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Chapter 1


 


Cole made it a habit to stop by Marty's bookstore every day
on his lunch hour. Today he got stuck in traffic, and he was later than usual
as he came through the door of the store. In there it still smelled like
cinnamon from all the Thanksgiving decorations though they had been put away.


It was hard to believe that he spent so much time in a place
full of old books and weird trinkets. The store was called Jade Charm Books and
Marty's grandmother Becka worked there too. She greeted Cole as he came in.


"Cole, I saved this darling book for that darling
little girl of yours. It has adorable illustrations. I think Phoebe will like
it. I'll pack it up for you," she said.


Phoebe was Cole's four year old daughter and he was sure she
would love any book Becka picked out for her, but first he had to know,
"Did Marty check it over?"


"Of course. This book is not cursed or possessed or in
any way spiritually active," Becka assured him.


"Good. Thank you," Cole told her. He knew she
wouldn't let another weird book reach Phoebe, but he had to make sure.


Marty was the one who could tell when an object was cursed
or whatever. Dealing with those kinds of things was his side gig. Cole wished
he wouldn't do it, but Marty couldn't let a cursed object stay out there where
it could cause harm. He was a good guy like that. And also beautiful,
irresistible.


The sight of him always hit Cole hard like now as he saw him
come out from the back of the store. His brown hair was hanging over his pretty
blue eyes which were glued to something on his phone.


He was too absorbed in whatever he was looking at to notice
Cole until he joined him behind the counter and put his arms around his slim
frame. Cole kissed the side of his neck then looked over his shoulder at his
phone. It was a photo of two bells.


"Are you selling or buying those?" Cole wondered.


"Neither. But they would be worth something. They are antique
and silver. They're Christmas bells. These rings are where you tuck in some
sprigs of spruce or maybe mistletoe to decorate them," Marty said.


"Is that a hint?" Cole asked.


"Hint?" Marty turn to stare at him for a minute
then he got it. "Oh. Yes. It is a hint."


That got him a kiss but then he was back to staring at the
photo of the bells. That made Cole ask with a sigh, "Are they
cursed?"


"Almost certainly. Mrs. Tanner, the owner, was
desperate to keep them. One minute she's telling me they're driving her insane,
then she won't even let me touch them. And taking them away was out of the
question. She wouldn't even let me try to cleanse them."


"How are they driving her insane?" Cole wondered.
He didn't like Marty getting involved with things like this, but there was no
stopping him.


"They're bells. They ring. She hears them at random
times. They won't let her sleep," Marty said.


"Maybe some vibration is setting them off. Does she
live near the train tracks or anything like that?" Cole asked.


"No. And there is this." Now Marty showed him a
photo of the bottom of the bells.


"They don't have that thing that makes a bell
ring," Cole realized. "The clapper."


"She removed them to make them stop ringing. It didn't
work." Marty gave Cole a significant look and he had to admit that did
seem spooky.


Cole still wasn't ready to believe it. "Now I have to
wonder if she's imagining it."


"No. I tested them with the crystals. The crystals
reacted to them. These bells are cursed and I need to figure out how to remove
the curse before something bad happens," Marty said.


"Are you at least getting paid for this?" Cole
asked.


"Yes, actually," Marty said but that didn't make
Cole any happier really. "We're going to end up using up the rest of your
lunch break talking about this."


"Just some of it. But I want to know what kind of crazy
thing you're up to," Cole said. "And if you need my help."


Marty laughed. "You hate this kind of thing. You wish
you didn't even know the supernatural existed."


"True, but I'm not letting you deal with this
alone," Cole told him then started walking him into the back of the store.


"Your lunch hour is going to be over before we can do
anything good," Marty complained. "You're just going to leave me all
pent up."


"I'm priming you for later," Cole said.


"If you leave me high and dry, I'm just gonna jerk
off," Marty told him matter-of-factly.


"In that case, I might be late getting back from my
lunch," Cole said and he shut the door behind them.


 


"I guess the boss gets to take a long lunch,"
Cole's assistant, Sandra, said as he came back to the office. Cole managed a
construction equipment rental firm though up until recently he never imagined
himself with that kind of job. He had been a construction worker and he had the
body for it, not for sitting behind a desk. But here he was ready to look over
contracts and projections that Sandra was handing him.


"I'd almost think you had a girlfriend," she said
and raised an eyebrow at him like she wanted some gossip.


