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      To Uncle Bill & Onkel Siegbert, whose devotion to family brought warmth and cheer to our lives, and us all together each and every year.

      

      To grandma, who will live forever in our hearts, crazy chickens and all.

      

      For Martina, who means more to me than she knows. Love you, always.
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        “Effie and Jack Canonbie are like a breath of fresh air in this novel with their cunning and brilliant personalities. One finds oneself rooting for Effie’s success throughout this thought-provoking story.”

        – InD’tale, Belinda Wilson

      

        

      
        “A fantastic sequel, OAK SEER, plunges you willingly into the fey underworld of Victorian Scotland.”

        – Garrett Calcaterra, Author of Dreamwielder

      

        

      
        “Comer weaves a riveting tale of intrigue, magic, and romance in a steampunk-flavored Scotland packed with evil creatures, scheming politicians, and vicious bigots. But the real highlight of OAK SEER is its heroine. Effie of Glen Coe is one feisty freedom fighter!”

        – Wendy N. Wagner, Hugo Award Winner and Author of An Oath of Dogs

      

        

      
        “In BARROW WITCH, the stakes are steeper, the danger more dreadful, and Effie is more exciting than ever. Comer concludes his trilogy with flourishing aplomb in this alternate history masterpiece that makes the past come to life. It's quite the accomplishment for each book in a series to improve, but with Barrow Witch we reach the ultimate high of fey steampunk fantasy that the series has always delivered.”

        –  Ahimsa Kerp, Author of Empire of the Undead

      

        

      
        “For a heroic fantasy novel written by not one, not two, but three authors - Garrett Calcaterra, Craig Comer, and Ahimsa Kerp - THE ROADS TO BALDAIRN MOTTE is a surprisingly well-structured, remarkably cohesive tale that actually benefits from the different voices, without seeming fragmented.”

        – Bob Milne, Author of Beauty in Ruins

      

        

      
        “In THE ROADS TO BALDAIRN MOTTE, three perilous adventures are tied to the same epic war, with different people from different walks of life, but, clearly in the same lands, at the same time, speaking the same language, right down to the swear words. It was graphic and captivating. I couldn't put it down.”

        – GoodReads Reviewer

      

        

      
        “In The LAIRD OF DUNCAIRN, each character is unique and has a back story that allowed me to develop attachments to them. The story is very well developed and is told in a way that grabs you from the beginning. As the heroine, Effie, comes to know her race’s past, she develops abilities that surprise herself, her companions, and her enemies...This book was a great read.  I cannot wait for the sequel!”

        – Rita Cline, Reviewer

      

        

      
        “Excellent story-telling and well-rounded characters makes this a thoroughly enchanting tale of a strong yet compassionate female protagonist in a man's world. I was particularly enthralled by the geography and the period, incredibly well researched and invoked. Loved THE LAIRD OF DUNCAIRN, couldn't put it down.”

        – Gillian Balharry, Reviewer

      

        

      
        “With few allies and the sniffers trying to catch her, Effie will have to race against time and the power of the Fey lords to establish an alliance between men and fey.”

        – InD’tale, Sarah E Bradley
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      Torn apart by war and abandoned by the gods, only one hope remains to save humanity. But the savior isn’t human at all.

      Trapped by his Maker’s command to protect a mysterious box, Adem is forced to kill anyone who tries to steal it. When a young boy chances upon Adem’s temple, he resists temptation, intriguing the golem. As the boy and his sister convince Adem to leave the refuge of his temple, the group lands in a web of trouble.

      Now Adem will do whatever necessary to keep his new young charges safe, even if it means risking all to get rid of the box. Their saving grace comes in the form of an angel who offers to set Adem free of the box’s magic by granting his greatest desire—making him human.

      But first, Adem must bring back the angel’s long-dead human love from the Underworld. In doing so, he will risk breaking the barrier between the realms, a cataclysm that could launch the Third Realm War. To set things right, he may be forced to give up the only thing he’s ever truly wanted…a chance at a soul of his own.
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          SCOTLAND, 1885

        

      

    

    
      Effie hugged her arms tight about her chest. The coat she wore did little to stave off the biting wind, despite its thickness. She’d chosen it because its green reminded her of the deep heart of a forest. But the decision seemed foolish now. Frost collected on the heather and bracken around her. A thin blanket of white dusted the hills above. The afternoon light faded, stealing with it the little warmth the day had brought.

      “Ruin,” she breathed. She clenched her walking cane in frustration. Her nails dug into the wood. Even with the wind, the stench of death hung in the air. She and her companions had tracked it to its source.

      Edgar Talmadge’s slight frame knelt before her. The back of his woolen coat stretched as he examined the remains of Tam Lorrie. The poor farmer had not made it far from the village of Braemuir before something, or some things, had savaged his arms and chest. He lay in a tangle of bracken on the slope of a hillock overlooking a small glen.

      Edgar had taken in the gruesome sight stoically. He’d seen more of violence in the past few months than his young years warranted—barely a hint of whiskers brushed his cheeks—but he prided himself in proving useful to Effie.

      And lately that meant dealing with certain horrors.

