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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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More City Owl Press Books?

          

        

      

    

    
      Click here to sign up for the City Owl Press newsletter and be the first to find out about special offers, including FREE book days, contents, giveaways, cover reveals, and more!

      

      Sign up now and become a City Owl Reader today! And join our City Owl Reader-Author group here for even more deals and a whole lot of community and fun!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Don’t miss book two of the Fey Matter series with OAK SEER and find more from Craig Comer at www.craigcomer.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Oak Seer cover]
          
        

      

      With heinous cults and unruly mobs all around, Effie—descendant of the Seily Court—must become  more lest Scotland fall into devastation.

      Thrust into the public eye as the “Green Lady,” Effie of Glen Coe has become a living legend, the fey woman who saved Scotland from devastation. But to some, she’s a threat to human existence and a traitor to fey-kind.

      Determined more than ever to forge a peace between fey and humans, Effie finds herself navigating a realm increasingly divided. The lords of London have other plans, and once again Effie is pulled into a quagmire of politics and greed. She must stand against plots to remove her kind from the shores of the empire and madmen who murder fey without regard.

      Even worse, heinous cults have arisen, enthralled by an unseen enemy. With violent thugs and unruly mobs all around, wits and courage are not enough. Effie must become something more than herself, an Oak Seer, a fey mantle long lost. But can she survive long enough to claim it?
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          SCOTLAND, 1882

        

      

    

    
      Effie exposed her hand to the growling bear. Her fingers found Rorie’s head and gave him a few soothing strokes behind the ears. A rumble came from deep in his gullet, as fierce as his wee body could muster. Frigid wind blasted them as they hid behind a large boulder atop the crown of Ben Nevis, the highest peak in the Highlands. A stranger had come to speak with her employer, Thomas Stevenson. Not an odd occurrence, but for a fortnight Rorie had groaned and whined, pawing for her attention as if disturbed by dark thoughts, trying to plead with her that something was amiss. And now that the stranger had come, Rorie’s discomfort had turned into malice.

      “If only I could peer into that head of yours and see what the fuss is about,” she said, planting her hands firmly on her hips.

      Rorie squatted on his haunches with a big huff, turning his head away. Though preferring the wild of the forest, he behaved himself around others when she asked. And only because it was she who asked. The bond had something to do with her Sithling blood, but Effie couldn’t explain how it worked. It was as much a mystery to her as any of the uncanny bonds she’d made with woodland creatures, lazy housecats, and goofy hounds over the years. As much a mystery as why the queen and all the lords of London abhorred her kind, though she’d done nothing to warrant their wrath.

      Rorie had been loyal to her ever since she’d convinced Stuart Graham to rescue him from a carnival the prior year, saving him from a brutal—and probably short—life of baiting. But he’d never acted so ill-tempered. Had the stranger come to take him away? Or was it she who should be fearful? By sight alone, the stranger wouldn’t know her for a Sithling. Short of stature, with a young woman’s curves and chestnut locks clipped about the shoulders, she lived her life amongst the Scots all but unnoticed, the truth of her mixed fey blood hidden.

      Yet such reliance on appearance was a false safety.

      Her hair whipped about her face, blinding her until she swept it back. The lodge of the Scottish Meteorological Society perched only a short distance away, a cozy, timbered house well-weathered from years of driving gales. Its chimney puffed white smoke, teasing her with thoughts of hot tea and honeyed biscuits. But that was where Mr. Stevenson had taken the stranger, and he’d instructed her not to return until he bade her. She blew into her hands for warmth, vexed by the riddle of the strange visitor, unable to contain her curiosity any longer.

      “I’m going for a closer look,” she said to Rorie. “Wait here.” Hoarfrost crunched as she shifted her weight and slunk forward. The frozen dew crusted the fern and bracken around the lodge, radiating a cold that sank into her bones. Her olive-colored dress and drab woolen coat were serviceable enough, but they did little against the cutting winds atop the mountain, winds that drove in the damp air as if she wore nothing as all.

      She understood why Mr. Stevenson wished her to hide. He was a man who believed in prudence. He would not jeopardize one of his great works, nor his reputation nor her safety, on the off chance a stranger would find her out. There were some who could recognize her fey nature if they stood close enough. The scientists of the day, many of whom had their pockets lined by London’s coin, said fey blood corrupted the flesh, giving off an odor that some could smell. Catholics and Protestants alike said it was the sins of the fey that radiated a cloud of evil around them, allowing those pure of heart to perceive them. Other tales held that a fey’s eyes glowed in the dark or that they would burst into flame if they touched iron. All of it seemed foolish to Effie. She drank her tea and let it pass the same way as anyone she’d ever met, regardless of their blood. How some knew her for a Sithling while most did not was as random as why some seeds took root and others wilted.

      A whistle shrieked, drawing her attention. Next to the lodge, Mr. Stevenson’s plans for a great observatory were coming to fruition. Steel beams braced half-raised walls as masons slathered on stone and concrete by the ton. The pipes of a steam crane shuddered, and a burst of gas exhaled as another beam was lifted into place, soaring thrice the height of a man to the workers waiting above. The construction was what had brought them to Ben Nevis, and Effie guessed the stranger would not have come if he weren’t involved with the great project in some manner.

      She stalked forward, half-crouched so the wind wouldn’t stagger her, and reached the sill of one of the lodge’s thick windows. Grabbing the smooth, lacquered wood for support, she peered through the glass into the lodge’s main room. It held several tables of a dark and sturdy teak, and a stone hearth large enough for a royal estate.

      The stranger stood with his back toward her. His coat and polished shoes bespoke a city, but not the odd leather cap with its flaps that clung tight around his ears. She didn’t recognize the tartan on his trousers: blues, greens, and purples all jumbled together as if shouting at her. She recalled he’d driven his own steam carriage up the winding road, working the levers and knobs as if he were used to the task, an odd thing for a wealthy man.

      “I will take your concerns into account, Mr. Crofter,” said Stevenson. The window’s frame had warped over the years, allowing her to hear him clearly. He stood by the hearth. A dark coat fit snugly around his stout frame, its wool threadbare from years of rugged service. His balding head held tufts of hair around the ears, yet they served to dignify his face rather than embarrass it.

      “They are not just my concerns, Mr. Stevenson. They carry the weight of the Society. It is time to distance ourselves from such relations. Lord Granville will have his way, and you must choose where your loyalties lie—with the Society or with your fey friends.”

      Stevenson’s face darkened. “We have pushed back these threats before and should not wilt so easily to tactics of hatemongering. Parliament has no grounds, and Lord Granville not enough allies.”

      A shadow moved from the corner of the room, and Stuart Graham’s stocky frame came into view from where she crouched outside. The man’s knee-length boots were coated in mud, a workman’s badge he wore proudly, and his white locks curled in ringlets atop a face as cheery as it was round. “Bah, let us speak plain, Mr. Crofter. You knew of Mr. Stevenson’s associations before you funded the observatory. It was his name alone which brought in enough benefactors to ensure the completion of construction.”

      Mr. Crofter grunted. “Do you think any of these benefactors will stand against the threat of an Inquiry? No, Mr. Graham, they will scatter like rats.” The stranger turned to Stevenson. “You will do as we ask, or we will sever ties and throw you to the wolves. One noted engineer is easily replaced by another. Now I bid you good day.” He slapped his gloves together and strode for the door.

