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        – Wendy N. Wagner, Hugo Award Winner and Author of An Oath of Dogs
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      With a treaty to bring peace to the Scottish fey hanging in the balance, Effie of Glen Coe must claim her place as the heart of the Seily Court, if she is to defeat the dark madness of the Barrow Witch.

      The treaty that will bring peace to the fey of Scotland is within Effie of Glen Coe’s grasp. Yet the lords of London will not consent to such an accord until the madness spreading across the empire is halted, and its source destroyed.

      As Effie and her allies hunt for the ancient being known as the Barrow Witch, they uncover her sinister plot. The Barrow Witch has found an alchemic means to transform fey into devilish creatures bent on her will. Using these marauding bands, she seeks to enslave not only the empire, but all of fey kind.

      Effie’s fight takes her from haunted cities to ruined castles, but it is not until Caledon, Steward of the Seily Court, is captured that she must finally confront her own self-doubts, and the legacy of her family’s treacherous past. For only by accepting she has become the very heart of the Scottish fey, can she learn to unravel the schemes of their enemy and rally the empires of man and fey toward an ultimate confrontation with the Barrow Witch.
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          SCOTLAND, 1884

        

      

    

    
      Effie peered through the window of the steam carriage as the village of Langmire came into view. The buildings—crofters’ homes mostly—sagged like slump-backed crones. Grey smoke wafted from blackened chimneys sprouting from thatched roofs. Someone baked fresh bread. She caught it on the wind beneath a perfume of moldy timbers, damp leaves, and rusting iron, all remnants of the heavy spring rains that had flooded the River Teith and left the roads full of boggy ruts and bared stone.

      Eager for a warm hearth and a cup of honeyed tea, she licked her parched lips. She’d travelled a full day to reach the village. She’d come because Conall Murray had begged her, because without her an innocent woman would hang.

      The thought drew her attention to the heart of the village where a stout oak grew. Muckle Ben, the locals called it, Effie had once heard. They’d carved a Green Man into its bark long ago, during a time when such things held power. Now banners pronouncing some celebration hung from its limbs more often than not, but none remained there currently. Its trunk stood as somber as an undertaker. Chickens picked at worms in the upturned soil near its roots, and a lone hound howled at the rustling leaves as the branches creaked above.

      Fergus Alpin hacked into his handkerchief, a wet, miserable noise she’d had to contend with the entire journey from Stirling. The Fey Finder sat across from her in the steam carriage’s tight compartment. His wrinkled face was spotted and thin, and he kept tugging his coat tighter about his frail bones. She tried to avoid his gaze, but nothing adorned the compartment for her to study, and she could only stare out the window for so long before feeling rude.

      “I’ll do the speaking,” the man said. “You will remain silent.” The quiver at his lip turned into another fit of hacking, yet she still heard his mumbling. “Send a fey to catch a fey, and one with paps at that!”

      The steam carriage rocked and bounced, splashing through the muddy road as if fording a stony riverbed. Effie braced herself against the hard, worn benches, the padding flattened from years of service. A lightly stained wood paneling formed the carriage’s walls, floor, and roof. The boiler at its rear warmed the compartment, but at the expense of the coal smoke that clouded the air.

      She shifted to relieve her sore hips. Her eyes narrowed. “The Fey Finder General bade me accompany you, Mr. Alpin, and not so I would stand and do nothing.” She tried to keep the bite from her tongue.

      Of Fey Finders, Alpin was a journeyman and not a zealot. At least there was that. He sought not to be bothered rather than possessing the fiery hatred common to his profession.

      She pressed her palms into the cushion on either side of her, to steady herself. It still marveled her she could sit so close to a Sniffer, a man the crown tasked with hunting down malevolent fey. Malevolent, as if they knew what the word meant. They hunted all with fey blood, and as a Sithling—one with the ancient blood of the Daoine Sith coursing through her—that included her. But things had changed after Caldwell House, and she had a need to trust where once she dared not. The fierce battle there had forced the lords of the empire to open their eyes. They could not rest on centuries of intolerance any longer. They had to welcome the fey into society’s ranks and accept a permanent treaty. They had witnessed the fate awaiting them if they did not.

      Effie’s heart warmed. If the lords of the empire could learn to trust, so could she, and perhaps the Scottish fey would live freely for the first time in millennia.

      Alpin’s jaw worked. He’d likely never had someone with paps stand up to him. Most Scots of either gender avoided Sniffers as if they carried the plague. “Look here, Miss Effie,” he snapped. “I’ll not have it. You may dine with the likes of lords, but you’re not in some grand procession here. I know the hearts of these gentle folk better than you ever will, and I will not banter with the mind of a devious hag.”

      “When you see one, I’m sure,” said Effie, not knowing whether the man had meant her or the poor Spae Wife they’d come to question. Neither deserved such venom.

      He snorted but had the decency to duck his head in a slight nod of apology. The carriage rattled as they hit a deep rut, and Effie had to grab the window sill to keep from tipping over. They’d reached Muckle Ben. Steam exhaled from the carriage’s boiler as the driver brought them to a halt. She could hear the man clamber down from his perch above. She’d much rather have spent the journey up there, with its better view of the trees and mountains, trickling burns and muck-filled marsh.

      And its lack of hacking fits.

      The door opened, and the driver, a freckled young man with ginger locks, offered his hand. She sighed. She’d rather do many a thing differently—wear trousers for a start—but she may as well wish for sheep to shear themselves. Gathering her pale green skirt, she accepted the man’s hand and stepped onto the muddy road. She had a respectable image to maintain, even if it did involve underskirts and a high-necked chemisette. At least the copious folds of cloth kept her reasonably warm.