      “The same as the other,” came a voice. The frozen ground crunched as Jaelyn stepped into view, emerging from behind some heather. The brownie of Clan Kae was tall for her kind, but that only brought her to barely above Effie’s waistline. Her trousers and jacket had golden scrollwork on the cuffs, though the garments had seen rough use over the years. Her sharp eyes and angular cheeks were drawn into a fierce expression. She opened her mouth to add something more but chose to merely run her tongue over her snaggled teeth.

      Effie didn’t need the thought spoken aloud. They’d found Hamish Harrelson two days past in a similar state. Both villagers had been sturdy men, their arms and shoulders full of the muscles hard days of working fields provided. They’d known the land, too. They’d lived in the hills and glens around Braemuir all their lives.

      “We don’t know for certain,” said Effie. “I won’t turn back.”

      Jaelyn nodded. “Aye’ya, I ken ye well enough to know better.”

      “The girl might be hiding somewhere or hurt.” Effie tried to convince herself the words could be true, but they felt desperate. Clara Bowman had been missing almost a full week. Effie had stumbled onto her disappearance from Braemuir while hunting for a pack of fell beasts. Wulvers, according to rumors in Dunfermline—wolf-like creatures with the snouts and curved fangs of a boar. Yet rumors in Stirling spoke of a rampaging giant, and in Dunblane they’d whispered of a host of goblins. The details had changed, but there were too many tales, and too much evidence, to deny something dark lurked in the hills.

      Still, Effie refused to simply accept that Clara had met the same fate as Tam Lorrie and Hamish Harrelson. Not until she saw evidence of it. Hope, if ever so slight, was something she had learned to cling to over the past years.

      Edgar rose and brushed clean his coat. “The good lieutenant best hear of this,” he said. His voice held the thick brogue of a Glaswegian. He swung his gaze across the hills to the north. “Do you know? Er, can ye?” He trailed off. A blush rose to his cheeks, as it often did when he inquired after the abilities of her fey blood.

      A Sithling, Effie appeared as normal as any other Scottish lass, a young woman with a rounded face, cheery hazel eyes, and thick crop of auburn tresses. But the blood of the ancient Daoine Sith coursed through her, granting her the gifts of Fey Craft.

      She smiled kindly and pointed to the east. “The lieutenant and his men rove the hills toward Perth.” With her fey senses, she could feel them, tiny auras in the distance that radiated the essence of each man. She bit her lip. They had split from the lieutenant in the village, each taking a different direction to search for the missing farmers and lass. But the days since had spread them farther apart, and they would lose the rest of the day waiting on the lieutenant to return, if he bade her call at all.

      “They are too far to be of use to us here,” she said. She adjusted her coat once more, wishing the dress beneath held a thicker weight, or better yet, that she wore woolen trousers like Edgar and Jaelyn. “We must carry on without them.”

      “Aye, as Caledon does without ye,” quipped Jaelyn.

      Effie glared at her companion but refused to take the bait. They had squabbled enough on the matter. The steward of the Seily Court negotiated with the crown near Balclune. She could almost feel him at the edge of her senses, if only because his strength was so vast. She had declined his invitation to join him there. Her place was not among lords. But more so, she knew the treaty they coveted would never be signed so long as the Barrow Witch roamed the countryside.

      The Hag o’ the Barrows. The Banshee. The Wailing Woman. The last of the Sidhe Bhreige who’d escaped the Downward Fields had many names. What people called her depended largely on which tales their mums told them as wee bairns. It was Edgar who’d taken to calling her the Barrow Witch, though they knew little of the creature beyond the impression of her gender, and that came from those twisted and wicked enough to revere her as their Mother.

      “All our efforts must be spent aiding the crown’s soldiers,” said Effie, repeating herself for what felt like the hundredth time. They had spent months seeking the Barrow Witch’s warren to no avail. Using Fey Craft, Effie had even called on the birds and critters of the Highlands to aid them. But her strength was not so considerable, even bolstered by the steward’s blood, to scour every nook and cranny of the empire.

      Jaelyn snorted, though her distain for the crown’s soldiers held less bite in it than it had a year earlier. The Barrow Witch had seen to that, Effie knew. The ancient and devilish fey had spread her madness across the Highlands, into the cities, and as far south as Newcastle. The banshee’s touch most called it. It warped the thoughts of men, turning gentle folk to thuggery and causing riotous mobs to form without rhyme or reason. Villages had been put to the torch, and crazed bands roamed the countryside, wreaking havoc on all they passed.

      The Barrow Witch had found allies among the fey, as well. Rumors of fell beasts had sprung up on the heels of the banshee’s touch, and Effie had little doubt those they now hunted were also part of this Unseily covenant. A chill rushed through her more frigid than the wind. She’d faced a cult of the Barrow Witch’s disciples in the bowels of Edinburgh’s Town Below. The memory of it still haunted her. Jaelyn might never admit she feared the Sidhe Bhreige, but Effie made no effort to hide her dread.

      Edgar studied the remains of Tam Lorrie. When he spoke, it came barely above his breath. “We cannae just leave him here. We do that, and his soul may never find peace.”

      “Nor shall we,” said Effie. She considered what to do, but her gut already told her what must be done. “You will go and fetch help from the village while we press onward. Gather a dozen men there and stay together.”

      Edgar shook his head. “Nay, that would leave you alone. I cannae do that. I’ve given my word to see you safe.”