      Effie recoiled. The news from London must be dire for Mr. Crofter to speak to Stevenson as he had. She crept to the front corner of the lodge and watched the small yard of trampled grass where the stranger’s carriage sat. Graham emerged from the lodge’s main door. He pulled a worn and battered watch from his pocket and studied it before casting his gaze to the skies. Mr. Crofter came out on Graham’s heels, walking cane thumping the dirt as he ambled. The pair exchanged a cordial nod, similar to one shared by passing gentlemen in a city street. Effie didn’t understand such manners. It was clear Graham was in a foul mood and Mr. Crofter the cause of it, but they pretended like nothing cross had occurred between them.

      Rorie wasn’t as polite. A low growl came from behind the boulder where she’d left him, and the bruin’s head popped into view, teeth bared. She waved at him to stay back, but the noise had already drawn Mr. Crofter’s attention. He peered at the boulder, his eyes growing wide. He muttered something, a scowl on his face, before clambering into the waiting steam carriage. Graham stood stiffly while the other man brought the boiler into action. The carriage’s engine was a monster of steel and wood, with copper tubes lashed in a lattice across its flank and a charred snout thrusting upward from its roof. With a parting nod, Mr. Crofter threw open the valve, and the carriage sputtered forth with a burst of burnt coal perfuming the air. Only when the squeaking of the carriage’s axles had faded down the mountain road did Graham turn to stare right at Effie.

      As he beckoned her, brooding clouds rolled over the surrounding hills, darkening the sky. The wind gusted, flapping his leather coat about his legs. Neither were good omens. She stood and crossed to him, her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. He greeted her with a grin forced from pursed lips, and he spoke in a rushed manner, barely taking a breath.

      “Och, lass,” he said. “You took a risk. If my waistcoat weren’t as round as an ox, ye’d surely been seen. It’s like to piss down any moment. Let’s get into the warmth before it does. Mr. Stevenson wants a word.”

      Effie nodded sheepishly as the steam crane’s whistle shrilled again. Black smoke belched from its boiler, the engine fighting the strain of the wind. But she needn’t watch the work progress to know the shape of the observatory. Its structure had long been affixed in her head from the drawings she’d rendered of the project. That was her place in the endeavor. Stevenson had discovered her talent for depicting his designs years before when she was just a lost girl sheltering under his protection. She’d sought him out after the death of her mother, the famous lighthouse engineer who designed edifices powered by stardust—the glowing azure silt, forged by Fey Craft, that burned hotter than oil and slower than coal. Her eyes grew glassy. The time was a blurred memory that still haunted her dreams. She’d come close to starvation and almost succumbed to exposure. Worse, she’d been captured and beaten by the queen’s Sniffers, those who hunted fey, and only managed to escape by sheer luck. Yet none of those trials compared to the sorrow of isolation, the sense that all her warmth and cheer had fled. That she was alone, the last of her family, nearly the last of the Sithlings.

      Alone and yet not alone. She glanced at the dark shadows of forest sprouting from the hills ranging beneath the peak of Ben Nevis. How many of the other fey races hid there watching them? Pixies and brownies, gnomes and hogboons all still dwelt within the Highlands. The remnants of a Seily Court existed, yet her mother had taught her to be as wary of it as of the Scots. She could count on a single hand the number of fey she’d ever met, and none were likely to take her in if the need arose. Such was the way for many Sithlings. Despite their appearance, they lived between races, not quite human and not quite fey. Their blood derived from a sect of the Daoine Sith interbred with the Votadini, an ancient human clan whose might had receded under an onslaught of Scoti tribesmen. What remained centuries later could claim neither as kinsfolk.

      Effie followed the man she considered an uncle into the lodge. Heat from the hearth enveloped her the moment she stepped inside, soothing away the bite the cold wind had left. Laid out on one of the tables were Thomas Stevenson’s plans of the observatory, his lines and notes as formal and stiff as he was. On another perched the casing for one of his famous screens, a protective box for meteorological instruments. Its sides were angled slats designed to keep moisture from the instruments contained within, allowing them to collect data for weeks on end unattended. Her own worktable rested in a corner. A collection of colored charcoals, neatly arranged within a tin, sat atop a rendering of the observatory. Her drawings always held more flora than the bleak locations Stevenson chose to build on, and the observatory was no exception. Ben Nevis’ crown boasted none of the hearty pines and spring flowers her depiction held, but that never seemed to bother her employer.

      Stevenson greeted her with a curt nod and gestured to a chair by the hearth. He didn’t make her wait long, once settled. “Our caller was Mr. James Crofter, a noted engineer whose father worked with Thomas Telford on the Great Canal.” Effie’s lips tugged at a smile. To Stevenson, names were always linked to matters of accomplishment. His own noted a long family line of engineers. “He came to us in haste with news from the coast. Murder has been done in the village of Duncairn.”

      Effie started. If given a dozen guesses, it was not the news she’d expected to hear. She read Stevenson’s face, but it remained a stone mask. “Was it someone you knew?”

      “A fisherman,” answered Graham, bringing her a cup of tea, “An Ewan Ross. His boat capsized in the Bay of Lunan.”

      She took the cup, piping hot and full of sugar the way she liked, and breathed in its sweetness.

      “The importance is not whom but the how,” said Stevenson. “Fishermen in the area swear a host of rabid seals tipped Mr. Ross’ boat, accosting it in unison. Not normal behavior to say the least.”

      She stifled a laugh. The poor fisherman deserved better, but the image of a group of seals harassing his vessel, barking and slapping the water with their flippers, was comical to her. “Surely these fishermen are mistaken in what they saw, or perhaps Mr. Ross agitated the seals in some manner. Perhaps they were trying to help the man.” She glanced between the two men, wondering if they were jesting with her. “Yet I fail to see how one could call it murder.”

      “That’s what I did say,” said Graham. “The Scottish folk are long known for tales of fancy. Any dark bed of kelp becomes the Kraken in their minds.”

      Stevenson cleared his throat. “Putting Mr. Ross aside, there is a second account Mr. Crofter related. A week ago, a young lass was accosted on the road to Montrose, just outside of Duncairn. She suffered woefully and is much delirious, but describes her attackers as hairy imps slight of stature, with sharp ears and wicked fangs. They battered her as she fled. She recovers now from a fractured skull and other wounds.” Stepping to the table, Stevenson rested his fingertips on it. “Short, devilish imps with pointed ears. These creatures have a name. The Shetland folk call them trows.”

      “Bah, bollocks,” spat Graham.

      Effie blinked, taken aback by the certainty in Stevenson’s gaze. “I had not believed trows real.” Her cheeks flushed at the admission. Her knowledge of the fey races, and of Fey Craft, were scarce at best. Much that she knew had come from Stevenson.

      “Real enough,” said Stevenson, “though not seen in the Highlands for centuries. They are fell creatures not of the Seily Court.”

      She frowned. “I thought all fey were bound to the Seily Court, before the Leaving at least. The binding is what gave Fey Craft power in this world.” That power had dwindled ever since the Daoine Sith abandoned Sidh Chailleann, their ancestral home.

      “There are some fey the Seily Court cannot control. They form their own covenants, Unseily Courts they are called, though decades have gone since the last rumors of one’s appearance.”