Normally Cole wouldn't have commented, but this was
different. "Boyfriend," he corrected her. "I should really have
a picture of us on my desk."


"But you're straight," Sandra said. "I
mean... Sorry."


"You aren't the only one who thought that," Cole
told her since he had thought so himself until Marty came along and tore
through everything he ever believed.


"He must be something," Sarah said.


"Of course he is," Cole told her. In his eyes,
Marty was unmatched. Now he needed to get to work so he could finish up on time
and meet him for dinner.


 


Most nights Marty came over to his house for dinner. Becka
did sometimes too. Tonight she was coming over to babysit so he and Marty could
have a night out.


Phoebe was on her winter break from kindergarten, and today
she had been over at a friend's house for a playdate. As Cole was driving her
home, he looked at her in the back seat all bundled up, her red hair under a
knit cap. He reminded her, "Becka is staying with you tonight. Marty and I
have plans."


"I know. Grandma Becka and I have plans too. We're
gonna watch Christmas movies," Phoebe said.


"It's too early for Christmas movies. Thanksgiving was
just yesterday," Cole told her.


"No, it wasn't, and it's never too early for
Christmas," she informed him.


"Fine. Just don't put up the Christmas tree while we're
gone," Cole said.


"We don't have one, Daddy. We have to buy it," she
said.


"Soon," he told her.


They got home and Marty and Becka showed up soon after that.
Marty was carrying takeout for his grandmother and Phoebe. "Is it
something good?" Phoebe asked as she ran over to him.


"First thank Becka for your new old book," Cole
reminded her.


"Thank you," Phoebe said to her. "We can read
it together."


"Sure. I bet it's going to be a good one," Becka
said as Marty handed her the takeout.


She took it to the kitchen and Phoebe went with her, but
Marty held Cole back. "Um, how would you feel about a change of plans. A
little detour."


"Am I getting dinner?" Cole asked.


"Yes, but with a consultation on the side," Marty
told him.


"Something freaky on the side, you mean," Cole said.


"A little bit. Do you mind?" Marty asked and gave
him an imploring look.


"You know I can't say no to you," Cole grumbled.


"I do," Marty said sweetly.


"Then stop taking advantage," Cole told him but
Marty only smiled, gloating that he always got the better of him.







Chapter 2


 


A drive at this time of night in winter seemed kind of
gloomy with mostly empty streets, bare trees and an overcast, night sky with no
stars to be seen. It was supposed to be all about the destination, but with
Marty doing this consultation, Cole wasn't so sure it would make up for it.


"We're not going to end up having our date in some
antiques store, are we?" Cole asked as he looked over at him.


Marty was at the wheel and not telling him much, but at
least he answered in the negative. "No. We aren't. Have a little
faith."


When they ended up parking in front of a place called
Gordon's Grill, Cole had to admit that Marty hadn't failed him. He could see
himself liking whatever they served here, but he did have some doubts.
"This place looks good, but I don't know if this counts as a date night if
you're going to be doing curse business."


"It's more personal than business, a favor for the
owner," Marty said.


"This Gordon guy?" Cole said pointing at the sign.
"Should I be jealous?"


"We'll be speaking to Mr. and Mrs. Gordon, and it's up
to you if you want to be jealous," Marty told him evenly then got out.


Inside, the place was a mix of rustic and modern, but Cole
didn't care that much about the décor. He was eyeing the food and wondering if
they would eat before or after this consultation. As they were led to their
table, Marty asked about Mr. and Mrs. Gordon. It turned out they were busy.


"Food then curse business," Cole said.


"Don't assume it's a curse," Marty told him.
"In this case..."


Cole was focused on the menu and he cut him off. "It's
food first. No curse talk. Let's talk about this bone-in ribeye with
chimichurri sauce and grilled vegetables and potatoes on the side. What kind of
steak are you having?"


"I think polenta with shrimp and vegetable skewers for
me," Marty said.


"That's not any kind of steak," Cole pointed out.
Their server wasn't back for their order yet so he had time to talk Marty into
a steak.


In the end, Marty stuck to his guns, but when their food
arrived, Cole talked him into trying a bite of his food. "Regretting your
choice?" Cole asked as Marty made an appreciative noise.


"No. I like my food too," he said. So stubborn,
but Cole was smiling at him. Even his stubbornness made Cole like him.