      Jaelyn cackled. “Alone? Do ye think me a figment of yer imagination? Come, boy, it’d be a blessing not to have ye stomping around making so much noise, and with the stench of the cities on ye, scaring off everything a mile round.”

      “Oh, do stop,” said Effie. She’d heard enough of her friend’s displeasure regarding Edgar Talmadge. The man would likely never gain Jaelyn’s approval on any account. “We are wasting precious time. Squabbling gets us nowhere.”

      Edgar ducked his head and blushed like a scolded school lad. Cursing something under her breath, Jaelyn folded her arms across her chest, one eyebrow raised. Effie glowered at her, but their gazes broke as a lone howl rose over the crest of the hillock.

      “Gareth,” said Effie. Her heart thumped. She could sense the hound’s aura a short distance away and hear the anxious warning in his cry. He’d found something. Or something had found him.

      She lofted the cane she bore so she could swing it freely. Long, straight, and lacquered dark, it had once belonged to Jack Canonbie, a fallen companion and giant of a man. She’d kept it to remember him by, and perhaps to remind herself of the closeness they’d shared for a brief time. Gnarled ruts and chips ran throughout the wood. Its length made it more of a walking staff for her own stature, and she’d had to wrap new leather about its grip to fit her smaller hands.

      A shadow flitted across the hillock. Gwendoline screeched as she swooped overhead, the wee tawny owl adding her voice to Gareth’s warning howl. The owl and hound had both chosen Effie rather than the other way around—a boon of her fey blood—but they’d proven themselves as loyal as any friend. She trusted them completely.

      Her gaze darted to Jaelyn. She couldn’t sense anything nearby, but that did not surprise her. Some fey were able to hide their auras from detection, and whatever it was they hunted had eluded them for many days.

      “What it is?” asked Edgar. “What’s out there?”

      Jaelyn’s lips widened into a snaggle-toothed grin. “This be not fer ye,” she said in a hard tone as she stalked past him. She pulled a long dirk from a sheath at her belt.

      “I can handle myself,” he muttered under his breath. He drew a pistol from his coat pocket. Jaelyn clucked over her shoulder. Her footfalls barely made a sound as she climbed the hillock. Gareth fell silent, but Effie knew he was as yet unharmed. She scoured the area around him once more but could not feel another living creature besides Gwendoline circling high above.

      As Jaelyn’s form grew hazy in the dwindling light, Effie marched forward. She knew her friend was more dangerous alone, and a more capable fighter, but that didn’t mean Effie hadn’t a few tricks of her own.

      Her breath puffed in thick clouds as she clambered through the bracken that clung higher on the hillside. Frost crunched underfoot. By the time she and Edgar reached the top of the rise, she could no longer spy the brownie. But that mattered little. She could follow her friend’s aura without needing to keep her within sight.

      The land dipped on the far side of the hillock before gently rising toward a ridge that disappeared into dark shadows and a thick grey cloud. The dim light reflected off the frost gathering atop a myriad of puddles. Effie heard the trickling of a small burn below. She felt exposed of a sudden—a cold and unsettling sensation—and hurried onward.

      Scrambling toward the burn, the ground turned from frosted dirt to muck, and then to a soft and spongy bog of peat. The stench of winter moss and fetid water filled the air. An animal could wander into the slippery ground and get mired. Or a person. Either would be stuck until they froze to death.

      Effie slowed and chose her footing carefully. It would not do to lose her balance in such a place. She could freeze from the damp just as easily on such a night as fall victim to the creature they stalked. When she sensed Jaelyn turn and begin edging toward her, she stopped and gestured for Edgar to do the same.

      “It lies in wait and hides well,” said Jaelyn. The brownie emerged from the murky dusk. “We’ll need to rush it and take advantage.”

      Effie nodded. “We’d best see to it then, before we turn into blocks of ice,” she said. “I’ll draw it out.” They had strength in numbers. It would have to be enough if the thing sprang at them, whatever it was.

      She marched straight for Gareth, never-minding the racket she made as she tramped. Edgar followed at a more cautious pace. She heard his labored breathing coming in quick huffs. Of Jaelyn, she heard nothing, but she felt the brownie remained near, somewhere off to her side.

      Gareth cowered in a thicket of heather sprawled over a patch of lower ground. Only a shadowy hint of his brown coat stuck out from the thicket. He shook and whined as Effie approached. The muck beneath Effie’s feet made her slide and teeter along until her legs burned from the effort of keeping upright. She stopped a few paces clear of the hound and planted herself on the balls of her toes, ready to spring aside.

      “Whisht, Gareth,” she said. The wind picked up. She caught something in the air, something like mutton left to spoil under the sun.

      Gripping the cane before her, she peered through the thicket.

      A dry coughing sounded. The heather rustled, and the head and shoulders of the creature emerged. Tattered wisps of hair dangled, thin and oily, from an almost bald head. Pale grey flesh, dried and cracked, hung loosely about its frame. Heavy dugs and the hint of a once-kindly face gave the impression of a matronly woman. But the stench from the creature made Effie step back and clamp her mouth shut. She’d smelled the rot of corpses before, but never so strong.

      “Grundbairn.” It hissed the word, and the rasping noise came again. This time, Effie heard it for what it was—a mocking cackle.