      Alpin alighted from the carriage and gestured with his cane. Two men approached, their jackets and trousers of rough wool stained with grass and muck. They carried the walking staves of shepherds.

      “A good afternoon ta’ ye,” said the taller one. He smelled of pipe smoke. His gaze ran over Effie’s womanly shape before he bobbed his head to Alpin. “I am John McCreary, and this here’s Ewan Keith. Are you the Sniffer? Er, I mean my lord’s Fey Finder?”

      “I am Her Majesty’s Fey Finder,” shot Alpin, bristling. He sniffed the air and wrinkled his nose. “Let’s see to this business before the sky turns dark. Where are you keeping her?”

      McCreary pointed at a cottage down the road. “She’s at home under the watch of the constable. But you should see what evidence we did find in the fields first. It’ll leave no doubt as to her trickster ways.”

      Ewan Keith scratched the stubble on his chin. “Ye may wish to avoid such sights, miss,” he said to Effie. “’Tis a gruesome thing.”

      Effie smiled. She remembered how a giant had ripped the Piper of Ceann Rois apart at Caldwell House, the field there strewn with the mangled bodies of the Horned Host. “I’ve developed an iron stomach for such sights,” she said, “and the Fey Finder General himself has asked me to investigate this matter.”

      The shepherd’s eyes widened. “You’re the Lady in Green,” he said. He took her in again, taking a step back, though he stood a head taller than her.

      “Effie of Glen Coe,” said Alpin, giving her the courtesy of an introduction, if a bit late.

      She wasn’t surprised they hadn’t known her for a Sithling. With her young woman’s stature, she looked like any other Scottish lass. Her chestnut locks fell around hazel eyes and a cheerfully rounded face. What continued to surprise her was that strangers knew of her at all. Tales of her connection to the Duke of Edinburgh and Sir Walter Conrad, and with the matter of the fey treaty, had spread throughout the empire. She hadn’t imagined herself as interesting gossip—far less so than tales of pixies, brownies, and giants—but word persisted of the lady in the green dress who’d hung on the arm of the newly appointed Fey Finder General. It troubled her, having strangers know of her. It was such a far cry from the life she’d lived in the twenty-three summers before Caldwell House.

      “Let us see the evidence, then,” said Alpin. He waggled his cane and bade the men to lead the way.

      Their feet slapped wet mud as they trudged through the village. Effie tried to avoid the puddles, but the hem of her skirts became a mess by the time they reached the Spae Wife’s cottage. A comfortably lived-in thing, its windows held boxes overflowing with a mix of wild flowers and herbs, and a proper garden was well tended in the yard. McCreary led them around to the rear. A simple wagon sat there, and on it lay two devilish creatures.

      “Wulvers,” Effie named them. Alpin’s brow raised. He covered his mouth and coughed. Not as large as a wolf, the creatures had the ears of a fox and the blunted snout of a boar. Fangs curved beneath their maws, as sharp as any knife. They stunk like a moldy bog. They’d been dead for at least a few days, their shaggy coats mangy, their stomachs bloated.

      “Is it true you slew a thousand of these devils to protect the duke?” asked Keith.

      “Hardly,” scoffed Alpin.

      Effie shook her head. “The queen’s soldiers did the fighting. They are the heroes. My part was rather small.” She held back the truth. Her part had been meant to be small, but it was she who’d wrested control of the Horned Host from the Piper of Ceann Rois and caused his defeat. As many times as she relived the tale, it still amazed her she’d ever been so brazen.

      “Enough of that,” said Alpin. “Miss Effie has enough wild fancy in her head not to need your exaggerations.” He tapped the wagon with his cane. “Now tell me of these creatures. Where did you find them, and how are they evidence against the Spae Wife, this Miss Teasdale?”

      “We found them on the riverbank less than a mile from the village,” said McCreary. “They was already dead. They must’ve drown when the banks overflowed a couple nights ago. They killed a couple of sheep before then, scaring everyone with their howling.”

      Effie frowned. “I don’t see a connection to your village’s Spae Wife.”

      McCreary’s eye’s bulged in disbelief. “Well, Miss Teasdale must’ve summoned them here, hadn’t she? How else may they have come?”

      Fergus Alpin chuckled. He planted his cane in the muck before him and drew up his bearing. “Wulvers have been found all over the countryside in the past year. Found, fought, and dispatched by Her Majesty’s Fey Finders. They offer no proof that the Spae Wife has acted unlawfully. These are modern times where a fey is not guilty merely for drawing breath, despite their natural proclivity for foul deeds.”

      He eyed Effie. “Thankfully, I have the means to root out the truth of the matter.”

      She stiffened. For a moment she had wanted to thank the Sniffer for not readily assuming guilt over such a contrivance, but his final threat was far worse. “You cannot mean to drug the poor woman!” she cried. They’d used such measures against her in the past, before the truce, and she wouldn’t stand by while another suffered as she had, having her personal thoughts squeezed out as milk from an udder.

      “It won’t harm her, only force her to speak the truth. The serum is quite mild compared to those developed on the continent. Or is it you have another means to ensure she speaks no lies?”

      “Let us at least speak with her first, and treat her like an honest citizen,” Effie pleaded.

      Alpin waved his hand dismissively. “Bah, you’ll go nowhere near the woman. I know of your Fey Craft and how it strengthens within proximity of another fey. Your presence would lend her the power to trick us all, and then where would we be? It is better you remain out here, watching over these things.” He nodded warily at the wulvers, as if they were about to rise from the wagon and attack the village.