After their meal, their server told them that Mr. and Mrs.
Gordon had asked for them to come to the kitchen. They also said the meal was
on them but Cole insisted on paying.


Going into a back hallway they ended up in a very busy
kitchen. It turned out they were both chefs and owners of the place. The woman
introduced herself as Marsha and her husband as Jonah. Cole and Marty talked to
them while they continued to cook.


"Thank you for coming," Marsha said as she passed
two plates to a server.


"But you didn't need to," Jonah told them. He
seemed to be supervising two employees.


"Mr. Lawrence asked us to. He's your great uncle,
right?" Marty said to Marsha.


"Yes, Grandpa Charles. I went to him about this, but he
said you were the one to talk to." She smiled at Marty then looked at her
husband worriedly.


"Can I see it?" Marty said.


With a sigh, Jonah stepped away and then brought back a
leather box and opened it to show them a knife with a wooden handle. To Cole it
didn't look like a knife a chef would use. "Is that a hunting knife?"
he asked.


Marsha looked at Jonah who didn't say anything so she
answered. "Uncle Charles said it was. He said it's old. 1950s."


"Was this a gift?" Marty asked probably because it
was in that box.


"Not to me," Jonah said but he didn't explain so
Marsha did.


"Jonah found it when his friend moved out."


Now they all looked at Jonah but he wasn't eager to share.
Finally he told them, "My buddy Frank left it behind when he went off. The
knife was just sitting on the kitchen counter like this in the box. I think it's
a family heirloom. I kept it in case he wanted it back. That's it."


"Why not send it to him?" Cole asked.


"I have no idea where he is. He left, didn't tell
anyone where he was going. No one has heard from him in months," Jonah
said.


Cole was thinking that the guy might be dead but he didn't
say anything. He looked at Marty to see what he had to say, but he didn't
mention that possibility either.


"So what can you tell me about your friend?" Marty
said to Jonah.


"Fred dropped out of culinary school. He kept getting
into fights with the instructors, he was like that. He gave up on his cooking
career and went into restaurant management," That was all Jonah said and
then he got busy with some food.


"Do you think he left it for you specifically?"
Marty asked and Jonah just stared at him.


"Don't know," Jonah said but he had an odd look on
his face, like Marty might have meant something by that question.


"Can I have a closer look at the knife? I want to do a
test," Marty said.


Jonah didn't like having to hand it over. He only put it
closer to Marty and watched him closely. Marty got out a small white crystal.
Holding it toward the knife, he only got it as far as maybe seven inches from
the knife. Cole knew that meant that the knife had spiritual energy which kept the
crystal back.


"What does that mean? What's going on with it?"
Marsha asked.


"It's under spiritual influence but I don't know what
kind," Marty said and he turned toward Jonah. "Can I take it with me
to test it further?"


"No. There's no need for that," Jonah said and
closed the box.


"We're here for a reason, aren't we. What's been going
on?" Cole asked.


Marsha kept her voice low as she filled them in. "Jonah
gets up in the middle of the night and I find him sitting in the living room or
in the kitchen staring at the knife, sometimes mumbling."


"Sleepwalking or what?" Cole asked.


"Look, there's no problem, OK? Everything is
fine," Jonah snapped and the other people in the kitchen turned their
heads until Jonah glared at them.


Marsha obviously didn't feel that way but she didn't say
anything more, and Marty didn't even ask to take photos of the knife. They left
with Marsha apologizing and thanking them for coming.


"Let me know if anything else happens," Marty told
her. "I'll see if I can find out anything and update you."


Cole waited until they were outside before saying, "I
can't think of a worse object to have a curse on it than a knife."


"A gun," Marty said. "And I wouldn't assume
it was cursed."


To Cole it seemed obvious that it was. That guy wouldn't
give it up, but the way Marty was talking made him wonder. "Do you know
more than you're saying? You didn't get any photos of it."


They got in Marty's car, which was freezing, and he started
the engine. "Mr. Lawrence took photos and he sent them to me. He already
determined that the knife isn't cursed. It might be haunted."


"Then Jonah should have given it up for more
tests," Cole said.


"Yes, but you noticed how strange Jonah was acting. He
didn't want to talk about it."


Cole agreed. "Like he had something to hide. Do you
think Marsha is in danger?"