      The term proclaimed her affinity as a fey. A rarity, Grundbairns preserved the land and held a bond with all living things. It was why animals gave her such affection, and how she could sense the roots and veins of water trickling far below the earth.

      Above, Gwendoline screeched, banking in tighter circles. Poor Gareth refused to budge. His tail slunk up to press against his belly. His bony legs trembled. Effie’s heart swelled for him. Despite his terror, he’d done his job bravely. She sent him an impression of calm and strength through her fey senses, an image of him happily lapping up marrow as a crackling fire warmed his soft fur.

      The hound relaxed, though her flesh still prickled with uncertainty. “What are you?” Effie asked. She delved as she spoke, reaching out to probe at the creature’s aura.

      But again she found none.

      The creature locked its gaze on Edgar, who’d come to stand next to Effie. Its jaw slackened to reveal a row of teeth stained yellow. The man slunk back a step. He raised his pistol, only to drop it again and bring a hand to his head. He blinked and shook. An expression of confusion passed across his face.

      “I will eat you, sweetling, before we are through,” said the creature. Its voice came as a throaty rasp.

      The hairs on Effie’s neck rose in alarm. Such a change in countenance she had seen only in those afflicted by the banshee’s touch. Hastily, she switched her probing to focus on Edgar. It did not take her long to find tendrils of Fey Craft ensnaring the man’s aura. Decrepit things, they felt like befouled weeds. Effie grabbed at them with her senses. Wielding a light touch, she started to unweave their tangle.

      “You have not the strength to save them all, Grundbairn,” said the creature. It lurched forward, raising a lanky arm to swipe. Edgar dropped his pistol and crumbled to his knees. He clutched his head. Effie gasped. Swiping with her senses, she ripped the foul tendrils away from Edgar, freeing him from the banshee’s touch.

      Leaping back, her foot slid in the mud. She tumbled over, barely keeping a grip on her cane.

      The creature’s arm slashed through the night, nails long and sharp.

      Effie sucked in a breath, bracing for the impact.

      But Jaelyn sprang from the shadows and launched herself into the creature’s exposed flank. The brownie’s dirk bit into flesh and sent the creature flailing back, shrieking. It spun and swiped with both arms in a flurry. They were long and gangly, and Jaelyn stood only half the creature’s height. Its arms crushed down on top of her.

      Effie scrambled to her feet. She rushed in and cracked the creature’s hip with a swing of the cane. Her teeth rattled from the impact.

      Jaelyn danced away. A trickle of blood ran from a jagged cut along her cheek.

      “The girl,” Effie said. She brandished her cane. “Where is she?”

      The creature eyed her. A sickly grey tongue licked at its teeth. “Dead,” it said. “Eaten.” Its lips pulled into a foul grin.

      Effie’s chest clenched at the pronouncement. Phantom tendrils born of Fey Craft flashed toward her as the thing leapt at Jaelyn. She batted at them, grasping and ripping as if she fought through a dense forest of thorny weeds.

      Jaelyn darted. Her dirk flashed in the dim light.

      Effie lurched forward once again, but the creature whirled, expecting the attack. A backhanded swipe caught the cane, ripping it from her hands and sending it spinning into the darkness.

      The creature cackled as it sprang at her.

      Edgar’s pistol popped twice. The sound echoed through the night, carrying over the hills. The creature flinched and staggered.

      “No!” Effie shouted as Jaelyn darted in and drove her dirk into the creature’s back. But it was too late. The thing slumped. It struggled with its arms to reach the brownie before falling still.

      “Clara,” said Effie. A numbness overtook her. She couldn’t shake the feeling she had failed yet another she had vowed to see safe. It mattered little that she had never met the lass. The creature had been right, she knew. She had not the strength to save them all.

      “Most like, the lass was dead for some time afore ye ever heard of her.” Jaelyn eyed Effie and spoke in a blunt tone. “Ye did all ye could.”

      Effie had no energy to argue with the brownie, so remained silent. The truth weighed heavily on her shoulders. Gareth found his legs and came to sit next to her. He leaned against her knee for support and burrowed in.

      “What is that thing?” Edgar asked. He kept his pistol trained on the creature’s body. His breath came in white puffs that dissipated into the frigid night air.

      “A grindylow, I’d wager,” said Jaelyn. Effie started in surprise, but the brownie merely shrugged. “It’s as far as I can tell from the look of it, though none living would ken of the things. Not a sight nor whiff of them have been around the Highlands for centuries.”

      A grindylow, Effie considered. Another race of ancient creatures reborn unto the world, one that most considered naught but folktales. Had the Barrow Witch conjured them? And if so, what other dangerous creatures might lurk in the shadows, bound to her will?

      Effie’s body stiffened, as if her spine had seized. A foul taste came to the back of her throat. The array of potential answers troubled her. She hadn’t thought it possible, but their position had worsened, going from bleak to desperate.
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      “Trows and wulvers hadn’t been around for centuries either,” said Effie. The impish creatures and lupine fiends had only reemerged since the arrival of the Sidhe Bhreige. She peered closer at the grindylow. “But they do not speak, nor have the Fey Craft to hide their auras. This thing felt…different.”

      The brownie shrugged again. She cleaned her dirk on some heather and sheathed it. “I can’t say for certain, only that it fits with the tales told of the creatures. Their ilk is said to lurk in the fens and burns, snatching wee bairns who strayed too far from their mums’ aprons. Abominations, the tales say.”