      “Oh,” she said. She stared into her cup, feeling a bit lost. It seemed, every time matters of fey lore arose, she understood the least.

      Graham read her expression. “Don’t fret, lass. You still ken more of your blood than all of us together. Mr. Stevenson’s just got more years of hearing tales than you.” He winked. “Many more, by the top of his head.”

      She forced a smile. Graham often reminded her how young she still was. For all her curves, she was still recent to adulthood by human standards, let alone fey. Thinking on the accounts of Duncairn, she drew the simple connection. “You believe the two attacks are linked, and if these trow creatures did the one, then the seals were really—”

      “Selkies,” affirmed Stevenson.

      “But that doesn’t make any sense. Selkies are not wicked creatures. They shed their sealskins in favor of human form to lure men and women into loving them. They don’t work in packs, nor accost fishermen at sea.”

      “I have never heard tale of such a thing either,” said Stevenson. “Just the same, fey sightings have grown in past weeks across the Highlands, enough to reach the ears of Her Majesty’s Fey Finders, and now with these attacks it is almost certain there will be an Inquiry.”

      Effie blanched. There hadn’t been an Inquiry by the Sniffers in almost fifty years. Most in London called the fey hunters relics, the funds used to support them better used elsewhere. Yet as dire as the news was, it did not follow why Mr. Crofter had spoken of such immediate threats. There was more to the stranger’s visit Stevenson wasn’t telling her, something she hadn’t overheard. She studied his face. Her foot tapped impatiently. Cheeks growing red, she forced herself to still and sip her tea. She could be more stubborn than a stone when it fancied her, but secrets foiled her patience. As much as anything else, curiosity had driven her into the world of man after the passing of her mother, the need to explore the enigma of their society. Yet even as a girl she had always quested after knowledge. Her mother had often scolded her, reminding her life wasn’t a puzzle to be solved but a great riddle to be savored.

      The lesson had rarely stuck.

      She would need to pull the truth out of the man. “Rorie is in a foul temper,” she said. “He wants to warn me of something, but I can’t understand what. I thought it might be Mr. Crofter.”

      Graham traded a glance with Stevenson. “She’s a woman more than twenty years grown. There’s no sense as treating her like the girl she was.”

      Running a hand over his chin, Stevenson worked at the muscles of his jaw. “Parliament pushes for legislation to formally outlaw any association with the fey. That would include the use of Fey Craft—stardust, precisely—and the harboring of those with fey blood.”

      “Bah!” Graham cursed. “That kind of nonsense comes up every odd year. They’ll make no ground with it. We’ve still friends enough in London.”

      Pain flashed in Stevenson’s eyes. “That is not the worst of it, you well know, Mr. Graham.” He turned to Effie. “The Society feels a sacrifice is in order, something to appease the crown and end talk of an Inquiry. They instructed I draw up a document listing the fey I am in contact with and hand it over to the crown.”

      Stevenson drew up his weight into a rigid posture, clasping his hands behind his back before speaking. “That is why Mr. Crofter came to us—to demand I betray dear friends.”

      Effie’s blood ran cold, and she had to swallow hard to keep the tea in her stomach from surging upward. So that was it—the missing piece. To protect their investments, the Society wished to send her and Stevenson’s other fey allies to the gallows. It was not strictly illegal to harbor pro-fey sympathies, but neither was it fashionable, and those who did often found themselves in prison or their fortunes waning. She sensed Rorie’s seething hatred for Mr. Crofter and felt a fury of her own spring to life.

      “Do they all know of me, then?” she asked.

      “Not directly,” answered Stevenson. “But they know I have enough involvement with the fey that I could perhaps influence the crown’s good graces.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Effie exclaimed.

      “Of course not,” Stevenson snapped. He turned from her to cool his temper, yet she thought nothing of his outburst. His benefactors had placed him in a horrible position. They would not let their investments fail; they had too much money at stake. Either he sacrificed the fey known to him, or they would find an engineer to run their projects who would. She had heard Mr. Crofter threaten as much, she now understood.

      “It’s a fool plan,” spat Graham. “I should’ve skinned the man alive for suggesting such a cowardly thing. The Fey Finders would hang the fey and still seek an Inquiry in Duncairn. Better if this observatory falls to ruin.”

      Stevenson shook his head. “The Society will not allow that. But they do underestimate the devastation of an Inquiry; they see only what it would mean in London. Her Majesty’s Fey Finders care naught whether a fey is good or fell, peaceful or sinister of purpose. Their aim is to demonstrate their own worth. Without check, they’ll scour the coast and put to the question all they find, as they did during the Potato Famines a few decades ago. They’ll use the Inquiry as a grand stage and propel these legislations through. From there, their wrath would spiral out of control.” He pressed his palms against the table, though it appeared he would rather knock it over. “We cannot let that happen. We must strive to show the world that fey and human can coexist.”

      “What will you do?” Effie asked, eager to hear his thoughts. Part of what drew her to Stevenson was his work, always seeking to blend science with nature. He was a pure naturalist who used stardust to power his famous lighthouses, promoted harmony with the fey, and sought to canonize their lore.

      “We must sap the hatemongers of their advantage,” said Stevenson. “I will stall them as best I can, but we must find the true motive and intent of these attacks before their Inquiry can come to bear. If the truth is known, there’s a chance the Fey Finders will find no allies north of Edinburgh. The Scots have no fondness for London’s authority.”

      Effie considered his words. She had no stomach for politics. Large crowds and public debate went against every fiber of her nature. But that did not mean she would wither away like some English violet. She could not let innocent fey fall victim to such a scheme as the Society planned. If Stevenson meant to unravel the truth of the attacks rather than appease his benefactors, it would take all his resources to hinder their enemies in Parliament, leaving nothing for Duncairn.

      So to there she must go.

      She rose, her mind settled. “If an Unseily Court exists in Duncairn, we must know of it before the Inquiry. It may be our best chance of gaining leverage, and our only chance to forestall Mr. Crofter’s designs.” Her words were heavy, but she stiffened her back against them. “I will go there and uncover the truth of the matter.”

      “What!” Graham barked. “You can’t mean to go near that village. The queen’s bastards will be crawling over it before the fortnight is through.”

      Effie swallowed to keep her voice from trembling. “There is danger, but to do nothing is to guarantee more fey will suffer.” She faced Graham. “I can do nothing here to help; my presence might even bring greater danger if Mr. Crofter returns.”

      “You can do less against an Unseily Court!”

      “If one exists,” she reminded him. She tried to keep herself steady despite the knot forming in her gut. Graham and Stevenson had risked their lives and the fortunes of their families to let her in and give her a sheltered life. She would not balk at doing the same for them. “You are both needed here. At the least you cannot be seen in Duncairn. The scandal would link your names to whatever judgment the Inquiry handed down.”

      “There are others,” huffed Graham. “I ken a man near Montrose who often trades with the fishermen of Duncairn.” His tone was more tired than she had ever heard. “He knows much of the fey and has befriended a few in the area. I would have him handle this.”

      “If you could reach him,” said Stevenson. “The man is a drunkard and hasn’t responded to your missives in weeks.”

