a video call, and they had spent a few great hours talking, catching up and making plans for the New Year together. All Steven wanted to do was stay up so he could see the spiders or whatever was devouring the cookies and leaving the cobwebs behind.

He enjoyed his massive half-a-litre mug of velvety, sweet hot chocolate on the uncomfortably hard red sofas that his parents had got from an estate sale a few weeks before. He had hoped they would become more comfortable but he was so wrong about that.

The hot chocolate tasted amazing as he listened to his beautiful boyfriend talk about his Christmas traditions like his mum’s French Christmas dinner was stunning and he was looking forward to his dad’s British Christmas dinner tomorrow.

Steven really wanted to go up to Oscar’s for Christmas in the future but right now he had to make sure Christmas was perfect for his own family.

At least Luke and Lucy had had a better year at school this year but they were worried about their dad, they knew something was wrong with mum’s job (because there would be a lot less presents this year) and they were starting to worry why the Christmas food was disappearing.

And why there were more and more cobwebs in the house.

Steven had tried to comfort them but he had to make sure that Christmas wasn’t ruined for them, because he just couldn’t live with himself if that happened.

“Babe, what cookies have you got Santa this year?” Oscar asked. “My sister put out nutmeg,”

Steven nodded. He had tried Oscar’s nutmeg cookies and they were amazing. There were so many great layers of flavour with hints of nutmeg, ginger and cinnamon that melted into buttery deliciousness on the tongue and then popped with refreshing apple and lemon. 

Santa was in for a treat this year.

“Luke and Lucy put out oatmeal cookies because the oats help Santa out after a long night. They think his digestive system needs fibre,”

Oscar laughed and Steven flat out loved his musical laughter that he was never going to get tired of hearing. 

“I need to go now babe. Happy Christmas, I love you and see you in the new year at uni,”

“I love you too,” 

As soon as Steven hung up the overwhelming aroma of sweet pecan pie filled the living room and Steven’s world went black.

He had failed another year so he was going to have to get more dramatic next year to catch what the hell was going on.
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After an awful year with their dad dying, mum needing carers and Luke and Lucy needing more joy than ever, Steven hugged Oscar’s warm, fit, amazing body close to him as they both lay on the very comfortable white sofas with perfect lumbar support. They were both going to catch these cobweb eaters this year.

Steven was still amazed that Oscar believed him when he had told him about the cobwebs. He was expecting Oscar to break up with him, berate him and make him out to be the university nutcase.

But apparently Oscar had heard a lot about Hell’s Place so he was going to stay tonight on Christmas Eve and watch the delicious nutmeg cookies with him. The living room smelt incredible with rich, velvety salted caramel hot chocolate, ground ginger and refreshing orange filling the entire room. 

Of course, Steven had wanted to take no chances this year with his setup so he had pulled out all the stops. He had saved up and brought a bunch of cameras, spy gear and thermal imaging equipment. It was all recording and being saved to three different systems. A hard drive in the house, the cloud and the hard drive that Oscar’s family had at their house in the Midlands.

This was going to be fool-proof and finally he could understand who the hell was eating the Christmas cookies and leaving cobwebs everywhere.

All the cameras and equipment were carefully hidden amongst the Christmas decorations. There were small cameras hiding in the tall tree with the bright hot pink, metallic blue and copper tinsel wrapped around the wires for better hiding.

There were small cameras just behind Luke’s and Lucy’s ugly Christmas drawings that were starting to rip, get damp and fall away because they were so old. And the coffee table was still covered in red and green tinsel and the copper plate of Santa’s cookies.

The copper plate was even on top of a pressure plate that would make a massive noise so they would both be woken up if someone touched the plate.

It was foolproof.

He had even got as far as rubbing vapour rub under his and Oscar’s noses so they wouldn’t be impacted by the sweet pecan pie smell that knocked him out last year.

“I’m glad I didn’t tell my parents why I was coming down here,” Oscar said.

Steven laughed and gently ran his fingers through Oscar’s thick blond hair. He probably loved Oscar and he was the luckiest man alive to still have him in his life after the past two years with everything going on with mum and dad.

“Who do you think is-” Oscar asked.