"There's no sign of that so far. Mr. Lawrence already
tried to get her to move out for a while, but she won't do it. But maybe she
can get him to hand over the knife. I have to look into the Christmas bells
first anyway," Marty told him.


That surprised Cole. "It seems like the knife would be
the priority, not some bells."


"You would think so."


He didn't explain so Cole asked him. "So what is it
about these bells?"


"I don't know yet. Something sinister," Marty said
but Cole's attention was on something more interesting.


"See that street coming up? It will take us to a spot
where we can get out of sight and I can turn this back into a date night."


Marty smiled and accused him, "You scouted that out
when we were driving over here."


"Of course I did. I plan ahead," Cole said and he
already had his hand shoved inside Marty's pants before they even got there.







Chapter 3


 


Cole woke up early Saturday morning to the sound of Phoebe's
little feet in the hallway. Then he was up and getting her breakfast while
talking to Marty on the phone.


"Our Saturday plan is making gnocchi," Cole told
him. "It's Ronnie's doing."


"Of course," Marty said. "She's a good
influence."


Ronnie was Cole's sister with a catering business she ran
from home. She and his other sister Tessa shared a house and they loved having
Phoebe over. "When Phoebe was at Ronnie's the other day, she was getting
ready for a combo of catering and cooking class. She practiced the class on
Phoebe. Now Phoebe thinks she knows how to make gnocchi."


"Can I get in on that?" Marty asked.


"I was hoping you might be interested. You don't need
to be at the store?"


"Grandma Becka will take care of the store. And she
loves gnocchi. She'll be happy as long as I bring her back some," Marty said.


Cole wasn't so sure. "The gnocchi we're gonna make? I
don't know if that will be a reward or a punishment."


"Actually, I'd like to take you guys somewhere
first," Marty said. "There is an antiques dealer who specializes in
holiday antiques. I consulted her about the silver bells. I need to go and test
a few things in exchange for her help, and I think Phoebe would enjoy the store
a lot."


From that, Cole assumed these were normal antiques. "If
this dealer specializes in normal holiday stuff, does she know anything about
these bells?"


"The bells started out as 'normal'. All cursed objects
do even ones that are made specifically to carry a curse," Marty informed
him.


"That's a thing?"


"Of course. A curse is a powerful weapon that's pretty
much impossible to control though," Marty told him ominously but then
changed his tone completely. "But today should be fun."


 


Telling Phoebe that Marty was taking them to a Christmas
store got her to eat her breakfast and get ready at record speed. Cole was the
one lagging behind and she was hurrying him along.


"Hurry up, Daddy. We're going to the Christmas
store!" she said as she bounced around already wearing her jacket but not
her cap or boots.


"You're not ready either. Pick out a nice cap to
wear," Cole told her and she ran off.


They were both ready by the time Marty came to pick them up.
These days he had a booster seat in the back seat of his car for Phoebe. If
that wasn't a sign that things between them were serious, Cole didn't know what
was.


 


The Christmas store was called Bianca's Antiques and it
didn't look that impressive from the outside. "It's not Christmassy,"
Phoebe said.


"Let's see what it's like inside before we judge,"
Cole told her.


He was right. The store was full of holiday stuff and plenty
of customers too. "I'll go see Bianca. You two browse."


Marty went into the back then came out and a sales guy
started leading him to the shelves where the questionable items were. Cole and
Phoebe watched him as he used the small white crystal on several objects and he
had no trouble touching it to any of them.


"All clear," Marty said to the guy. "But if
you have doubts about any items, don't put them out. Hold them back until
they're tested."


"Tell it to the boss," he said and left.


"So what about the bells? What was her verdict?"
Cole asked while Phoebe peered at a row of nutcrackers.


"She said they were custom made around 1910 and that
they were welded back together. The original joining didn't hold. There was
also a small inscription on one of the bells and that was removed. They were
rewelded recently according to Bianca and the inscription was removed at the
same time," Marty summed up.


"That's not too bad just going from photos," Cole
said. "But does it mean anything?"


Marty grew thoughtful. "The fact that they were
recently rejoined and that the inscription was removed, yes. I think those two
things might be important."


"Or maybe the inscription had someone's name or
mentioned a specific event so it got removed. And welding the bells back
together is just what you'd do if they got broken apart," Cole pointed
out.


"All of that sounds reasonable unless the object is
cursed and then it becomes significant," Marty asserted with a grim look
in his pretty blue eyes. He then cheered
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