      “I’ll speak with the fishermen and the girl’s family,” said Effie, “and if an Unseily Court exists, we will throw them to your benefactors and limit the crown’s hand. It is the least either party deserves. Please, Mr. Graham, I must do something to protect the lives of the fey. I will not run and hide when I can offer aid instead.”

      “Bah!” Graham stammered, but his shoulders sagged in defeat. He spun on a heel and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

      The cold gust that rushed in made Effie shiver. She smoothed her coat and stepped closer to the hearth. Stevenson’s face fell as blank as unmarked parchment, and he bent to scour over the observatory’s designs. Effie knew Stevenson well enough to leave him be. Silent brooding was his nature, and she didn’t take offense. To others it might seem he didn’t care, but she knew he cared perhaps too much.

      “Mr. Graham left his coat,” she said. “I’ll go after him.”

      She found Graham watching as the workmen set the observatory’s giant lens in place. It was a moment they had planned for weeks. She knew a few of Graham’s crew by name, but they all recognized her, giving her a cheery nod or word of greeting. Mr. Stevenson thought it a risk, yet she took that sentiment with a grain of salt. Where Stevenson placed prudence above mirth, Graham naturally exuded an honest warmth. He treated the crew like family and didn’t employ a man he didn’t trust.

      “He should be seeing this.” Graham had his arms folded across his chest. His cheeks and nose were rose-colored, as if he’d been nipping a few drams, but it was only from the wind.

      “He has more pressing matters on his mind,” said Effie, handing Graham his coat. She was not in a mood to speak in circles. “How dangerous are these creatures?”

      Graham raised his eyebrow and stared at her askance. “If they’re real? Dangerous enough you shouldn’t go messing with them. It’s a thick lad who pokes at a badger and doesn’t expect to get bit.”

      “But you doubt trows exist?”

      Graham stomped his boots for warmth. “I think Stevenson’s nose has sniffed after funding for so long that it doesn’t know a fart from a flower.” Her eyes narrowed, and he held up a hand for her pardon. “This observatory is funded by landowners hoping its weather data will lead to better crop growing. They don’t give a cuss about Acts of Parliament or the stars or the fey or any other bit of science that doesn’t put more money in their pockets.”

      He pointed down the road. “That man, Crofter, is from Newcastle where the Hostmen lord over the coal trade for the entire empire. They aren’t the type of men one should meddle with, and I wouldn’t doubt the bugger is afoul of them.”

      “And Mr. Stevenson has been led down this path before.” Effie finished Graham’s thought. The affair with the lighthouse engineer, John Wigham, had left Stevenson accused of reckless slander, his name tarnished forever in the eyes of many in the scientific world.

      “He’s blinded by his own interests,” said Graham.

      “It is the fey’s interest too,” said Effie. “We are also his benefactors and have no other voice. The constabularies will not defend us. The magistrates of Edinburgh are bought and paid for by men who proclaim us the offspring of Black Donald.” She stopped short of mentioning Graham’s own interests, those of the French merchants who stocked his warehouses full of goods.

      Graham gave her a cheery smile, but she saw the doubt and fear behind it. “We have enemies, lass. Too right. Some we know of, some we don’t. I can’t say as I understand what’s going on myself, and that’s what frightens me most. There’s a strange feeling to this whole ordeal.” The smile dropped from his face. “Robert Ramsey is a good man and no drunkard.”

      She rested a hand on his arm. “I will inquire after him.”

      He squirmed in frustration. “The tale of this Mr. Ross being killed by selkies is foolishness, and no doubt the other attack was carried out by some drunken rogue. The lass is just mistaken in what she saw or embellishing the tale for some reason.” His skepticism made her love him more. It was the concern of a father not believing night had fallen, if only so his child could play in the sun a little longer.

      “I’ve lived a happy life these past years, sheltered from those who would do me harm. That was your doing, yours and Mr. Stevenson’s. It’s time I repaid you the favor.”

      Graham’s eyes grew moist. “Be careful, lass. The queen’s appointed a new Fey Finder General, the man called Edmund Glover. I fear you know him, and he knows you.”

      Effie’s stomach dropped to her toes. The name made her skin crawl. The last time she had heard it, she’d almost died.
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      A misting rain harried Effie down the slopes of Ben Nevis to the train station at Fort William. Stevenson’s coachman doffed his cap and left her on the platform, her only luggage a worn leather Gladstone and a nearly-empty reticule. She clasped her hands in front of her, trying not to fret. It was silly to feel so alone. There were others milling about, of course, but they could’ve been birds for the comfort their squawking brought. When at home—her small cottage nestled in a village to the north of Glasgow—there was at least the expectation of seeing her friends again before long. But those hopes seemed ethereal now, something she couldn’t grab hold of, like the vapors of a steam engine.

      Her mother had taught her never to meddle in the affairs of humans, and with good reason. Humans were dangerous. Her eyes wandered over the faces on the platform. Not many waited to join the train to Aberdeen, but the compartments would fill as they made their way along the Great Glen, cutting a path eastward at Aviemore. A woman huddled with four children, trying desperately to keep them seated on a bench rather than racing up and down the platform. Two men in tailored suits sipped their morning tea, their arms resting on a giant trunk well-tarnished from travel. Within was a modern contraption of some kind, no doubt. Tinkerers often peddled their devices throughout the Highlands, as technology changed the world by the day.

      On the opposite side of the platform, a slim fellow’s gaze lingered on her. She bristled when their eyes met and looked away. Men often found her attractive, but she’d never gotten used to their attention. It was a base instinct to shrink into anonymity. Anyone could be an agent of the queen, or at least willing to sell her out for a bit of coin. And in the Highlands there those whose mothers had told them enough tales of the Black Donald that they would rouse a mob to chase her away if they didn’t burn her first. Sometimes she wished she were a gnome or a pixie; then she would always have to hide. Hiding was safe. Hiding kept you alive.

      Hiding these past years had made her happy.

      Her hands refused to still. Fear of discovery brought on the aching dread of loneliness, but it warred against her eagerness to prove her worth to the men she loved. They were more than her surrogate father and uncle. They were her family, more so than the blood relations she’d never known. She’d helped them before but never in a way that really mattered. They had never relied on her. The work she did for Stevenson could be done by others, including himself. Her neck tightened. The weight of emotions threatened to crush her like a stone on a dried leaf.

      Rorie had sensed her discomfort. The bear had gnashed its teeth and whimpered, refusing to come near. She’d chased him down and hugged him as tight as she could. Thomas Stevenson had been more stoic. He’d wished her a safe journey, his gaze lingering for only a few moments before turning back to a matter with the foreman. She didn’t begrudge him the lack of display; there were more emotions bottled within the man than could fill a loch. His eyes had spoken enough.

      Graham had worried over her as if she were still in swaddling. He didn’t need to remind her of the dangers. She’d lived long enough amongst their society to know how to conduct herself. It wasn’t like before she had come to them, before they had taught her. She checked her reticule, thumbing through a number of coins. It was the details that would put her in jeopardy, as much as some passerby being able to sense her fey blood: wearing the wrong type of clothes or not using the correct courtesies, anything that would make a stranger pause and take notice. Coins had sparked her first confrontation with the queen’s Sniffers. She’d barely left girlhood, starving and alone, when the man called Edmund Glover overheard her speaking with the matron of a wayhouse. The matron had scoffed when she’d used an ancient coin to pay for her meal, the only one she had left to her from her mother’s meager belongings. Glover had beaten her unconscious and bound her for the dungeons in Edinburgh because of the simple mistake.