      Effie planted her hands on her hips. She worked through all the creature had said, and all it had done. “I felt the banshee’s touch, just like in the cities. The grindylow used it to ensnare Edgar. It must be connected to the Barrow Witch somehow.”

      “Another disciple?” asked Edgar. Gareth whined and thumped his tail.

      At the utterance of the word, a memory came to Effie of her confrontation with the cult, Les Revinirs, in the bowels of Edinburgh. “The phantom tendrils it used,” she said. “I recognized them. Tallia, the Sithling woman who betrayed Cecily McCray, sought to bind me in such a manner. It is how I learned to recognize the Fey Craft used by the banshee’s touch in the first place.”

      Jaelyn snorted. “Then we be in the same spot we’ve been in the past year. The Sidhe Bhreige does naught but hide and turn loose her minions to savage the land.”

      Effie chewed her lip. The statement wasn’t completely true. The Barrow Witch had not always remained hidden. She had come to Effie near Inverness by means of Fey Craft. She had entered Effie’s mind to taunt her. It was just after the arrest of Cyrus Reed, the madman who’d used alchemy to turn a trio of pixies into perversions of their former selves.

      Into abominations. The thought clicked, and Effie froze in place. Gwendoline squawked, fluttering down to perch on her shoulder. The wee owl stared at her intently.

      “Abominations,” she said. “Tales speak of goblins in the same manner.”

      Edgar’s brow scrunched. “You think there is a connection?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “The alchemy Cyrus Reed used to transmute the pixies into goblins changed their very auras.” She had witnessed the change herself, though she found it hard to believe a creature like the grindylow had ever once been peaceful. And yet, hadn’t the Barrow Witch’s brethren, the Laird of Aonghus and Piper of Ceann Rois, used enthrallment to gain a host of trows, wulvers, and giants? Hadn’t the Barrow Witch herself employed the banshee’s touch on the humans of the empire, to the same effect?

      “Perhaps Rose or Jane have uncovered more on the matter,” said Edgar.

      Effie nodded, though she found little encouragement in the remark. Their friends boarded in a cottage on the outskirts of Dunfermline, expending their efforts trying to reverse the fate of the poor pixies. They had, thus far, achieved not a speck of success.

      Their attempts to stave off the banshee’s touch had proved equally as futile. For every person cleansed, ten more sprang up somewhere else. Tensions in the cities and towns had reached a pitch not seen since the days of Cromwell. Any flick of tinder could ignite a blaze that would engulf the entire country.

      Effie hugged herself against a blast of frigid wind. Her thoughts circled back to the Barrow Witch, as they always did. All of their problems stemmed from her. Until she was defeated, they might as well use handkerchiefs to hold back an ocean swell.

      “It grows dark, and my belly grumbles,” said Jaelyn. “Let us be gone from this place and find food and warmth.”

      “Aye,” Edgar agreed. “We can see to this thing’s remains in the morning. To Tam Lorrie as well. I’ll fetch some lads from Braemuir for it, as you’ve asked.”

      And for Clara, Effie wanted to say. Her remains might be close by. But she held her tongue, despite how much it pained her. Kindness and civility would not bring them any closer to defeating the Barrow Witch. Wherever her resting place, she hoped the lass had found peace.

      “I’ll inform Lieutenant Walford as best I can,” said Effie. She stared off to where she’d last sensed the man. All Fey Craft relied on the presence of fey blood. The more collected in a single place, the stronger the effects became. With Jaelyn standing near her, Effie could cast out her senses almost thrice as far as she could alone.

      But she could not speak directly through Fey Craft. Instead, she shaped images and vague impressions of smells and sounds. As a Grundbairn, the effort came naturally to her, more so than other fey.

      She found the lieutenant not far from where she’d last sensed him. The impression she crafted was simple: an image of Tam Lorrie’s silent face and another of the grindylow. To these she added the image of an old plow horse plodding along a dull and lifeless road, its head bent, the flowers in the fields next to the road withered.

      The lieutenant had no way of responding to her, nor she of knowing whether he was aware of or understood her sending.

      Jaelyn took a final glance at the grindylow as she started back the way they’d come. Her footfalls fell without sound, picking a path through the muck and bracken toward the base of the hillock. Effie’s bones ached from the cold as she followed, but she was glad to leave the rotting stench of the creature behind. She held the cane under an arm and rubbed at her hands as she strode. Gwendoline took to the night air. Gareth stayed at her heels.

      Gentle, his name meant. Effie thought it suited him well. Jaelyn had wanted to call him Mutton, proclaiming he had more akin to a roasted haunch of sheep than anything else. Effie had laughed at that. She hadn’t expected Gareth to stay with her long. He’d joined her in Glasgow at a time when a formal treaty between man and fey seemed all but lost. But they’d won a victory there and kept hope alive.

      They’d won a victory at a high cost. Effie traced a finger along the grain of the cane that had belonged to Jack Canonbie. Memory of the churlish amusement that always seemed to sparkle in his eyes returned to her, and she lost herself in thought.

      Ahead of her, Jaelyn’s soft tread scraped the dirt. The brownie tensed, halting their march, and cocked her head to the wind. Effie blinked and cleared her mind. She felt a host of fey appear at the fringe of her senses, just as a ball of fire erupted into the night sky, coming from the same location.

