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This was the day I died. 

At first, Hell’s Place seemed like a dream come true for a university graduate like me, Oliver Harrold. It was close to the city of Canterbury where I worked, the dirty white houses were extremely cheap in the damn former council estate and even the estate itself wasn’t that bad. It was a wonderful mixture of small houses, driveways and a good mix of students, young families and elderly people.

It seemed perfect for someone who had never owned a house before so me and my three friends from uni decided to move in together.

And that is where everything fell apart.

Hell’s Place is not paradise, it is not wonderful and well, it is hell on earth. I should have listened to all the online articles, my friends and even some of my university lecturers tried to convince me not to sign the tenancy agreement, because once I was in Hell’s Place I was trapped forever.

I should, I really should have listened.

It took a few months for me to realise what the hell was going on in the estate. People were disappearing, getting murdered and lots of tiny little weird things were happening. My tyres were slashed constantly even when I had installed high-tech cameras to look over my Ford EcoSport. 

A floating knife slashed the tyres.

So I knew I absolutely had to get out of Hell’s Place.

“I’m leaving,” I said to my three housemates as they relaxed and stretched out on our ugly metallic blue fabric sofas. 

Penelope frowned and sat up perfectly straight. She was a fellow accounting graduate and I had always had a soft spot for her because she was brilliant, kind and she had helped me through a lot of things over the years including some messy breakups. Her long blond hair was tied up in a tight bun this morning and her black tracksuit hugged her slim figure really well.

She was beautiful and any guy would be lucky to have her.

“Why?” Ben asked.

I went over to him and hugged him. He was so short, about the size of a 15-year-old boy instead of being 23 like the rest of us. His brown crewcut made him look even more like a teenager and I was going to miss him. His jeans and blue hoody smelt of lemon and I was almost sad that I had rejected him all those years ago.

“Because I need to get out of Hell’s Place before something bad happens to me, to any of us,” I said keeping my hand on Ben’s shoulder.

“I’ve checked the tenancy agreement and you cannot escape,” Jude said.

I rolled my eyes, I rolled them even more when Jude straightened his blue dress shirt like he was about to go into court for the first time. I liked Jude, I really did but living with a law graduate was a pain in the ass at times. 

I wanted to escape because I wanted to live, I wanted to help small businesses with their accounting so they could thrive, and all I really wanted in the entire world was a man I could love. If Hell’s Place made me disappear, die or do anything stupid then none of those things could happen.

Leaving was the only choice.

“The agreement says you cannot break or leave it early. There are six months left on our agreement and... we were silly I know,” Jude said. “We shouldn’t have agreed to extend the tenancy for another year but we will be fine,”

I shook my head and hugged Ben a little tighter. The sweet hints of lemon, manly musk and grapefruit filled my senses and made the delightful taste of lemon meringue pie form on my tongue. 

I almost couldn’t believe I was going to miss Ben that much. 

“And,” Jude said, “this is Hell’s Place after all. There is probably some kind of curse, magic or demonic pact put on the contract. If you try to break it by leaving then who knows what’s going to happen,” 

I folded my arms and got up. I didn’t want to leave Ben if this was the last time I was even going to see him but I couldn’t sit down anymore because my friends were right.

“What if we all go?” Penelope said standing up and grabbing her coffee mug off our small chipped coffee table.

“No,” I said. “If mall the rumours are true about Hell’s Place then at least some of us need to play the game. It’s why I’m leaving everything that I can here. You can all divide up my things amongst yourselves,”

“Please don’t go,” Ben said hugging me again.

And this time the cute boy who I had denied my feelings for for so long cuddled me tight and he buried his face in the crook of my neck. I liked the feeling of his warm skin, warm breath and wonderful scent against my skin a lot more than I wanted to admit.

I did not want to leave Ben but I couldn’t even be sure if this wasn’t Hell’s Place just making Ben do this. I had heard crazy stories like that before. 

But I had loved watching things with Ben in his large bedroom in the evening. We watched anime, films and played video games at all hours of the night and we had laughed and joked even more.

I had stupidly pushed Ben away recently because I didn’t want leaving to be any more painful than needed, and I didn’t want Hell’s Place to think that it could use Ben against me. Clearly Hell’s Place couldn’t care less or it was far more intelligent than I feared. 

“Come on Jude,” I said, “you are the legal expert here. What are the options?” 

Jude stood up and laughed. He went through our little dining room into the kitchen and popped the kettle on.

“Thank you for acknowledging me as the legal expert in the house,” he said. “But these contracts are foolproof. You cannot even find another tenant to switch places with you in six months' time,”

Damn. That had actually been one of my hopes for next year if I didn’t leave now. I had been hoping that another friend of mine who was graduating this year could come and live here instead of me.

That was another dead end to escape, so I might just have to run and see what Hell’s Place did to me.