      She touched the back of her head, remembering the throbbing welt the encounter had left. If it weren’t for Glover’s overconfidence and a scrap of fey lore remembered from her mother, she’d not have survived the ordeal. Glover was now the Fey Finder General, the leader of their ranks. She shuddered. She’d hoped never to hear the man’s name again.

      The minutes passed until she heard the distant shriek of the train’s smokestack. As it approached, the platform bustled into action. Porters gathered luggage carts while conductors blew their whistles. A shadow fell over her, and she started, recognizing the slim figure who’d leered at her. The fellow doffed his hat, his other hand clutching a cane capped by an ivory bust of some Roman general.

      “Do you need assistance, miss?” His voice was kind, but his gaze held little doubt of the other thoughts behind it.

      Effie shrank under the gaze and stepped away before her wits told her to freeze. It wasn’t uncommon for a woman to travel alone, not like fifty years prior, but untoward advances still hounded the vigilant and unmindful alike. She met the man’s wolfish eyes. There was no glimmer of recognition in them. He didn’t know her for a fey. He was a common lech, acting on nothing but his own base desires, and she would not run from her mission before she’d even boarded the train. She would certainly not let this man defeat her.

      “I believe the porters are sufficient to my needs,” she replied, then gestured. “Perhaps the woman there requires your help. Four little ones are many to handle alone.”

      The man sneered. “Children are such noisome beasts. I hope they don’t spoil our entire journey with their prattle.”

      Effie furrowed her brow, hoping the man would take her annoyance as a firm rebuke. The man might not know her for a Sithling, but his attention might draw the eyes of others who would. Handing her case to a porter, she pressed past the lecher and boarded a car near the middle of the train. It was as far from the noise and smoke of the engine as possible without entering the polished compartments reserved for the rich. To her chagrin, the slim man followed and took a seat at a table where he could face her. She ignored his leer but couldn’t help feeling trapped as the train lurched forward under a squeal of metal scraping metal. He wasn’t a Sniffer. Their lot were ruthless in the hunt. Yet the man was proving almost as irksome.

      “…fifths the kinetic energy,” spoke a husky voice. The two men with the trunk, having stowed it, took their seats across the aisle from her. They were deep in conversation and barely registered her with polite nods.

      “Well indeed,” replied the other. “And yet its efficiency is beneath that of coal, at three times the cost. I don’t believe he’ll be applying for a patent just yet.”

      “Coal.” The first man shook his head. “In twenty years we’ll all be laughing at the silly things we used to do with it. I can guarantee that.” He scanned the car. With a lowered voice, he started off again. “The Germans have this compound they’re testing….”

      Effie turned to stare out the window, shifting on the hard, wooden seat. Normally, her curiosity would have her hanging on every word. An efficient fuel source for boilers, one to rival coal, was one of the great pursuits of the day. If the bluster in pubs and coffeehouses could be believed, the very fate of empires depended on it.

      But she was in no mood for such discourse as the chugging motion of the train propelled her further from the safety of her friends. It only served to remind her that these men of science didn’t trust the eldritch lore of her kind. Though some befriended the fey, and men like Stevenson sought to blend fey lore with modern knowledge, those in the cities branded her kind as devils.

      She didn’t need to read the broadsheet the husky-voiced man held folded across his knees to know the slant of its ink. The newspapers of London and Edinburgh slandered the fey, blaming them for fomenting dissidence against the crown. They were blamed for pestilences and freak storms, when a mine collapsed or a fire raged. Those in power wanted to preserve their empire, and men seeking control needed villains to cast down. The fey were a target easily agreed on. It had started during the time of the Tudors, when witches, pagans, and non-converters were burned at the stake.

      The Seily Court took no part in those religious wars; the Scottish fey had long since retreated into the hidden places of the realm: the Songsmiths to the Isle of Skye, the Star Readers deep within the timbers of the Trossachs, and the Spae Wives to simple cottages along the Great Glen. Yet the crowns of England and Scotland branded them as traitors all the same. Over the following centuries, England’s armies rooted the fey from their ancestral homes in the southern shires. Even in the Lowlands of Scotland, the fey were hunted. A Spae Wife of Lothian was hanged and burned the past summer, her neighbors turning her over to the magistrate for leniency against some debt. Effie shuddered as an image of the poor Sithling woman, struggling against the rope, flitted through her head. The newspapers had proclaimed the sentence a righteous protection of the realm, despite the lack of any committed crime.

      Only in the Highlands did the fey survive, for the Highlanders had themselves felt the harsh lash of London during the wars of the Auld Alliance and later during the Highland Clearances, when they were forced from their ancestral homes by greedy landowners. They resisted the crown’s laws out of spite, while mistrusting the fey as much as they did the tax collector.

      The slim man continued to leer at her. Effie could feel it pulsing with a fetid energy, enveloping her like a shroud. For a time she ignored it, but the persistence of the man unnerved her. She glanced over her shoulder and swallowed. The man’s lips twitched into a smile. It was a disgusting thing, misshapen and toothy. Patches of hair spotted his cheeks, growing as unevenly as thorns in a briar patch. His gaze intensified, a beacon focusing attention on her like the lamp of a lighthouse. It sent anxious tremors down her arms, and suddenly she couldn’t ignore its scrutiny any longer. Panic overwhelmed her. With each breath the car shrank, the air growing thinner. The man leaned forward, as if to rise, and she bounded to her feet ready to bolt.

      The two men across the aisle broke their conversation, turning to stare at her. Her blood boiled, and she cursed to herself. She’d lived so long under the shelter of trusted friends that the faintest brush of attention had ravaged her nerve. She would have to do better in Duncairn, or the whole business would become a grand failure. Nodding to the men, she took a breath to slow her movements. She couldn’t sit again, not and endure their notice. Collecting her reticule, she made her way to the door at the car’s end, her dress rustling against wooden armrests as she passed the rows of benches. If she could stay calm, they would all soon forget her.

      The next car held only compartments, she saw through the window, but it was too late to return to her seat. She reached for the handle, but another hand beat her to it. “Allow me. These things can stick.” The man’s warm breath coated her neck.

      “I beg pardon,” she hissed. “You are too forward.” She felt her face grow cold as the blood drained from it.

      “Apologies. My only wish is to give you service.” The lecher flicked his wrist, and the door opened. The outside air from between the cars whipped at her dress and hair. The ground sped beneath her, a blur of rock, steel, and wooden ties.

      He placed a hand on her waist to steady her and pressed against her bustle. The touch was sickening. She snatched the hand away and bolted through the door, slamming it against him as he tried to follow. She was rewarded by a satisfying yelp. Thoughts of the small dagger she kept in her reticule flooded her mind, but it was no use. Violence would only draw the authorities. She had to keep moving and hope he would find her too difficult a prey. Her only solace was that he wanted as little attention as she did.

      She shut the next car’s door before he managed to reach it, and hustled past the first two compartments. They were both empty, offering no sanctuary. The third contained a single occupant. She ducked inside as the car door banged open.

      The occupant made to rise as she entered, but she barely registered the movement. “Good morning, miss,” came a handsome tenor.