      Effie gasped, not knowing whether to be frightened or relieved. The fey host had been full of foul creatures—trows, wulvers, and some other races she did not recognize. The blast had engulfed them. The blast had slain the enemy.
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      The explosion’s concussion boomed across the hills, echoing against the steep slopes. Gouts of smoke followed the distant flames. Grey wisps curled and danced on the wind. Some of the fey host winked from existence, yet Effie sensed a score remained. She had just the flicker of a moment to regard them before they too disappeared.

      “I couldn’t tell what they were, other than foul,” she said.

      “Aye,” said Jaelyn. “Except for a pair. Did ye feel them as well?”

      Effie shook her head. She hadn’t. It had happened so fast. She caught Edgar glancing between them, but the man remained silent. He’d grown used to being left in the dark when it came to matters of Fey Craft.

      She was about to inform him, but Jaelyn raised a hand and gestured for her to remain still. Just as she did, a sensation of dignity—like that of a proud stag atop a rise, gazing over the open land of his domain—washed over her. In her head, a horn blasted a long and tranquil note.

      “Caledon,” said Jaelyn. “He calls from afar.”

      Effie nodded. She recognized the steward of the Seily Court. The impression altered, and the stench of burning sulfur filled her nose. An image sprang to mind of two does racing not away from a fire but toward it. Effie almost laughed when she saw one had an owl perched on its back. As they raced, other deer appeared and joined them, until they formed a herd.

      The impression ended abruptly, replaced by another. An oppressive weight pushed at her flesh. Her bones turned to lead. She could not move, not even wiggle her fingers. In front of her, a cloud of gas shimmered in prismatic colors.

      Effie didn’t grasp the meaning of the oppressive weight, but the gas she recognized. Thought of its destruction filled her with cold dread. The fey matter held the Sidhe Bhreige imprisoned in the Downward Fields.

      “Aerfenium,” she said. “It was Aerfenium that exploded.” Her throat tightened, and she had to force herself to remain calm. She needed a level head. Three caches of the fey matter had been destroyed when Sir Walter Conrad rediscovered the substance a few years earlier. Each destruction had freed one of the Sidhe Bhreige. But each destruction had also sent a ripple of searing pain into those with fey blood.

      No such pain had come this time. Hope of what that meant bubbled inside, forcing back her fear.

      Jaelyn’s expression turned pensive. “I don’t know what the thing means,” said the brownie, answering the unspoken question.

      “Then we must find out,” Effie replied. She turned to Edgar. “Our night’s work is not yet done. The steward has need of us. He’s bade us to hurry to where that explosion occurred and join him. A host of fey creatures have destroyed a cache of Aerfenium.”

      Edgar’s eyes widened. He turned to the remnants of smoke billowing over the hills. He sucked in a deep breath. “Aye, all right then.”

      Effie expected Jaelyn to object, but the brownie trudged off without a word. Effie stamped her feet a few times to wake them from the cold, and followed. They cut a direct path. There was no need for stealth. Though the fey host hid their auras, they could undoubtedly sense Effie and Jaelyn’s approach.

      As they stomped through fields of wind-blown grass and clambered over jagged outcrops of stone, Effie wondered if the grindylow had been part of the host. She assumed its aura would’ve been as foul as those she’d felt. Perhaps the creature had stalked them all along, rather than they it. The thought brought little comfort.

      They rose gradually to a ridge. As they did, smoke filled Effie’s nose—charred wood and burnt grass blending with a hint of something acrid. A stand of pine trees ran along the ridgetop, with snow gathering in small drifts at their base. Jaelyn edged toward the trees and motioned for Effie and Edgar to hunker low and remain at her heels.

      Gareth whined, nostrils twitching. His head rose to the wind. Effie reached out with her senses to soothe him. She wished he could tell her what else he sniffed, or better yet, from whence it came. Might as well wish for Gwendoline to pen her a letter. Fey Craft had its boundaries, despite its wonders.

      She padded forward as softly as she could, peering through the trees. On the far side of the ridge, the land dropped steeply. Sharp crags were left bare where the higher ground had slipped into the ravine below. She pressed her palm against the rough bark of a pine. Her breath puffed in tiny clouds. Even in the twilight, it was not difficult to spy evidence of the explosion. Fresh churned earth formed a circle on the ravine floor. Shattered stone ringed the churned earth. Sprawled amid the stones were the bodies of a dozen fey creatures.

      A few had large eyes and small, floppy ears, with ashen skin and heads overgrown for their wee bodies. Trows, Effie recognized. Those would stand no taller than Jaelyn. But some of the other creatures would cast shadows over Edgar. Thick around the waist and shoulders, they had flat noses and tusks protruding from the bottom rows of their teeth.

      Effie’s flesh curled as she took in the largest of the fallen fey. Tattered wisps of hair clung to its bald head. Pale flesh hung loose about its frame. Sight of the thing conjured up memory of the rotting stench.

      “Grindylow,” she said as quietly as she could.