      Effie swallowed down the urge to bark at the man. He spoke the truth, in part. Fey Craft grew in power when concentrated in a small area. By herself, Effie was barely able to sense a hound across the way, but with only one or two other fey about, she could feel the fleas on its coat from a quarter mile distant. It was why the ancient fey lived in troops, the power of their Seily Courts enough to travel to distant realms and mask themselves from any intruder. Still, she would not concede to the Sniffer. Her presence might lend the Spae Wife strength, but the opposite was also true, and the man knew it. He didn’t trust her. He’d spent a lifetime not trusting the fey, tracking them down for supposed crimes against the empire, and despite the promise of a treaty he would not so easily change his nature.

      “The Fey Finder General commanded you to escort me here,” she said. If she couldn’t persuade or charm him, she would calmly force him to see her way. “He will not understand why you refused my help.”

      Fergus Alpin’s lip tugged at the corner, forming a slight sneer. “Conall Murray is the temporary Fey Finder General until one better suited to the task is appointed by Her Majesty. And, Miss Effie, I have escorted you quite far enough.” He strode to the backdoor of the cottage and pounded on it with his cane.

      As he did, a chill ran along Effie’s arms, startling her. The touch crawled along her flesh and snaked up to her head. She started and spun about. Was it the wind? Or some distant Fey Craft? The thought unsettled her even more. She reached out with her fey senses and felt the auras around her. It was how she had learned to become aware of other fey blood nearby. Closing her eyes, she scoured the village and the river and the hills, but only a single pulsing aura returned to her. And that came from within the cottage. Fergus Alpin might know a little about Fey Craft, but he didn’t realize proximity required neither sight nor touch. She’d felt the Spae Wife as soon as they’d entered the village, a tickling, throbbing sensation in her belly that she’d once mistaken for foreboding.

      But whatever caused the chill touch fled as suddenly as it had arrived. It hadn’t come from the Spae Wife, she was certain, but she had no other clue. A puzzle for another time, Effie thought, as the cottage door creaked open. A balding head popped out. Alpin exchanged words with the man in a hushed tone Effie couldn’t overhear. She stepped closer, and the man emerged fully from the cottage to block her path. His shoulders were broad and his neck thick. His glare seemed to pass through her rather than meet her eyes.

      “I have instructed Constable Tyne to keep you from the cottage,” said Alpin. “If you persist, he will restrain you.” The Sniffer waved at the shepherds, who watched the confrontation with slack jaws. Keith’s face had paled. “Use these two, if you need assistance,” he told the constable before entering the cottage and snatching the door closed behind him.

      Effie gently straightened her skirts. After facing what she had the past couple of years, a local constable and an aging Sniffer would not cow her. “Step aside, Mr. Tyne,” she said. “I have orders from the queen’s own agent.”

      The man folded his arms across a meaty chest. “As do I, Miss Effie. And that agent is here. Where is yours? Or do you have an actual writ from Her Majesty?”

      Her foot tapped, and she folded her arms to match his. But winning a contest of stubbornness wouldn’t help anyone. She needed to act. Silently, she reached for the Spae Wife’s aura and pushed out an image of warmth, the happiness of children playing in a pile of leaves, and the cozy scent of honeyed tea sipped in front of a fire. Just hold on, she sent through the images. You are safe. Effie’s fey affinity was as a Grundbairn. That tied her to the life force of the land and all its inhabitants, so such sendings were easier for her than other fey.

      The Spae Wife managed a crude response. Spae Wives healed the sick and mended the body’s humors, just as Star Readers read portents of the future. Their Fey Craft felt odd to Effie, as hers must to them. The woman sent the image of a tree—Muckle Ben perhaps. On it a carved face grinned at her, with strands of moss cascading around it like windblown hair. Effie started. The face was her own. The woman knew her, or knew enough about her to cast her features.

      Effie redoubled her resolve. If the constable sought to intimidate her, she would do him one better. She took a wide stance and slowly extended her arms, palms out. The gesture was only for effect. Her Fey Craft blossomed fully in her mind. She remembered the hound they’d passed and sought him out. She searched for others within the village and called to them as well. She didn’t control them or force them in any manner. She refused to violate their will. Instead, she begged them to stand with her. She showed them how the constable blocked her path from aiding Miss Teasdale. She nudged their sense of pride and duty, and showed them how respected they would be if they found the courage to heed her call.

      An eager howl came from the road. Effie grinned. The constable started and cast his gaze toward the feral sound and back to her. Good, she thought, he sees the connection. She lowered her arms and continued to beg the hounds to come.

      An old sheepdog appeared first. It charged around the corner of the cottage and growled when it saw the constable. Its hackles stiffened, and it padded forward, slunk down and ready to pounce. A beagle came next followed by the hunting hound she’d spied near Muckle Ben.

      “Chester?” whispered Ewan Keith.

      The constable stepped back. “Call them off,” he commanded, but his voice had grown frail. “You can’t do this!”

      “Here, boy, heel!” barked McCreary, advancing on the sheepdog. The dog bared its teeth and snapped at the shepherd, yet Effie felt a flash of playfulness from it.

      “Now, Mr. Tyne, I will enter,” said Effie. She didn’t need to let on she would never allow the hounds to attack. “Step aside, if you please.”

      Her bluff worked. The constable put his hands up and moved from her path. “There will be consequences for this,” he yelped. “I will inform Mr. Alpin. I will write the magistrate!”