Steven placed a finger on his soft lips as the clock struck midnight and a small group of red, green and metallic blue spiders, the size of reindeer appeared in front of them.

The smell of sweet pecan pie was faint but Steven could feel the pull of sleep and he could hear the constant static of all his high-tech equipment.

He hugged Oscar tighter as Oscar gasped and the spiders just looked at them both with their massive 8 terrifying eyes. 

They flashed their fangs, cobwebs dripped from their open mouths and then a single tongue, the thickness of a human arm, reached down towards the cookies.

The tongues moved like snakes, sniffing the air and Steven could have sworn the spiders were almost smiling like this batch were some of the best cookies they were ever going to have. Maybe they were right and maybe this was true. 

The tongues separated at the end to reveal human-like fingers that dripped cobwebs onto the coffee plate and they looked at Steven and Oscar as their tongues pressed down on the pressure plate. None of the high-tech equipment was working at all.

Steven hated wasting all that money, he just hoped most of the companies took refunds. 

Then the human-like fingers wrapped themselves around the cookies and the spiders chomped on them. The spiders groaned, moaned and hummed in pleasure so loudly that he was scared that Luke and Lucy were going to wake up. 

“Thank you. Merry Christmas,” the spiders said as one. “You are the first humans in five hundred years to see the Santa Vanguard in action. Checking that houses are safe for the big guy since 1241,” 

Then the smallest spider crawled forward. “God bless you, everyone,”

Steven and Oscar laughed and all the massive spiders disappeared and the couple just looked at each other. And all the static was gone so all the high-tech equipment was working again.

Steven hugged Oscar tight and enjoyed running his fingers through his boyfriend’s thick blond hair, and the sweet aroma of ginger, oranges and velvety hot chocolate was still amazing.

“I don’t think anyone would believe us if we told them,” Oscar said. “Maybe tell it to the kids as a Christmas story?”

Steven shrugged. “Fair enough, but you know what, I’m not surprised this happened. This is Hell’s Place after all,”

As the loving couple downed the sweet, most amazing and tantalising hot chocolate Steven had ever had the pleasure of tasting, he carried the man he loved in his arms up the stairs towards their bedroom for a bit of Christmas fun and Steven was so looking forward to the future.

Sure, Hell’s Place was a weird, whacky and utterly chaotic former council estate where magic, myth and weirdness collided in spectacular fashion but he actually didn’t want to leave just yet. He was still at university, he still had Oscar in his life and whilst they would get married and live together eventually, a few more Christmases in Hell’s Place wouldn’t be so bad.

Especially if he got to see the Santa Vanguard every year and the cobwebs at Christmas might just well be an exciting new tradition. 

A very Hell’s Place tradition if there ever was one. 
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CHANGING FOOD, LIFE AND HIM
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Victoria Carver was so done with her ugly, fat, cheat of a husband Garry. So today she was more than determined to change up his favourite food, change her life and change her husband for the better.

Something that was never going to go to plan in the twisted former council estate of Hell’s Place.

She carefully placed her husband’s favourite Christmas Eve lunch on their large glass dining room table. The perfectly warm white plate had a freshly homemade Scotch egg made from lightly spiced sausage meat, black pudding with a rich creamy runny egg yolk in the middle. She had made sure it was just right for the cheating bastard so even the crispy, crunchy outside coating of breadcrumb was just right.

Hopefully the small shards of lead inside were small enough for him not to notice. 

He was definitely going to moan, berate and groan at her for not cleaning up all the endlessly wonderful Christmas cards they had received over the past week. She had really liked the ones from her mum, dad and little brother John. They were covered in cute pictures of snowman, polar bears and Santa’s elves. They were really cute.

The ones from Garry’s family were few and far between. Maybe that should have been a warning sign, that his entire family had turned their back on him but she had been in love, stupid and now she needed to make amends for her blindness.

The only Christmas card of note he received was a cute wolf-like pop-up card that sang Let It Snow when she opened it. The card was from a work friend (more like mistress) and she was almost relieved. At least she would suffer at some point soon, knowing Garry was punishment enough.

