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        We could imagine nothing pleasanter than to spend all of our lives digging for relics of the past.

        HEINRICH SCHLIEMANN
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        Everything lost is made to be found.

        LARA CROFT
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      Bella Hathaway knew that her Aunt Charlotte was dead when the old bronze key appeared on her desk, hovering above her abandoned breakfast tray and an almost-perfect translation of Isolde’s Werewolf Quartet from the original Lupine.

      She knew that key like it was a member of her family. It always hung from Aunt Charlotte’s belt loops, alongside a pouch of desert sand and a vial of snakebite antidote.

      A moment of deep, overwhelming grief tore through her, followed by a spreading numbness as she realised exactly what this meant. Me. How can it be me?

      Time to walk to the village to put in a telephone call to her sisters. Charity could not be found at any of the numbers she had left behind, belonging to obscure hotels in far-flung countries. Faith answered on the second ring, sounding out of breath and slightly heroic, as always.

      “Can’t talk long, I have to leave the Embassy tonight to cross the border to… well, I shouldn’t say. Loose lips sink ships and all that.”

      “Aunt Charlotte’s dead,” Bella said, over the crackling on the line.

      “Oh, I say. How rotten.” There was a momentary pause, as Faith took in the news. “Poor old stick. Do you know what happened?”

      “Not yet. There’s no official word from Lyceum. But her bronze key…”

      “Ohh,” said Faith, taking in her meaning right away. “Congratulations, kid. Tag, you’re it.”

      “You don’t hate me?” It was a strange thing, to inherit a legacy that Bella was certain she did not deserve. Her sisters were the valiant ones: the war reporter and the daredevil duchess. She was just a translator of old books who had barely travelled outside her county except when she went away to university.

      Someone had to stay home. Only… now, the opposite was true.

      “Why would I mind?” Faith laughed. “I have enough adventures. Look at Charity, throwing herself out of blimps in ballgowns and skis. Of course it was going to be you who got the House.”

      The House on Gramercy Street was their family’s legacy. Bella had never even been allowed to visit. (“When you’re older, perhaps,” her mother used to say vaguely, never explaining more than that. “Far too young,” Aunt Charlotte agreed, even after Bella came of age. Maybe when you’re forty or so.”)

      Bella was twenty-four years old, and the old bronze key had chosen her. The House was hers. Which meant, of course, her aunt was dead.

      “I can’t just up sticks and go to the city,” Bella said now, to her sister. “Don’t you need me here?”

      “Nonsense,” said Faith. “Close up the cottage! I won’t be home till Christmas — longer, if this bally war continues in Balvoria. I’ll send a telegram to Charity and she can beg her second butler to come down from the manor and sort it all out for us with mothballs and what-not. This is your time, Bella. Go and be marvellous.”

      It sounded completely possible when Faith spoke like that — as if Bella, too, could become an adventuress with no cares in the world.

      “All right,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “I’ll go at once.”

      It shouldn’t cost more than sixpence to catch the train to the city. She could finish her translation on the way. And she had better find a chain or a ribbon so she could keep the bronze key around her neck.

      “Watch for traps,” Faith reminded her, right before she rang off. “You know what Aunt Charlotte was like.”

      As if Bella needed reminding.
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        * * *

      

      Later that same day, Bella Hathaway arrived on the doorstep of the House on Gramercy Street, wearing her second-best boots and her most sensible skirt. The House was in a terraced row, all white stone and high windows, without a soul walking the streets between the train station and here. (This was Lyceum, of course, ‘city of monsters’ though it was hardly the done thing to say so these days. Most of the people who lived here kept to themselves until after the sun went down.) Bella knew to look for the brass door knocker, and found two doors side by side: each featuring a hideous, grotesque brass face with a ring clasped in its lipless mouth.

      “Twenty-two,” she said under her breath, selecting the door on the right.

      She was almost silly enough to reach for the knocker, but the key in her pocket twitched, reminding her that she wasn’t a visitor. She was the heir of the house.
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        * * *

      

      A familiar scent washed over her as Bella stepped into the front hallway, which was lined with dark shelves and glass cabinets, crammed with all manner of arcane objects. The smell was the same as she recalled from Aunt Charlotte’s many flying visits to the cottage: dust and sand and silver polish with a hint of Earl Grey.