      Effie waved the sheepdog over and scratched its ears. It licked her palm and nuzzled her. “I will speak with Mr. Alpin, but write your report if you must. I’m sure these good men will bear witness to your account.” She gestured at McCreary and Keith, who had pressed themselves against the wagon. It would do him no good. As long as Conall Murray remained Fey Finder General, she was protected.

      Striding forward, Effie threw open the cottage door. Fergus Alpin spun toward her. He hunched over an elderly woman, the syringe in his hand filled with a thick, yellow serum. His face scowled in fury at the sight of her. Effie steeled herself and stormed inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Fergus Alpin growled. Effie remembered Edmund Glover’s face when that man had used the truth serum on her. The previous Fey Finder General had been a cruel and vile man. He’d acted out of malice with an intent to injure. She didn’t believe Alpin was such a creature. She vexed him, certainly. Her fey blood and upstart position rattled his sense of propriety, skewing the world he recognized. But there was a human side she could still appeal to. His posture held more disdain in it than malevolence. She needed only to craft her argument with care.

      “It is all right, child,” said the elderly woman, as if reading her thoughts.

      Miss Teasdale had a kind face. Her silver hair wound in an unkempt bun atop her head, with loose strands sprouting like weeds in all directions. She wore a smock dress of wool, belted by thick leather. Over a century of wrinkles etched her cheeks, though she did not appear frail of health. She sat straight, her shoulders holding the poise of a matron used to authority, at the least within her own household. Her cottage smelled of wildflowers. Sprigs were tied in bundles about the rafters, their scent masking whatever goods were stored in the pots and baskets crammed on tables, shelves, and racks lining the walls. A threadbare rug covered the floor, and a fire crackled at the hearth, its smoke hovering in the air like a bank of fog.

      Effie spied a rolling pin on a table near the hearth and fought the urge to snatch it up. Threatening Alpin would only antagonize the man. Instead, she relaxed the hardness of her gaze and spoke in a gentle manner. “The Fey Finder General bade me come for the very purpose of avoiding such barbaric practices. If you do not treat Miss Teasdale with the respect due one of Her Majesty’s subjects, he will hear of it.”

      “Miss Teasdale,” replied the Sniffer, his voice cold, “consented to my questioning methods without any means of coercion.” He checked the syringe, swilling its contents about as if it were a fine whisky. “It is perhaps a subject with much to hide who would do otherwise.”

      Dumbstruck, Effie’s mouth fell open. Her own encounters with the Sniffers had left scars deeper than those of the flesh, but she had forced herself to overcome that fear in order to save those fey she could from the crown’s persecutions. That any would willingly submit to such practices rattled her sense of justice. She’d come to Langmire, after all, not to aid the Fey Finder so much as to thwart his cruel ways.

      “It cannot be,” Effie croaked. “Our kind…”

      “Would never stand against the crown, is it?” snapped Alpin, silencing her. “Or do you mean to say your kind would never speak a falsehood? I would remind you of the very murders in Duncairn that thrust you before the crown’s attentions in the first place. And as for your arrogance against my handling of this investigation, I would ask if you had any notion of the practices used against human offenders? They are not nearly as pleasant, I assure you.”

      An image of Muckle Ben, with its carved face, returned to Effie—a sending from the Spae Wife. It soothed her nerves and felt warm and safe. The Spae Wife smiled at her. “I have nothing to fear from Mr. Alpin,” she said. “Nor from Mr. Tyne. They only seek to perform their duties as the crown has instructed them. I have no need to stand in their way.”

      Effie blinked, not believing what she heard. “Fey have been hanged for less evidence than a change of wind,” she said. “A Spae Wife of Falkirk was burned three summers ago for telling a laird his horse was lame. The woman suffered the flames and the horse died all the same.”

      Miss Teasdale shook her head, but her kind smile did not wane. “Langmire is not a large town of strangers, and I have handled its ailments for half a century and more. The village folk respect me. I have delivered their babes, mended their limbs, and broken their fevers. John McCreary is a humbled man whose heart has broken. His words were spoken in anger to the constable. His charges are hollow.”

      “There, you see?” asked Fergus Alpin. “You understand her heart. Now, if you will excuse yourself, we may conclude this matter and perhaps return to Stirling by nightfall.”

      Effie’s head reeled. She’d prepared herself to fight the Sniffer, but she’d never thought she’d have to force the woman to safety. Her imagination had run wild with thoughts of fleeing the village under the cover of darkness, hounded by an armed mob. She wondered now what she could possibly say to change the woman’s mind. Certainly, she was not about to leave and let the Fey Finder have his way.

      “Why was Mr. McCreary heartbroken?” she asked, grasping at a detail that made her curious.

      “I have no patience for this,” barked Alpin. The effort made him hack spittle into his sleeve.

      “And no need for injecting your serum,” replied Effie. “Miss Teasdale clearly submits to your interrogation, so by your own argument has nothing to hide. So what is the point of raising a stern hand when a gentle one would suffice? Put your serum down and ask your questions as a gentleman, not some superstitious charlatan from the continent.” She planted her hands on her hips and defied the man to force her away.

      Alpin glared at her for a moment, weighing his options, before he grumbled something in annoyance. He fired the plunger. Yellow serum spewed across the floor in a thin burst. When it was spent, the Sniffer capped the syringe and shoved it into his coat pocket. He’d relented, but only just. Ire masked his features. His brow pulled tight and his neck strained.