      “Fools.” Jaelyn spat the word. Effie caught where the brownie’s gaze fixed and sucked back a curse of her own. Coming through the ravine, almost in a straight line, were a dozen men. Each wore the bright red coat of a queen’s soldier. Bandoliers crossed their chests, clinking with every step. Muck covered their high, black boots. They held their rifles at the ready, though it appeared they had not yet seen the fey bodies. At their head, Effie recognized the stiff gait and neatly trimmed whiskers of Lieutenant Walford.

      “How?” she asked. She could not sense their auras and had not felt their approach.

      “Masked, the same as the host,” said Jaelyn. “By the host, I suspect. So we could nae sense them. So we could nae warn them.” The brownie snarled, revealing her snaggled teeth. “The trap be well set.”

      Effie’s eyes widened. She rose and cried out. “Lieutenant!”

      “There!” shouted Edgar, at the same time. He thrust a finger at a shadow below.

      The fey that emerged from behind a boulder along the ravine floor stood a head taller than the lieutenant. His arms and shoulders looked as if he’d spent the better part of his days tending to a forge. Ginger hair covered his body like a pelt. His face reminded Effie of carvings of the Green Man, though with a ridged brow bent more toward fury than peace.

      With a bellow, he waved a thick, basket-hilted sword high over his head. The fey host stepped from their hiding places along the ravine, a troop of creatures full of tusks and snouts, hairy pelts and sickly grey scales. They clutched rusted hooks and broken plows for weapons. Some howled, while others hissed, hopping about under the rising pale moonlight.

      Lieutenant Walford barked, and a dozen rifles cracked. The reports echoed down the ravine. A pair of the fey dropped, and Effie thought she saw the large one flinch. But the host turned its frenzy into a charge, swarming the soldiers from all flanks.

      Effie lofted her cane and scampered down the brae. Blood rushed in her ears. It almost drowned out the cries of the men below and the howls of the fey host. Jaelyn and Edgar’s footfalls thudded beside her.

      Gwendoline screeched, swooping past Effie’s vision. The movement drew her attention to a pair of tusked fey. They’d emerged from a deep shadow at the base of a large moss-covered outcropping of stone. One wore a coat of seashells, the other a gentleman’s coat and trousers similar in style to Jaelyn’s. Both brandished rusted tools, a hook and a shearing blade.

      The shells of the coat clacked together as the pair stormed toward Effie and her companions. Jaelyn reached them first. Her dirk swept through the night and clattered against the shells. Its wearer squealed and leapt aside. The other launched itself at the brownie.

      Effie’s legs churned. She raised her cane, ready to lash out at the shell-encased fey, but a sharp hiss snapped her attention to the shadowy outcrop. A bolt of brilliant blue streaked from the darkness toward her. Its tail crackled as it met the cold night air, sparkling in a thousand tiny lights. Her boots skidded on the frigid ground as she struggled to dive from its path.

      Edgar was less graceful. He slammed into her, knocking them both over and sending them tumbling down the brae. Effie’s knees crunched into rock and root. She flung out her hands and jarred to a halt.

      The bolt sizzled as it streaked overhead. Effie blinked to clear away the spots left by the blinding light. She tried to fathom what it had been. But only one thought, as confusing as it was absurd, sprang to mind. She sat up in a stupor, rejecting the notion. Her palms burned from scrapes and her knees throbbed. She’d lost the cane and could only make out a flurry of shadows where Jaelyn fought.

      Help her! She sent the message as best she could to Gareth and Gwendoline. She sensed the hound slink forward and heard the screech of the owl high above.

      Edgar groped the turf around them. His hand came up with a muddied pistol. He peered up the slope and levelled it, only to curse and let his arm drop.

      “I cannae see,” he said. Scrambling to his feet, he raced toward Jaelyn.

      Effie pulled herself into a crouch. Below, chaos ruled. Grunts and cries rang out, but the rifles had fallen silent. The soldiers swung wildly at unseen foes, falling off balance and tripping over one another. A few ripped at their clothes, trying desperately to shed their coats, while others lay still.

      The fey surrounded them, poking with their weapons but not engaging the soldiers directly. They were content to keep the men penned together. Trapped like hares, exhausting themselves until they collapsed, Effie realized with alarm. It had to be from glamours. The fey tricked the soldiers into seeing things that weren’t there.

      She could not sense the Fey Craft, but she had no doubt of its use. Above, Gareth yelped. Jaelyn barked something at Edgar, and a pistol cracked. Effie scanned the outcrop but saw no movement. Whatever the bolt’s origin, it had not been a glamour. Something had fired the thing at her. Something in the shadows, no doubt with the power to do it again.

      She bit her lip. Above or below. Her companions or the lieutenant’s men. She had not the time to aid them both, not unless she conjured a glamour of her own. Reaching out with her senses, she pulled in as much power as she could, wracking her mind all the while for an idea of what to craft. She needed something to scare off the fey host, something to free the soldiers from their madness.

      The gathered fey blood provided a wealth of power. It mattered not friend or foe. All was available to her, and she drank it in. Her body lightened. Her head swam. A tingling ran through her limbs like a soft kiss of butterflies on her flesh.

      She began to shape the glamour, but as she did a tall and lithe fey with high cheeks and almond eyes stepped next to her. He appeared in a blink, as if popping into existence from the thin air. Effie startled and lost her concentration.