      The floorboards creaked under Bella’s buttoned boots as she walked very slowly down that long, narrow hallway. Was it her imagination, or did it curve slightly as she went? That couldn’t be right. Houses were built in straight lines. No one added bendy bits to architecture unless churches, vampires or duchesses were involved.

      There was a sound nearby, like a hiccup. Bella caught her breath. She had to be brave. She was the sister of two of the bravest women she knew. She wasn’t going to let a few house creaks scare her.

      The items in the glass cabinets, now they were worthy of fear. Antiquities for the most part, many of them very odd indeed. Cups carved from bones. Jewellery with too many spikes to be comfortable. Jeering masks, animal skulls. A dagger that, if you looked closely, was clearly still crusted with ancient blood.

      Aunt Charlotte was a cursebreaker. These were her souvenirs. Every single item was a reminder that the women of the Hathaway family were adventuresses to the bone.

      It was Bella’s house, now. She was the heir. Every strange, possibly-cursed ancient item lay under her protection. It was a responsibility, and one she had to take seriously. She couldn’t let herself be put off by… the shuffling, muttering noises clearly coming from a nearby room.

      Finally, a doorway.

      Taking a deep breath, Bella stepped into a perfectly pleasant parlour. The wallpaper was striped. There were fresh flowers on the dresser: a porcelain vase filled with roses and fern-fronds and bleeding hearts in a formal arrangement.

      There was an abundance of furniture: large floral settees and armchairs, crammed together in an odd arrangement that no human, surely, would have chosen for themselves. There had to be eight side tables, all shoved too far back from the chairs to be any use at all.

      There was a tea trolley covered in teacups, each in a different pattern, and a large teapot designed for an enormous household, rather than a single cursebreaking aunt who lived alone.

      As Bella looked around, she heard a whisper. Then another. It sounded an awful lot like the words it’s a guest, repeated over and over in high-pitched excitement.

      She was going to have to put her foot down. “I’m not a guest,” she said aloud. “I’m Charlotte Hathaway’s heir. I’m Bella. I belong here.” To prove it, she set down her suitcase and looked around for somewhere to hang up her coat.

      A hum rose up, and then one of the floral armchairs swung around as if pulled on a wire.

      “Not very tall, are you?” it accused.

      “Now, Maggie, that’s rude,” said a side table.

      “Let’s have tea!” suggested the mammoth teapot.

      “Tea, Mrs T!” chorused the teacups, all jiggling like mad.

      Mad, yes. That was a word that Bella would prefer was not in her head right now. “Excuse me,” she said faintly. “I’m going to have a bit of a look around. If that’s…” Don’t ask permission from the furniture, that’s a poor precedent. Don’t let them see how unnerved you are.

      Standing tall in the hopes of looking confident, Bella circled the tea trolley and another dresser. The parlour was in something of an L-shape. Around the next corner she spied a blackened, blown-open hole in the far wall. Beyond the blistered wallpaper and broken plaster, there was an intriguingly book-lined room beyond…

      As Bella stepped up to the hole itself, a figure loomed out of the shadows: a beastly creature, walking like a man in perfectly-tailored waistcoat and trousers. He had the monstrous face of a golden lion that had been twisted in a fun-house mirror: fierce and cruel.

      Startled, Bella screamed. The beast-in-trousers, likewise startled, yelled out in return.

      Breathing hard, they stared at each other. Bella was instantly awash with embarrassment; this was Lyceum. Of course non-humans lived here. “Who are you?” she asked in a voice that was most definitely brave, and not in the least quavering. “What are you doing in my aunt’s house?” My house, a small voice whispered inside her head; at least, she hoped it was inside her head, and did not belong to the sideboard or hat-stand.

      The beastly gentleman — or gentlemanly beast, she could only hope — raised a bushy eyebrow at her. “If your aunt is Charlotte Hathaway,” he said in a voice that was more drawl than roar. “Then I’m the librarian.”

      “Aunt Charlotte has a librarian?” Bella gasped. “She has a library?” If she had been privy to this information earlier, they would have had to employ several beastly librarians to keep her away from this place.

      “No,” said the beast, speaking as if she was a slow learner. “I have a library. Your Aunt Charlotte has a house full of cursed objects, one of which blew a hole in our shared wall some years ago.”