      “You will stay where you are and remain silent,” he said, wringing his hands clean on a handkerchief he produced from his waistcoat. He turned to Miss Teasdale. “Now if you please, tell me of John McCreary’s plight.”

      Effie swallowed down the lump in her throat. The last time she’d stood in defiance of a Fey Finder, it’d taken a regiment of soldiers to keep her from being summarily shot.

      “It is the death of his son, James, that has left him so full of vengeance,” said the Spae Wife. “The bairn caught a flux and would not eat. The McCrearys brought him to my cottage, as they had a dozen times before, but to no avail. I could do nothing with herb or crystal to save him.” She hung her head, as if the loss were still a heavy burden. “What’s more, Mrs. McCreary has not kept a child in the womb for years and is unlike to again. And so the once happy couple find themselves without a family of their own.”

      “There are others who would vouch for this account?” asked Alpin.

      “Aye, the whole village knows of it,” answered Miss Teasdale. “It causes John McCreary even greater shame, but the village folk ken better than to trust his harsh tongue.”

      “His perhaps, but what of Mr. Keith or Mr. Tyne? They have also offered evidence against you. They say they have seen you dancing in the woods and calling to spirits, casting spells so that the wulvers would come.”

      Miss Teasdale snorted at the absurd notion of her dancing anywhere, much less out in the woods. A broad grin exposed a row of stained teeth. A kettle over the hearth began to shrill, and the woman rose to fetch it. The Sniffer stepped aside and watched her pour three cups of tea. It had an earthen scent, like peat mixed with a hint of cloves. Effie gratefully took her cup, not only for the warmth the tea brought her belly, but so that she had something to do with her hands. Her fists kept balling, urging her to speak up and end this foolish charade.

      But against whom would she speak? The Fey Finder acted civilly, even if his profession was buffoonery. And, supposing she could convince the woman of such a thing, the Spae Wife could not flee the village without the act screaming of guilt. The whole matter stunk from top to bottom.

      Miss Teasdale reclaimed her seat. “Their words will wilt before the eye of the magistrate. I ken them both for good, honest men. They speak now only to appease a friend. They will stand for me in the end, they and the rest of the village. I have done so much for them all these years. Their consciences will not let them see me harmed.”

      “No,” said Effie, not able to contain herself any longer, “you cannot trust in that.” She’d heard too many tales of fey suffering at the hands of those they believed good and honest.

      “It will be for the magistrate to decide,” said Alpin. “The accusations are enough. It must warrant his attention.”

      Effie shook her head. “There is no need for the magistrate. You have the authority to dismiss the matter.” Fey Finders were appointed by the crown for just such a purpose as dismissing false claims against the fey. That they rarely saw fit to do so owed more to the prejudice of their order than lack of commission.

      “I do,” agreed Alpin. His chin raised, and something of a smirk passed across his lips. “But the matter remains contested. You see now why I use the serum. It would leave no doubt as to whose account was honest.”

      Effie felt the heat rising in her chest. “Then use it,” she snapped. Despite her abhorrence, it was a better outcome than hoping the accusers would reverse their account.

      Alpin brought up a hand, as if to hold back her temper. The pacifying gesture infuriated her even more. “There is no need,” he said. “I believe Miss Teasdale’s account.” The Sniffer began to pace, plodding slowly before the hearth. “It is Mr. McCreary’s account that must be satisfied. I have much experience with these kinds of things, and these sorts of men. If we were to declare Miss Teasdale innocent and depart with only our decree to soothe his temper, she may well end up swaying beneath Muckle Ben before the day is through.”

      Effie patted down her skirts, biting hard on her tongue. The man talked in circles, blundering between threats and agreement with her. He wanted her to concede to his will, she realized. She’d wounded his pride, storming in as she had. Or perhaps it had started earlier, when she’d dared to accompany him. Her lips pinched together. Such a frail and decrepit thing the man’s pride must be, for him to act so callously. That he would sacrifice Miss Teasdale to claim the better of her, Effie had no doubt.

      It rankled Effie, but if she must bow to the man’s ego to protect the woman, she would do just that. She swallowed down her exasperation and stared at the floor before her feet. “That is an awful end surely none of us desire. What do you believe we should do? There must be some way to ensure Mr. McCreary recants.”

      Fergus Alpin studied his nails. “The man is a shepherd. The loss of a child means the loss of income to his family. In my experience, that is the root of a peasant’s grief.” He turned to Effie. “How much do the mines pay for a child these days?”

      Effie’s stomach soured. It turned in fits again when John McCreary greedily accepted the coins the Sniffer proffered in compensation. For all he claimed to mourn the loss of his son, it had not taken long for him to change his tune.

      Within the hour, she and the Sniffer departed Langmire. Effie watched Muckle Ben as they trundled away in the steam carriage. She noted how its limbs sagged, as if tired from holding up the weight of the village for so many long years. They’d reached a good outcome, she forced herself to acknowledge. Miss Teasdale was safe. Her accusers had recanted. Before Caldwell House, such a thing wouldn’t have happened. Neither the Fey Finder nor the magistrate would’ve listened to the woman’s pleas of innocence. Certainly, the crown would not have paid for her absolution. Any accusation at all had warranted a death sentence, regardless of merit.

      Yet somehow this outcome didn’t feel like progress. It only reminded her there was so much work left to be done, as if an eon of such toiling would barely register as a speck of sand on a vast and endless shore.
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      Glasgow stank like a privy overused after a feast of rotten fish and moldy cheese. Effie pressed the perfumed handkerchief to her nose once again. She’d tried to ignore the stench and act delicately on arrival at Lady Fife’s city estate, but the air had only grown worse, stuffy with pipe smoke and the press of warm bodies atop the putrid breeze carried in from open windows. The other guests at Lady Fife’s ball didn’t appear to notice. London and Newcastle must smell as bad for them not to, she thought.