Victoria stepped back and just grinned at how perfect everything was for the murder of her husband. The living room with its soft, Christmassy jazz playing in the background relaxed her, the wonderful hints of mulled wine, ground cloves and cinnamon filled the room from the boiling pan of homemade mulled wine on the stove, and everything was just so perfect.

The three Christmas trees were identical, clean and their baubles were identically arranged. So Garry would be happy, and the red, blue and orange fairy lights made the baubles glitter from where she had cleaned them so much.

And still he had cheated on her again and again with three different women in the past week alone.

Victoria went into their modern posh gallery kitchen with their brand-new induction hobs. The large black saucepan of mulled wine was bubbling away with the overwhelming aroma of oranges getting even more intent. And she was so looking forward to the three women who cheated with Garry to open their surprise presents this morning.

The sticky white front door smashed open and Victoria rolled her eyes at the shattering of the three copper, pink and blue baubles she had carefully hung around the doorframe. That way she could always hear when Garry was sadly home.

“Babe I told you not to put decorations by the door,” Garry said.

She hugged him and wanted to cough at the awful hints of lemon, grapefruit and flowers that invaded her lungs. She hated the woman’s perfume that he always stunk of whenever he had been cheating on her, and it was even worse that it hid his wonderfully manly musk.

“Lunch looks great, thanks,” Garry said. “The office was really busy. IT problem with the 999 control centre so I was able to fix it,”

Victoria nodded. That was good news and that meant no one from his work would be questioning where he was for the next few days. Garry was well-known that once he clocked off for Christmas then no one was allowed to contact him until the 2nd of January.

That basically gave her two weeks to get away, start a new life and find a new husband before the police even started to look for her.

Garry sat down at the dining room table and sliced into the crunchy Scotch Egg. The runny egg yolk poured all over his plate and Victoria couldn’t deny it was great seeing him so happy.

“My three girlfriends are alive you know,” Garry said. “We managed to discover the poisoned mulled wine you gave them before they drank it. Or more likely, before they touched it,”

Victoria shivered as a chill ran up her spine. That was impossible. She had been so careful, paid so much attention to detail and she could not have been caught.

“This is amazing babe,” Garry said as he took the first bite and groaned in pleasure.

She shook her head. Maybe she had just misheard him because he wasn’t concerned or anything and the orange smell just got even more intense.

“How was Ginny, Becky and Francis this morning?” Victoria asked going over to the Christmas tree and poking it.

Thankfully the tree was still perfect, she wanted everything to be okay for when Garry died. 

“They’re good thanks. They loved the mulled wine that you gave them. Truth be told all of us a little glass before I left. It was so thoughtful of you,” Garry said. “I’m done by the way,”

Victoria grinned as she took the plate away and washed it as much as she could. She had already put the bowl, knives and baking tray that she had used to make the Scotch Egg in the dishwasher twice so no traces of lead could be detected by the police.

At least she hoped beyond hope that would be the case. He had finished a little quick but as long as he had eaten the lead and drunk some of the poisoned mulled wine then everything would be okay.

“We didn’t actually drink it you know,” Garry said standing up. “We found the poison you used to coat the outside of the bottles,” 

Victoria blinked and Garry was sitting back down smiling at her.

“Babe are you okay? You keep looking at me weirdly.” Garry said getting up and coming over to her.

Victoria hugged him but he was a disgusting cheat. She hated the sight, smell and taste of him in her mouth. He was a foul evil beast that needed to be killed. That would be the greatest Christmas gift to her.

Then Garry grabbed her wrist. “The Scotch Egg you gave me didn’t have any lead in you stupid old hag,”

Victoria gasped and tried to back away but she pulled away too quick and fell backwards. Was Garry even grabbing her?

She just looked up at him as he knelt down, and she looked at the small pile of washing up by the sink. This couldn’t be possible. There were all the knives, bowl and baking tray that she had used to make the two Scotch Eggs, one for him and one for herself.

Her eyes widened as she realised what the hell had happened. 

“I tried to kill you,” Victoria said.

Garry nodded. “I know, I know you did babe. You’ve been trying to feed me and the girls who are my best friends and not lovers, lead for three weeks now. You called it your little advent calendar in your sleep once,”

Victoria hissed in pain as a headache corkscrewed across her forehead. 

“I switched one of our dinners once so you ate
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