      A blush rose on Bella’s cheeks. Of course. She should have realised from the configuration; this was a connecting wall to the next house. But then — what on earth was Aunt Charlotte thinking, to let her house remain gaping open like this, with a creature like that living next door? For years? It was most improper.

      Bella was quite cross about the whole thing for the three seconds it took for her to remember that Aunt Charlotte was dead, and then she did the worst thing possible. She burst into tears.

      Really, she was overdue. But how embarrassing.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Bella recovered her sensibilities, she was nestled in a large floral armchair with two over-friendly antimacassars snuggling her shoulders and whispering soothing nothings in her ear.

      Lampshades gathered around her in a circle, as if to offer comfort, though the overall effect was an overwhelming sensation that she was under inspection. The teapot wheeled herself into the room on her trolley, poured a cup of tea and added sugar, using methods that Bella hoped never to see again in her lifetime.

      She stared at the brimming teacup in quiet horror. She had never been less desirous of tea in her life.

      The beast librarian still stood at the hole in the wall. He had not stepped over their informal threshold, either out of politeness or from sensible caution, given the nature of the various objects inhabiting this house. “I take it something terrible has happened,” he said in a voice that might have sounded sympathetic, if it did not come out in a terrifying growl.

      A bell clanged through the house, making the teacups shudder.

      “Aunt Charlotte’s dead,” said Bella, sounding like her voice was terribly far away. “And there’s someone at the door.”

      The beast librarian bowed his head, so that she could not see his expression. She very much wished to know what his reaction was to this news. Had he been a friendly neighbour to Charlotte? A lover? Goodness, did aunts have lovers? It was foolish to think otherwise.

      “I’ll leave you to your visitor,” he said in a softer version of his growl. “Knock on the wall if you need to scream at someone again.” He disappeared back into his own house, leaving Bella alone with a distressing cup of tea, and an army of overly familiar furniture.

      The bell rang again.

      Pulling herself together, Bella got to her feet and made her way back to that dusty and ominous hallway. “Please do stay where you are,” she said more than once, as the furniture showed every intention of keeping her company, one shuffle at a time.

      The front door felt like it was almost as far away as her own tiny (safe) cottage, but Bella reached it without incident, and threw it wide open. “Hello? Can I help you?”

      Two uniformed policemen stood on her step, all blue serge and brass buttons.

      “Are you a relative of Miss Charlotte Hathaway, the famous cursebreaker?” asked the older one. The younger one unashamedly craned his neck as if trying to see beyond her, into the house.

      “I am her niece,” said Bella.

      “I’m sorry to inform you, madam, that there’s been a bit of an accident,” said the older policeman. To his credit, he did seem genuinely sorry. “Is there anyone else home?”

      “Only me,” said Bella. “If you have bad news, you’d better get it over with.” Most policemen probably did not turn up on doorsteps to discover that magical inheritance laws had carried word ahead of them. Or perhaps that sort of thing happened in Lyceum all the time?

      “Oh, she’s not dead,” said the policeman quickly. “At least, we don’t reckon so. It’s all a bit delicate, really. Complicated, you might say.”

      “Weird,” added the other with an over-abundance of syllables for that particular word.

      Bella blinked several times. “What do you mean, she’s not dead?”

      In retrospect, that was a terribly suspicious thing to utter aloud. In her defence, it had been a trying day.

      It was about to get so much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Who Curses The Cursebreakers?
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      Miss Charlotte Hathaway, infamous cursebreaker and archaeologist of great renown, lay motionless on the floor of the Red Reading Room in the Eldritch Library of Lyceum.

      Under other circumstances, Bella would have been delighted to visit the Eldritch Library. It featured on her own personal list of Twenty-Seven Libraries to Join Before You Die, which she composed at twelve years of age in bright violet ink.

      “You see what we mean,” said Sergeant Stamp, who had been nice enough to bring Bella here without uttering any words of suspicion, possibly because she looked rather on the verge of tears. “Not a common or garden crime scene.”

      “Yes,” said Bella, disappointment sinking into her bones. “But I’m afraid I can’t share your optimism about my aunt’s condition, Sergeant. She is quite certainly dead.”
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