      Another fey appeared next to the first. This one she recognized. A dear friend and mentor, his hooked nose and rugged handsomeness stood in contrast to the first fey’s delicate features. Both held a regal bearing, and their fine dress possessed ornate scrollwork better suited for a city fete than a country brae.

      “Caledon,” said Effie. She felt the power of the steward press against her. It dwarfed all she had gathered from the host.

      The steward nodded to her in greeting. His eyes twinkled with mischief as he worked his Fey Craft, and she felt a warmth return to the night air. It came in a sudden pulse. The fey below howled. The soldiers flinched, snapping free from their confusion. They scurried to find their rifles and close their ranks. Glamours no longer befuddled them.

      Caledon’s companion eyed Effie. His lip twitched, fighting not to curl into a sneer. “Remain here, Sithling,” he said. His voice was calm but sharp. He drew a long and slender blade from a scabbard at his waist. It had a hilt of silver and quillions shaped to resemble a pair of falcon heads. As he marched down the brae, he flung up his free hand, fingers stiff, in a gesture reminding her not to follow.

      When his arm dropped, Effie felt the power of the gathered fey blood ripped from her. She was left empty and with a slack jaw. Though they fought the same enemy, it was clear he did not trust her to do anything but stand back and watch.
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      Effie jerked in shock. She recognized the Fey Craft the steward’s companion used. She could fight it and perhaps overcome it. She could reclaim the power of the fey blood to work her glamour. But the effort was not what the steward desired. Caledon trailed after his companion, marching into battle as if in a stately procession. He made no gesture toward her, nothing to signal she should do anything other than what she had been told.

      He understood a simple truth as clearly as she—that despite the friends she had made and allies she had won, the fey of the Seily Court did not trust her. Not fully. In their eyes, she was still the daughter of an outcast and the granddaughter of a betrayer to their kind. She simply was not one of them and never would be.

      A tremble started at her shoulders. It threatened to take control, but she forced herself to calm. She had no time to indulge in pity. Whirling, she scampered up the brae. If the steward and his companion did not want her to aid them directly, she would find another way. She wouldn’t abandon the fight, no matter how they regarded her.

      Her boots slipped as she climbed. The ground had dampened, yet she guessed all around her would freeze anew by morning. She hoped that would not include herself in the number. Already, her fingers and nose had numbed.

      Rifles cracked below. Shouts followed from the soldiers. They had rallied as Caledon joined them in the fray, and it was now the cries of the fey host that carried a note of panic. She kept her gaze fixed ahead of her, though. Her friends needed her.

      Above, she sensed Edgar huddled among the trees along with Gareth and Gwendoline. She could not see them, only feel their auras. Jaelyn snuck along the ridge. The brownie arced a path toward the outcrop of stone. Effie spied the movement of a dark shape there, but the aura was masked. A fey, and a tall one at that, she guessed.

      Creeping closer, she tried to remain as silent as possible before she remembered the tall fey could sense her aura as surely as Gareth had a tail. Her arms prickled. She suddenly felt very exposed and very foolish. Stooping, she groped about for a rock, as if the weight of it might bring her some comfort.

      “Come closer, Oak Seer.” The harsh rasp held a mocking tone, but underneath it ran an edge of seething hatred. A blue glow lit up the features of the dark form, revealing a familiar and horrid face. The shield hiding the auras of the fey host disappeared.

      Effie gasped. The fey woman’s hair had thinned since the last time she’d seen her. Loose strands hung like an oily mop over a face of burnt and shriveled flesh. The angry scars and oozing wounds were Effie’s doing. She had thrown a concoction of smoldering chemicals at Tallia as they fought in the warren of Les Revinirs beneath the streets of Edinburgh.

      The ruined skin hung on gaunt cheeks. Effie recognized its grey hue and the hunched way Tallia stood, with her long arms dangling and brow lowered. In the warren, the fey woman had betrayed Cecily McCray and caused a violent rift in their cult. But now she had fully become a fiend, and she had done so in the name of the Barrow Witch.

      Tallia held a slender stick in one hand. The brilliant blue glow burned from its tip. Its radiance made her fingers appear white as bone. Slowly, she made a slashing gesture. Flashes like embers flared from the tip and dripped to the ground.

      Effie’s chest tightened. The familiar blue glow confirmed what she had suspected earlier but refused to believe. The bolt had been made of stardust, a fey substance that burned brighter and hotter than perhaps anything save Aerfenium. Effie had grown up witnessing the substance being used to fuel wondrous devices, and she knew of fey who inhaled its vapors in rituals of Fey Craft. But she’d never heard any tales of it being used as a weapon.

      Tallia’s eyes lit with a sinister glee as she watched Effie. “Mother grants her most faithful children gifts more powerful than your pitiful mind can conceive.” She waved the stick faster, and a comet’s tail formed in its wake in a glittering display. “It is a kindness that your end will come so swiftly. You deserve so much worse.”

      “What have you done?” Effie demanded. “What have you become?” She knew the term of endearment referred to the Barrow Witch, and that the fey woman’s aura had changed somehow, as if a rot had come to it. It reminded her of Cyrus Reed and the auras of the poor pixies he’d performed his alchemy upon.

      “Something more. Something better.” Tallia cackled. “Something unstoppable.” She snapped her wrist. The tip flared, and a burst of blue light shot at Effie. The bolt hissed as it came. The stardust seared the air.
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