      “Oh, please don’t bother yourself.” She heard the strain in her voice and forced herself to swallow. If the man took any offense, he ignored it.

      “Lovely day, isn’t it?” This time his tone held a note of mocking. Outside, the sky warned of a downpour as winds gusted clouds as dark as night across a murky horizon.

      She struggled for the correct response, something clever to acknowledge the jest, but the lecher crossed by the compartment, and she sucked in a startled breath. The slim man’s eyes flickered between her and the rest of the compartment before he continued down the corridor.

      “Are you disturbed, miss?” asked the occupant. He craned his neck to track the retreat of the lecher.

      Effie shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m quite all right.” The words felt as absurd as they sounded. But her racing heart started to slow, cooling into a seething anger. Nearly undone a mile from Stevenson by the lust of a man. Her hands balled into fists. She should’ve brought a pinch of stardust to throw in the man’s eyes and blind him. It was no worse than he deserved.

      “Pity; I make for a dashing hero. And that scoundrel appeared in need of a good dashing.”

      She danced her gaze over the occupant. The young man lounged in a frock coat of dark wool, a starched shirt popping out at the neck. His boots were polished to a sheen, his hair more so, though the black curls gave his cheeks a hint of ruggedness. Not a man used to a day’s labor, but not a dandy either. His manner put her at ease. It held no hint of danger, only a restless mirth that appeared to welcome her company.

      He raised his fists, with a boyish grin. “Pugilism is my specialty. At University, I recorded no less than fifteen knockouts.” He rubbed the back of his head. “The last one hurt like the devil. I broke my opponent’s fist, and my ears rang for a month.”

      Despite the awful wit, Effie couldn’t help but smile. Her anger lessened. “You make a good impression of yourself, sir.”

      He made to doff his hat, but it rested above on the luggage rack, so he wound up running a hand through his curls. “Mr. Conall Murray, lately of Edinburgh.”

      The name gave her pause; it didn’t match his accent. “But you’re not Scottish.”

      “Alas, I am. Born of Dunkeld but raised in the south. Portsmouth, to be precise.”

      “Educated in the south as well,” she guessed.

      “Aye, at Warwick, much to my family’s great vexation.”

      She laughed. In a way, Murray’s jolly mood reminded her of Stuart Graham—a more fetching, younger version, but with the same carefree demeanor. “You are very forward with your shortcomings.”

      “I do apologize. You have caught me in a rather awkward state, Miss—?”

      “Elisabeth Martins.” She extended her hand. The name came easily; they had agreed on it before her departure. Stevenson’s prudent nature had dictated a separation between her involvement and his enterprise. It was far better to be careful and wear a name without note than risk tying her to his benefactors.

      Murray took her hand and gave it a firm but delicate shake, then settled back into his seat, leaning on an armrest. “Well, Miss Martins, have you traveled through the Cairngorm Mountains lately? If not, you are in for a treat. There are great works progressing near Glen Avon. A town has sprung up within the past month, full of carpenters, miners, and engineers. Cooks and seamstresses, smiths and grocers are flocking nigh, and there’s even a weekly broadsheet in circulation. Some big discovery by Sir Walter Conrad, the geologist.”

      She hadn’t heard of the discovery, but the name of the geologist sounded familiar. “He must be rich to afford such an expensive operation.” The tension in her neck relaxed. A dashing hero Mr. Murray might not be, but he made for pleasant company, and there was no danger in joining the man in conversation. That she had barged in on his solitude didn’t seem to upset him in the least, and she saw no need to remove herself to another part of the train.

      “Word is he owns half the royal jewels,” said Murray, tapping the side of his nose. “But it isn’t his coin supporting the works. Talbot and Gersh have that honor.”

      Effie’s brow furrowed. “The bankers from Newcastle?” She recalled Graham’s warning. The Hostmen of Newcastle were rich and powerful coal barons who held a stranglehold on Britain’s trade. They surely controlled the city’s banks as well and no doubt had their hands in any investments.

      “The very ones.” Murray accepted her knowledge without patronizing her, she noted. The younger generation were certainly different than the old. He checked his watch. “We should reach the site within the hour.”

      She showed polite interest as Murray explained the mining tools Sir Walter’s men used, from the giant steam-powered hammers that ripped the earth asunder, to the rock hammers wielded by delicate hands with deft touches. His knowledge was impressive, if not overly interesting. Just the same, it was nice speaking with a man she’d only just met. It made her feel more like a Scottish lass free to dance with the village lads rather than hide at home in the shadows. His smile was certainly nice. It lit up the compartment as he spoke, despite the storm swelling outside.

      As Murray had promised, the great worksite of Sir Walter Conrad came into view before the hour passed. Even with forewarning, Effie started at the sight. Hundreds of men hustled about a patchwork of buildings. They flooded the gentle hills with a hive of activity. Some of the buildings were built of stone but most were timbered, quickly thrown up and simple. A few rows of canvas tents dotted the area. They looked cold and frail under the threatening sky. Fires roared in cast-iron pots, and in open pits, for washing and cooking and just to keep warm. The men were a rough sort, covered in muck and sweat, their clothes tattered by heavy labor. Every few carried a pick or hammer, but she did note a tailored suit here and there, and a surprising number of women and children.

      Further on, the tall stacks of steam hammers thrust high into the air like steel trees that would dwarf a giant. Beneath them, other contraptions lay about for the moving of dirt and sifting of soil. Their knobs and levers made them look like hedgehogs. Murray tried to point them out, but there were too may for her to follow.

      “Wondrous, isn’t it?” he asked.

      She watched as a weather balloon rose above the worksite, tethered by a thick cord. Two other balloons were already aloft, dancing in the Highland wind. Behind, the slopes of Ben Avon rose in a haze of browns and purples. Its crags brought forth the memory of one of her mother’s tales.

      “I know of this place,” she said. “There was a yellow stag….” Her voice drifted off; she couldn’t quite remember the details. Had the stag saved the local clan chief from murder? Or had it tricked him into following it into the snow, leading the warrior to starvation and death? Effie couldn’t say. Most of her mother’s tales were vague and jumbled in her mind, scraps of knowledge half-remembered from her childhood.

      “A stag?” Murray looked at her quizzically. But before he could say anything further, a large blast of steam exhaled from the train’s engine and the brakes began to squeal.

      “They’ve built a station,” said Effie, as the train shuddered to a halt.

      A host of laborers hoisted barrels and sacks from one of the forward cars, piling them on carts fastened to the backs of steam carriages. A few passengers also detrained. She chilled as she noted the lecher was one of them. He marched off through the buildings, not once looking back, his cane piercing the churned-up earth with each step.

      Her impression of the worksite distorted. Suddenly, all she noticed was the sundered land and barren hills, the piles of refuse that bled into the soil, and the black smoke that choked the air. Sir Walter Conrad’s camp was a far cry from the renderings she depicted for Stevenson.

      She feigned a smile. “Wondrous,” she said, for the sake of politeness. Murray studied her, unsure, and the urge to continue became overwhelming. “I don’t mean to offend, it’s just, I can’t help but imagine the clans of Glen Avon raising their sheep and harvesting from the forest here on this very land. Before the Clearances, some of your kinsmen may have dwelt here for centuries.”

      “Ah, a romantic.” Murray’s eyes saddened. “I used to be one.”