      “You might as well leave that thing dangling from your nostrils if you intend to deprive us of your radiant face,” said Conall Murray. The young Fey Finder General grinned. His dark eyes teased. Black curls hung about a cheery face, his lips twitching with an eager mischief. His wit was terrible at times, but Effie couldn’t help but blush a little.

      “How can they stand it?” she asked. She forced her hand down and clasped it with the other to keep it still, fussing with the skirts of her deep jade, muslin gown. Sleeveless and cut tight around the chest, it hugged her over a rigid corset. White gloves and a simple necklace were her only adornments, a pale showing in comparison to the other ladies in attendance.

      Conall leaned closer. His dark, tailed coat bespoke his family’s wealth, and he wore a ribbon of office on his breast. It was red with three black stripes. “They have decades of practice ignoring that which is beneath them,” he said.

      Effie turned and bit her lip, stifling a fit a laughter. She understood the subtext in Conall’s words. Dressed up as she might be, she still felt like a stranger in such a decadent room. Stuart Graham, the man who, along with Thomas Stevenson, had taken her under his care at a young age, had tried to coach her on proper etiquette. But not all of the lessons had stuck, and many she still did not understand. At a high society ball such as Lady Fife’s, every gesture had its proper place, every step and word a formal meaning.

      This particular ball served two purposes—to celebrate the start of formal treaty negotiations between the fey court and the crown, and to welcome the members of Parliament who’d journeyed north to take part in the negotiations. That the negotiations would be held in Glasgow and not Edinburgh was not lost on anyone present. Edinburgh held a royal residence and stood as the capital of Scotland. It was the proper place for a formal treaty with the crown, if not in London itself. That the negotiations would take place outside its boundaries spoke volumes about the opposition the treaty faced.

      Glasgow had become a bigger city than Edinburgh over the past century. It had tripled in size and then tripled again since the start of the Industrial Age, and while the capital remained a bastion of learning, science, and the arts, Glasgow had grown in commerce. On the banks of the Clyde sprawled a hive of shipbuilding, iron smelting, and chemical manufacturing. Textiles and locomotives, carpets and cigarettes, along with heavy machinery and a thousand other products all flowed out of the Second City of the Empire.

      And the lords from London all had their hands in that giant pot.

      Effie glanced about the ballroom. A floral print covered the paper on its walls. A high wainscoting shone white, matching the plaster of the ceiling with its simple yet elegant scrollwork. Music drifted, light and airy, beneath the din of a dozen huddled conversations. Glasgow and not Edinburgh. It meant that wealth had trumped whatever designs the Duke of Edinburgh had laid before his royal mother. At Caldwell House the threat of an invading army had forced the duke into an alliance with the fey. And afterward, in the throes of victory, the crown had promised to negotiate in good faith. A procession across the Highlands had demonstrated unity and hope for a civil marriage between the Seily Court and the crown.

      But that grand merriment had started to wane. “I don’t see the duke,” she observed.

      Conall sighed. His lithe shoulders slumped. “His Grace found more urgent matters to attend.”

      Effie read his eyes and frowned. The absence of the queen’s son was deeply troubling. Those in favor of the treaty had not the numbers of those opposed. “Without the duke’s direct support, the crown’s representation falls on Lord Granville,” she said.

      “It does.”

      “A man who has twice put forth legislation to formally outlaw any association with the fey and ban the use of Fey Craft.” The lord was the last person she would pick to negotiate with the fey. They might as well use the dead wulvers of Langmire. “Is the duke blind?”

      With a treaty in place, all fey had a chance of living in peace. Without, they would be hunted greater than before, killed, or exiled.

      Conall nodded to a passing gentleman before speaking in a low tone. “The duke knows the worth of Aerfenium, and the tales told of its value have changed the minds of many in London. The substance can mint coin, they are hearing. It makes them deaf to its Fey Craft origins. Lord Granville may not possess such a rigid posture as he once held, and his allies would all like to lay their hands on this new mine of gold.”

      “They’re as bad as the pirates from Robert’s book,” said Effie. Thomas Stevenson’s son had risen in esteem over the publication of his latest book, and at last the two had reconciled.

      “Aye, and less trustworthy, too,” Conall agreed. His cheeks flashed red, and he started to fidget with his waistcoat. Effie felt the weight of prying eyes and looked across the room to find a gaggle of young women gawking openly at them.

      One girl, pretty, with blonde hair and fair features, turned and placed a hand coyly over her mouth to whisper something. Her friend, equally comely but with darker features, giggled, her ringlets bouncing. Amusement gleamed in her eyes. They linked arms and hurried away, yapping in low, excited tones. The rest of the group turned away once the two left, though Effie felt their attention remained fixed on her and Conall.

      “It is my position which makes them swoon,” said Conall. He sounded tired. “My father and Lady Fife have made it their charge to inform every available hand present of my appointed station. Of course, they do not mention the position is only temporary and that I cannot be rid of it quickly enough.”

      “One should be flattered by the attention.” Effie’s voice held more than a hint of mocking. She had no claim over Conall, and certainly no cause for jealousy, yet she felt a stirring in her chest over the attention the other women showed him.