“Okay,” I said as the kettle finished boiling and Jude made himself a large mug of strong, rich, bitter coffee. I really wanted some coffee cake right now.

I kissed Ben lightly on the cheek to make him let go and I was almost surprised that his skin tasted so good, so smooth and so perfect. Everything about Ben just felt right.

Ben took a few steps back and he blushed as he sat back down. 

I wanted to stay with my friends, I wanted to stay with Ben but I couldn’t. I had to live, I had to escape and I had to make sure that I could protect small businesses by helping them with their accounting needs.

So I needed to get my boots on and just leave and never return.

The small hallway that connected the living room, stairs and the downstairs bedroom was tiny, dusty and oddly enough it stunk of blood and rotting flesh. I coughed as the background noise of my friends talking, plotting to keep me here and the odd static noise that our boiler annoyingly made was all gone.

It was all silent except for the deep sound of a man breathing like he was struggling for every single breath.

I looked outside the front door and there was a large man standing there. His face was covered in blood, his teeth were broken and his white shirt had droplets of blood on it.

As soon as I blinked the man was inside and the smell of blood and rotting flesh got even more intense. I coughed, gagged and I just wanted to lose my ability to smell.

I fell to my knees as the smell got even stronger and the overwhelming taste of iron in my mouth made me want to vomit. 

“Are you here to stop me from escaping?” I asked.

The man shook his head. “Your friend Jude is an idiot because there is a clause in the agreement that means you can escape,”

I smiled. That was amazing news. It was so great that Jude was wrong about something but that meant I could escape, live my life and find a guy to fall in love with.

“The clause is simple. You must allow me to kill one person in this house for each person who wants to leave,” the man said flashing his broken teeth.

I shook my head. I could not allow him to kill any of my friends. I didn’t want to lose them, they were all innocent people who had been my friends for years. We had been through breakups together, we had been through the stress of university exams and we had been through the soul-destroying challenges of trying to find jobs after we graduated.

Most of us had thankfully found work, except Ben because he didn’t have the interpersonal, communication and organisational skills that a lot of businesses wanted.

“I will not let you kill my friends,” I said.

The man clicked his fingers and I felt two massive, icy cold hands grip my throat and squeeze a little.

“I am the son of Edward Hales. I am the first and only warning you get and most people never even get my warning. I am sticking my neck out for you,”

“Why?” 

The man laughed. “Because I hate seeing my father pull the strings behind Hell’s Place and I hate seeing so many innocent people die, disappear and have their lives cut short,”

I didn’t want to believe him. I didn’t want to admit that the Hales family, the people who had owned the land Hell’s Place was built on in the 1800s could actually be kind, normal and half-decent. 

But here I was, a man standing in front of me with icy cold hands gripping my throat and he was trying to help me. I really shouldn’t have believed him, but I had to trust him that he wanted to help me.

“Which friend? Ben? Jude? Penelope?”

It was an impossible choice but if this was the difference between my freedom and me being trapped in Hell’s Place forever, then I was going to have to make it. I was never going to choose Ben to die but I didn’t want to leave him. I didn’t want to live without Ben and I actually wanted to see what was possible if a relationship did develop between us.

Maybe we could and would fall in love, maybe we would be happy and maybe our relationship would last a lifetime.

Yet if Ben knew that I had ordered one of our friends to die just so I could escape then nothing could ever happen between us.

Thankfully we had two friends.

“I know Hell’s Place is meant to be all-powerful,” I said. “Is it possible-”

The man laughed, he clicked his fingers and the icy cold hands stopped gripping my throat. His broken teeth formed into razor-sharp daggers and his eyes became golden balls of fire.

“You want me to kill Penelope and Jude so Ben can also escape. But not only that you want to make sure Ben never knows it was you that ordered their deaths,”

I nodded because I didn’t want to say the words. I never wanted to admit that was what I wanted.

“Say it,” the man said grinning.

I really didn’t want to. I didn’t want to admit that I was happy to kill Penelope and Jude so me and Ben could have a life together say from Hell’s Place. I also didn’t want to admit I wanted to build our relationship on a lie.

The lie that Hell’s Place had killed Penelope and Jude, not me.

“I want Penelope and Jude to die so me and Ben can go free,”

The man laughed and I screamed as I felt an icy cold dagger being thrusted into my stomach.

As I collapsed to the ground I looked up and my eyes widened as I saw Penelope and Jude standing over me with a large kitchen knife in each of their hands. 

“You are not killing us,” they said as one.

My hands turned wet, warm and the foul taste of iron got so strong in my mouth that I spat in an effort to get rid of it. My entire world was turning blurry but I felt Ben’s soft, warm hands and body against me a moment later.

“You shouldn’t have messed with the contracts,” Ben said straining out the words. “I love you. I love you, just know that,”

My arms and legs turned limp but I just about managed to place my numb, cold hand in his a final time. 