      Effie bristled. “But do you not think their blood belongs here and not in some far-off village or on another continent? What is a crown’s worth if its greed drives honest men from their homes?” Her tone bit harder than she’d intended. Worse, the argument was not a wise course for her to remain unnoticed. Folk remembered those who spoke openly against the crown. At least no one else was within earshot.

      Murray raised a hand in defense. “The Clearances were an ugly business. I will not defend them. But to muddle their cruelty with the wonders of this Industrial Age is perhaps unkind.” He repositioned himself as the train began to chug forward once again.

      “Did one not propel the other?” She could not seem to find a comfortable position on her seat, either.

      He weighed the matter before responding, tapping a finger to his lips. “Technology propels the very world. Think on the greatness it’s brought the British people in the past few centuries: the medicine, the living conditions, the freedom of travel.”

      “An empire.”

      “Yes, an empire, and why not?” He shrugged. “If it means staying on a course of progress and discovery, why shouldn’t Britain seek to remain the dominate realm of Europe?”

      Effie cast her gaze out the window. She had no good argument other than the sorrow for what used to be. “I apologize if I’ve disturbed you, Mr. Murray. It was not my intent.”

      He shook his head, oiled locks springing to and fro. “Never. I enjoy your candor, but perhaps we should discuss more of mutton and less of the empire.”

      She laughed. “In the Highlands, I believe the two are much the same.” He grinned, and they held a lighter conversation for the remainder of the journey.

      At the Banchory station, she gathered her things and bid Conall Murray well. He rose and nodded kindly, extending a hand. As she reached for it, the train lurched, its brakes settling against the strain of the steam’s pressure. Effie stumbled forward, clutching his arm for balance.

      Conall’s face caught fire, cheeks glowing red while his dark eyes danced. “You are a pleasure, Miss Martins,” he said, taking a step away for propriety. His breath smelled of mint, his coat like the smoke of a warm hearth. Effie realized she’d enjoyed grabbing his arm and that the thought didn’t embarrass her. Perhaps she’d spent too much time with Graham’s workmen, to have such a coarse notion. She felt her face light up with mischief as she turned away, leaving the young man blushing.

      A local service took her south through Montrose and on to Duncairn. From the vantage of the station, it was clear the fishing village had outgrown its roots. Its village green sprawled over a pair of knolls with a burn trickling between them. But unlike those in the Highlands, the stream’s water was thick with foam and stank from abuse. Cobblestones paved only the High Street, and many of those were poorly laid. The buildings were shabby, in need of paint or a good scouring, their plumbs crooked and rooflines sagging. A tang of salt hung thick in the air, mixed with rotted fish and molded wood. Through the buildings, Effie could make out jagged cliffs and the cobalt waters of the North Sea.

      A dirigible floated above the coast, moving slowly against the wind. This one’s design was tame, built for function over aesthetics, most likely transporting goods for the army. Effie found herself staring. Flying machines weren’t a new sight, but she marveled at how quickly they’d become common. Perhaps it was the viewing distance, but they’d always held more beauty to her than the sputtering, smoky contraptions on land.

      There were those about the village, too. A few steam carriages teetered along the streets, horns blaring at the carts that lumbered in their way. The horses drawing the carts eyed them anxiously, while their masters barked curses and shook their fists. She glanced at the shop signs as she strolled the High Street. Some were etched on storefront glass in gold leaf, their lettering precise. Others were scrawled in paint on rotted planks that creaked as they swayed in the breeze. Bruce and Sons: Carpenters boasted chairs machine-crafted in Manchester, each one perfectly alike, while the Blind Poet smelled of sour beer and pipe smoke. At one end of the street, a fish market was set up where hawkers sold cod and whiting from carts.

      The villagers were a mix of hearty fishermen in stained, worn clothes, and well-dressed businessmen whose coats and vests were layered over starched shirts. The former grinned and winked as she passed, the latter doffed their hats, but none offered to carry her luggage. She didn’t mind; she would rather tend to herself. The fewer strangers she met, the better. She tried to stay clear of as many as she could, walking wide around them without appearing odd about it. She didn’t know how close she would have to be for one to sense her fey blood but discretion was the better part of valor.

      Her mind lost in wander, she almost passed the hotel before its velvet drapes caught her attention. The St. James appeared as frail as its neighbors, but the carpets and décor were inviting, and the flower boxes beneath the windows were full and blossoming. In stark contrast, the attendant at the counter was as stiff as the banister, greeting her with pursed lips, almost a smile except for the annoyance in his eyes.

      “Miss Elisabeth Martins,” said Effie.

      “Room for just one?” The man pushed his spectacles back with a finger, scanning the ledger. “I do believe we can take you if you’ll just rest a moment in the parlor.” The dismissal was clear in the man’s tone. Effie bristled but kept her composure. Such rudeness she expected in a city, though Duncairn was far from being called that.

      She took a chair near the hearth, facing the window. Gazing out at the market, she wondered where she should start. She didn’t have the Fey Craft of divination to rely on, not like Star Readers. She was a Grundbairn; a child of the forest. It was a rare affinity even in the days of her ancestors, and the Fey Craft of Grundbairns sprang from the earth, not the stars. She knew a handful of rhymes her mother had taught her, but nothing of use to her now. She could call on the families of those attacked but thought it better to glean some knowledge of her surroundings before intruding on them. It was said fishermen spread tales faster than a crow could fly, though they could also be unsavory company for a woman traveling alone. Still, it was better than wasting time in the hotel.

      She glanced at the attendant. The man busied himself at the ledger. He hadn’t moved to call a porter or a maid since she arrived. “Are the fishermen in for the day?” she hollered. Surely they would do her no harm in broad daylight.

      “Just a moment, Miss Martins,” the man replied, not taking his eyes off the ledger.

      Her brow narrowed, and her foot began to tap. She’d wanted to freshen herself up after the journey, but she refused to play this man’s game. It was times like these she wished she had some of the Fey Craft spoken about by the country folk. Perhaps she would give the man a tail or set him to wandering after snarks until he starved himself.

      She gathered her reticule and marched for the door. “I am stepping out for a walk,” she said. “Please see to my luggage.” With a grunt of acknowledgment, the man waved her out the door.

      The docks were easy to find. A stair cut into the cliff face zigzagged its way down to a collection of short piers. A longer, broader ramp led off to the south for carts and horses to drag goods up to the village, but it appeared largely unused. Instead, the dockworkers loaded the day’s catch into a gondola that ran on a cable straight up the cliff. An engine at the top powered a wheelhouse that drew the steel box up and down the slope.

      Boats of all shapes and sizes crowded the piers. They bobbed on the tide, as fishermen mended nets and swabbed decks, or merely sat and watched the sea. A few shoveled coal into holding bins aboard their decks; others tinkered with engines. A breakwater ran behind the docks, with an old lighthouse perched on its head. It was a small, stone tower powered by a whale-oil lamp, a relic of old technology. Much like the men around her, Effie thought.

      She approached one of the boats. The man aboard was packing a haul of cod into a crate of salt. He took her in with a shake of the head. Gesturing, he gruffly told her no sales were allowed on the docks. She needed to go up to the market.

      “I beg pardon,” she replied, “I’m looking for acquaintances of Mr. Ewan Ross.”