      “You know me better than that,” said Conall, and Effie knew what he meant. Conall Murray had never chosen the path his life had taken him on. His father had seen to his advancement, pulling him along against his will. Conall would be happier laboring in the shop he once owned, bartering tools for the rail lines.

      Effie resisted stepping closer to him. Let the lasses stare. She refused to feel threatened by them, stirrings or not. “How goes the hunt?” she asked to change the subject. As Fey Finder General, Conall scoured the countryside, hunting the last of the Sidhe Bhreige, an ancient race of devilish fey. Three had escaped when Aerfenium had first been mined. Its nature as a ward against the fiends had been unknown and lost in time. Two had perished at Caldwell House, but the last remained hidden to them.

      “I’d as soon hunt for a particular fish in all the oceans of the Earth,” replied Conall. “We comb the Highlands on whiffs of gossip alone. There is no danger we can find. There is no hint of the foulness the Piper of Ceann Rois and Laird of Aonghus delivered. We chase a specter, known to us only because of the sensations wrought among the fey at its escape.”

      “What a horror that must be,” squealed a high-pitched voice.

      Effie turned to see the girl with the dark ringlets emerge from the crowd, her blonde friend still on her arm. The excitement on her face belied her words. Her round eyes sparkled with delight. Her lips hung slightly parted. Her figure was slight but barely contained within a cobalt colored gown trimmed with white lace. She stepped closer to Conall. “My father says you are outmatched in every regard. You must be terribly brave to continue on as you do.”

      “Oh, ah,” Conall mumbled. His brow wrinkled as he managed a stiff nod.

      The girl pulled her friend a step forward, blocking Effie from Conall. She giggled and stroked the arm of her friend. “Oh, I don’t mean to say silly things. My mouth gets me into so much trouble sometimes.”

      Effie painted a pleasant smile on her face. Now was not the time to call on some songbird to perch on the girl’s head, nor a field mouse to run up the girl’s skirts. Besides, there was something clever behind the girl’s eyes, a shrewdness in the exaggerated way she spoke. She knew perfectly well what she did and how she acted. It was a game to her, a spoiled girl playing at society. Her friend remained mute, her face chiseled into a happy expression like a doll’s.

      “Mr. Conall Murray, Her Majesty’s Fey Finder General,” said Conall, bowing more formally. “And this…” He reached around behind the girl and pulled Effie to his side. “Is Miss Effie of Glen Coe.”

      The dark-haired one frowned, but hid it quickly. “Miss Catherine Granville,” she said. She curtsied, her gaze taking in Conall as her head dipped.

      “You have no family name?” the other girl asked Effie. “Lord Granville says family names are as important as breathing. They carry weight and a binding to one’s place within the empire. I couldn’t imagine not having one.”

      Catherine Granville elbowed her friend softly. “Oh, and I am Miss Margret Godwin, of course,” the girl added, dipping into a low curtsey.

      Effie felt blood rush to her cheeks. Until the year previous, she had never considered a surname. She had never thought to stand amongst such company as she’d need one. Her mother had named her Aelfryth, after a queen, but her friends had always called her Effie. Stuart Graham had offered the use of his name, but somehow that felt like admitting she still needed his protection. She’d traveled under the name Elisabeth Martins for a time, but that also no longer seemed to fit. It was a name for staying hidden, lost among a crowd. It wasn’t one for attending balls and feasts on behalf of the Seily Court. So Effie she remained, as Effie she’d always been.

      “I beg your pardon,” said Margret Godwin, curtseying again.

      Effie nodded in acceptance. She never knew who would become an ally to the fey cause, she reminded herself. And the girl did not seem as shrewd as her friend. She probably did not intend the slight.

      “Excuse our boldness. We just had to introduce ourselves to Her Majesty’s newest servant,” said Catherine Granville. “There are so many boring men here. I do hope your dance card is not yet full?” She laughed and pulled her friend away before Conall could stammer a reply. Their skirts rustled as they fled, disappearing into the crowded ballroom.

      Conall took a deep breath and watched them depart.

      “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,” said Effie. His cheeks pulled into a grin, and he turned his eyes on her. The gaze lingered into an awkward silence, and she could only guess what thoughts passed beneath his brow.

      “I haven’t properly thanked you for your part in resolving the matter at Langmire,” he said finally. “Or those at Gallness and Kinross.”

      “You have,” Effie replied.

      “Telegrams are a poor substitute for gratitude. I do appreciate your support, Effie, and all that you risk. I don’t take it for granted.” His face relaxed fully for the first time since she’d joined him earlier. It reminded her of their time on the road to Kinlochy, when despite an armed regiment at their back and warrants for their arrest, they had travelled peacefully across the Highlands, learning of each other and becoming closer than proper society would ever allow.

      “I know you do not,” she said. She thought to say more but couldn’t think of how to say she missed his company without sounding improper. A hundred ears and more could overhear her, and the gossip of her enchanting powers already ran rampant enough. She spied another pair of lasses watching them and sighed in frustration. With luck, they would get a chance to talk in private later. She would have to settle for the possibility.

      A hint of roasted pork basted in sage and butter reached her nose, replacing the earlier stink. She all but shoved Conall toward it, anything to remove them from where they stood before some new troop of twits happened by. The food sat on a grand table of polished oak. Silver platters held piles of fish and fowl, cheeses and olives. A raised game pie towered in the center, the pastry pressed with roses and fluted columns, baked a golden brown. It stood as high as a gentleman’s top hat. Steam piped from a round hole in its top, letting out the succulent odors of venison, carrots, and onions.