“We would have been a beautiful couple,” I said.

And as my world turned black for a final time, I heard Ben cry his eyes out and Penelope and Jude dropped the knives in shock because they had realised what had happened. 

Hell’s place had played us all. The Son of Edward Hales was never there to help me, he was there to make me want to kill my friends and make my friends want to kill me first.

So I had lost my life, Penelope and Jude were killers and Ben... poor sweet innocent Ben had lost the man he had always loved but was never able to be with.

That was how contracts worked in Hell’s Place. Once you signed them, contracts were always going to kill you in the bitter end. 
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OFF THE RAILS OF LIFE
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He might be free today but Hell’s Place always has its victim.

Leon Cole just stood there staring at his fit sexy beautiful wife, Lucy, as he stood on the soft green grass of his lawn, with his grey Ford Eco Sport a few metres behind on the pothole-infested road. And Leon knew that today was the day that his life would fly off the rails.

He couldn’t deny that his wife was stunning as always. She wore her normally tight-fitting black business dress that she always wore in the month of April because it was long enough to keep her warm but it was still stylish and she could cope with the heat.

Leon was glad he could still fit into his tight-fitting black silk business suit. He didn’t really need to wear it because he had lost his job, his savings and his reputation a few months back when he had been fired from his bank. He might have made one bad deal too many but his bosses were dicks anyway.

That was six months ago and he hadn’t even told Lucy yet. 

Leon smiled at sexy Lucy as she stood there on the front wooden step of their so-called forever home. It was the worst decision of his life, living in Hell’s Place was bloody stupid. It might have been a council estate but he had still been stupid enough to buy the house off the council.

Leon couldn’t believe he had allowed Lucy to let him buy the small terrace house with its dirty, mouldy white exterior. Leon glared at the silly small windows that felt like they were staring back at him. 

The entire house was so small, cramped and just smelt of mould that Leon was glad to be outside for a change. He had no idea why he had allowed Lucy to convince him to go half on the place with her. He had always loved Canterbury as a city, because it was an amazing city, a wonderful place to live but Hell’s Place wasn’t.

He didn’t even really care about the random things that happened in Hell’s Place. He knew the local university students that infected the very existence of Hell’s Place made up half the stories to stop respectful people from coming in. 

He didn’t believe for a moment that marriages broke down here, people died and people disappeared without a trace. It was all bullshit. 

Hell, the so-called devil was even meant to live in Hell’s Place. University students were so bloody stupid at times.

“You need your keys love,” Lucy said.

Leon hated her little high-pitched, loved up voice that was so fake and awful.

He had loved her about a decade ago. He knew that for sure, but he had no idea when their lives had become so fixed on rails. They had a routine and they did it every single day without fail.

Leon would wake up at 6 am, get ready for work and be out the door by 8 am. Then he would pretend to go to work all day and he would be back in time for Lucy to make dinner at 6 pm followed by so-called passionate sex at 8 pm.

Then they would both be asleep by 10 pm.

It was a stupid way to live. Leon wasn’t denying that and he really, really did hate the daily sex. He might have enjoyed it once but not anymore.

Maybe not even for years.

Every single bloody day was the same.

Until today.

“Take your keys,” Lucy said with an edge of something Leon didn’t recognise.

Leon smiled. He had actually forgotten what life was like when it wasn’t on the rails anymore. Lucy had no idea what to do in the situation, because he had forgotten his keys for a change.

Lucy had run out to give them to him but Leon just couldn’t be asked to walk over to her and get them. And she clearly didn’t want to leave the precious boundaries of their house to give him his own keys.

He hated her.

Leon laughed at the idea. He actually hated the damn woman because she was lazy, a user and she was so awful. She didn’t even want to get a job to help pay for bills, and Leon knew within two weeks the first letter from the bank (his own former employer) would come.

Then Lucy would finally know the truth and she would shout, argue and call him all the names under the sun. Because he had failed as a man to provider for her (utter bullshit) and she didn’t want to get a job.

Lucy took a step forward then she took two steps back.

Leon shook his head and truly looked at Hell’s Place for the first time in ages, because he didn’t have to follow his dumb routine to the letter anymore. He simply didn’t want to.

He was surprised how sweet, warm and filled with hints of lilies the morning air was for a change. It was so refreshing and just wonderful that Leon really enjoyed the scent that he normally never noticed. All because it wasn’t in the routine.

Leon looked at all the other small, dirty white terrace houses that were basically glued to each other on their street. They all had a small path made from dirty, grey (maybe white) stepping stones that led from the front door to the main footpath. 

No one really had any cars parked on the narrow little road that was meant to provide for them. Leon had only parked here because it was part of the routine but he hated it. The road was simply too narrow to safely drive through in the morning.

There weren’t neighbours, children or any real signs of life in the street. And Leon couldn’t blame that
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