      The man glowered at the name. His tone left no doubt of its warning. “What needs you with them?”

      “Nothing untoward, I assure you.” Effie smiled and relaxed her bearing, trying to appear friendly. The man spat and turned back to his work.

      She met the same response from the next fisherman. The two after that gave her a shoulder cold enough to skate on. It seemed the mere mention of Ross cut their tongues short, but whether they were frightened or obstinate she couldn’t tell. Digging into her reticule, she wondered whether coin would loosen them a bit.

      She felt for a sixpence. Before she could reach it, a bellow startled her. Heavy boots thundered her way. “Away with ye!”

      The fisherman towered over her, hulking shoulders as wide as Graham’s. His cheeks flared red beneath a coarse black beard. He charged her until they were inches apart, his breath pouring over her in huffs. “Ye didn’t ken Ewan Ross. Git yer gob shite away afore I give ye a good dunt!” He raised his fist as if his threatening gibberish weren’t clear enough.

      She paled and dropped the coin, snatching hold of her dagger instead. It was a keen blade, but one swat from the fisherman would likely take her head off. Work on the docks froze as dozens of stares turned her way. Above, the seabirds circled, crying out in mocking. She’d been a fool to think to the riddles of Duncairn would unravel so easily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have no business here.” Another fisherman joined the first, shorter but no less stout.

      Effie stepped back, keeping a firm grip on the dagger. If she drew it forth, it would end badly for her, but she wouldn’t cower and give them the satisfaction of an apology. She had done nothing wrong. She felt the eyes of those on the docks glaring at her and winced under the scrutiny. The sensation that they were prying under her skin made her dizzy. Too many faces had burned her visage into their minds, too many strangers would now recognize her. Fishermen told tales. She knew that. How could she have been so careless?

      Without a word, she marched for the stairs. The larger man stormed after her, but the other held the brute at bay. Curses followed, choice words fit for the docks. She could think of a few more and directed them at herself. It had taken less than an hour to fail at discretion.

      She needed to take better care. And hurry. Word of her inquiries would spread through the village like a rampant fire, and any who would do her harm could find ample loose tongues to guide them. Worse, if any fell creatures did roam Duncairn, they might discover her before she could uncover them. The thought chilled her bones more than any curse the fisherman could utter.

      She paused on a landing halfway up the stair and surveyed the docks. A few fishermen watched her, but most had returned to their work. Their severe reaction vexed her. She could understand the hesitation in speaking with a stranger—she kept a wary tongue herself—but their aggression had felt more like that born of fear. Mounting the final steps, she heard the cries of the fish market and headed there. She would need to try a different tack with these men. Perhaps they would know of Robert Ramsey, Graham’s friend. Asking after him would be less intrusive.

      Late in the afternoon, the market had little trade, and the morning’s catch had begun to stink despite the salt used to preserve it. Cats wandered about the carts, mewing and stretching as if, having woken from a long nap, they were expecting dinner. That the fishmongers didn’t shoo them away spoke of a normal routine.

      The fishmongers were an older lot. Three were hunched and leaned on canes, and the other pair were not far off.

      “A good price for you, miss,” said one as she approached. He patted his gnarled hands on his cart. His eyes were a kind blue, his coat mended by several patches.

      “Good day,” she said. She scanned the fish for a moment before deciding on one. A purchase couldn’t help but put her in better graces. The man plucked it out and began wrapping it in a sheet of coarse paper. “I beg your pardon, but I’ve just arrived this afternoon and was looking for an acquaintance of mine. I was told he may have come by the High Street. His name is Robert Ramsey.”

      The man pinched his lips and shook his head. “No, not today, miss.”

      But another fishmonger perked up. This one had a bulbous red nose which Effie guessed didn’t come from the cold. “Rabbie ain’t been in the village at all today. He’s up in Montrose, I ken.”

      “Aye, but meant to be here on the morrow, ain’t he?” asked a sturdy-looking man wearing an apron over his coat. He was younger and towered over the others if only because he stood straight, yet his hair was gray and face lined with wrinkles.

      “Maybe,” replied the man with the red nose. “But who’s to say these days?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Effie.

      “No offense to yer acquaintance, miss, but Rabbie’s been acting mighty curious of late.” He rubbed at his cheeks. “The whole village’s been acting curious, truth be told.”

      “Ach,” cried the man with the patched coat. “Enough with your aching.” He handed Effie the wrapped fish, and she dug into her reticule for some coins.

      “It’s not just me saying it,” said Red Nose, “Archie McEwan had his whole catch spoil the other morn afore he could get it from the docks, and Davie Gavin had his nets rot straight through.” He stammered while the others threw their hands at him in disbelief, shaking their heads and chuckling. “An me own wife, Maisie, almost had a train run her down.”

      “Aye, after she’d been a dozen nips into the whisky,” said the younger man. Laughter filled the market, and the poor drunkard could only scowl.

      “But there have been odd occurrences, haven’t there?” asked Effie, carefully. “I heard rumor of an attack on the road north of here, not a couple of days ago. Some terrible thing to a poor girl.”

      The laughter died, and several of the fishmongers found they had a great need to inspect their carts. The drunkard hobbled closer until she could smell the whisky on his breath. “It’s the fey.” He motioned at the other fishmongers. “They don’t want a hex on their homes by saying it, but the wee folk have turned dark and cursed the village with their devilish ways.”

      Effie kept her face a mask of kindness, despite her excitement. The man might not know the full truth of things, but at least he was talking freely. “You don’t seem to fear them.”

      “Me wife fashioned me a ward against them.” He opened his coat. A sprig of heather was pinned on his vest. Around it, a leather chord was tied in a braid of intricate knots. “Her grandmother were a Spae Wife who kept the village clean of fey and their tricks.”

      Effie nodded, pressing her lips together. It always amused her, the befuddlement of the country folk. True Spae Wives were fey whose Fey Craft lay in healing, yet it was common to hear of elder women—those who could tend to an ache or two—called the same.

      “You’re as bad as them Sniffers,” said the man with the patched coat. “Soon you’ll be talking of bonfires and chimes and dancing shadows in the night.”

      “I cannae….” The drunkard’s breath caught. Effie followed his shocked stare, her eyes widening in horror. The cats! They sat around her feet, straining their necks and flicking their tails. The whole lot of them, lulled as if she had brought them under a trance. So intent had she been on the conversation, she hadn’t noticed their gathering. But they sat now, awaiting her to address them. It wasn’t the first time such an uncanny reaction had occurred to her presence. Sometimes birds would perch on her shoulder, and dogs would often follow her for hours. Her fey blood beckoned them in some way. But never had an entire pack acted in such a manner.

      It was said that before the days of the Romans, Grundbairns had tended the forests and gardens of the isles, but she understood little of what that meant or how it called to the animals who dwelt on the land. Her mother had raised her alone, teaching her simple rhymes about roots and flowers, and singing to her of giants and the stars. When she’d died, she’d left a great void in Effie’s understanding of her own kind. It left her woefully unprepared for such bizarre encounters.

      The fishmongers eyed her warily. She hoped none had any ability to sense her fey blood. But even without it, there was no hiding something was odd about her, odd enough to inform the authorities. That they were likely as afraid of the queen’s agents as they were of her brought little comfort.
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