      Conall followed a step behind as she glided through the press. “After we dine, perhaps we should take a dance, if you’ll have me,” he said.

      The thought brought a tingling to Effie’s flesh. “Perhaps we should take all of them together. Your father would delight at such an endeavor, all his hard work scheming with Lady Fife undone in an evening of reels and waltzes.”

      “Aye, the scandal! It would be worth it just to see his face.”

      “It would at that,” Effie agreed. The welcome tingling turned to apprehension as the notion of being at the heart of such a spectacle overcame her. But she swallowed down the flash of anxiety and marveled instead at the food. There had been a time in her life when she’d almost starved, and she’d seen the faces of those in the streets as her steam carriage had brought her to the ball. The city was full of unfortunate souls who’d do anything for a tenth of the tabling Lady Fife displayed. Most fared well enough only to keep from dying. It reminded her of how fortunate her life had turned, even with its dangerous and untoward moments.

      She’d barely selected a slice of cheese, the piece soft and white with sweet berries running through it, when a pair of gentlemen striding for the back of the ballroom drew her attention. Out of place amongst the merriment, they held in their bearing a determination for privacy. And more than a hint of anger. The shorter one ranted in a sharp, barking whisper at his taller companion, glaring at anyone who dared approach.

      Conall caught her stare. “Lord Granville must have some important business to attend with Lord Wilshire,” he said. Effie gawked as Conall pointed out Lord Granville, the taller of the men. She had expected some portly blowhard with a red nose of split veins from too much drink. Instead, the leader of the treaty’s opposition, at least within Parliament, was a fit and comely man of middle age. His hair was dark and finely kept, his smile genuine and countenance mirthful. Even with Lord Wilshire blathering in his ear, Lord Granville appeared as if out on a summer stroll.

      Lord Wilshire held the weight of too many pork pies in his gut, and he walked while swaying from side to side. Effie knew little of the man besides his familial bloodline, which sprung, in centuries past, from some household knight of the Duke of Norfolk. That, and that he was Lord Granville’s man, through and through.

      “The pawn must be very cross to address the king that way,” she said, plucking up a piece of pork to go with the cheese. She wondered what they discussed. Did it have to do with the duke’s absence? Or did it involve some grander scheme now that power in the negotiations had shifted further into Lord Granville’s hands?

      Conall eyed her warily. “Effie,” he breathed. It wasn’t a warning as much as a hesitant pleading.

      “What?” she asked, feigning innocence as her mind worked out how best to uncover what the lords discussed. “I doubt they speak of game pie, is all I mean.”

      “We have our roles to play. Let Caledon and Mr. Stevenson handle London. They are more adept at politics than the both of us together.”

      Effie glowered at him. Caledon, the leader of the Scottish fey, and Thomas Stevenson, Effie’s longtime benefactor, had made it clear the treaty negotiations were no place for one of her sex. Still, she didn’t need to be scolded like a wee bairn who’d jumped in a puddle. “I don’t mean to intrude on them, only perhaps to discover the subject of their conversation. I can certainly walk across the room without making a nuisance of myself.”

      The rebuke left Conall looking sheepish, and he knew her well enough not to argue once she had her hackles up. Spearing an olive with a delicate fork, he plopped it into his mouth and gestured for her to lead the way. “If you must,” he said, though his tone made it clear he’d rather dance with an ornery badger.

      His reluctance irritated her. She had no doubt he would risk life and limb for her. He had already proved as much more than once. But she was reminded again that her cause was not his cause. That the boldness of his actions sprang from a purity of morals rather an endearment with the fey, and that he had reached his position through the maneuverings of his father, not from any crusade born in his heart.

      The roasted pork suddenly smelled off-putting. She winced at the thought of wasting the remainder of her portion and snatched up a napkin in which to wrap it. She would find some critter to feed it to later.

      The lords had reached an exit at the back of the ballroom by the time she started after them. She tried to take an indirect route, so as not to draw any attention, but feared she would lose the gentlemen if she dawdled overmuch.

      The ballroom exited into a long hallway ending at a pair of doors, one on either side. Lord Granville and Lord Wilshire slipped through the left door as she peered after them. She listened but could hear nothing beyond the clamor of the ballroom behind her—the quick pull of bows across stringed instruments, a cackle of laughter, and the booming guffaw of some gentleman. The dance floor sounded like a herd of elk marching across a frozen pond, from the click-clacking of dozens of shoes keeping time to the music.

      She glanced at Conall. “You’ll keep an eye out for me?” she asked.

      A grin snuck onto his face, though he tried to hold it back. “As always,” he said. He took the napkin from her hand and shoved it into his coat pocket. Turning, he planted himself to block the view of her from anyone watching within the ballroom.

      She nodded and crept down the hallway. Portraits of the elder lords and esquires of Lady Fife’s bloodline hung on the walls, their hard glares passing judgment on her. Her snooping no doubt broke what they would consider rules of decorum. A central carpet padded her steps, and she feigned as if wandering aimlessly, her interest only in taking a breath of air.

      The door the men had passed through remained open, and she could hear their retreating footsteps in the room beyond as she approached. Their heels clacked across a wooden floor that creaked under their weight.

      Their movement stopped and Effie paused near the doorway, not daring to peek within the room.

      “…the funds to pay those men again,” said a gruff voice. Anger filled his tone, though he spoke in a hushed manner.

      “So pay them from the crown’s purses,” replied the second man. His voice was soothing and handsome. “It is all the same, and the Lord Treasurer will make an allowance for it. He is of a like mind for our efforts.”

      The first man growled. “They should be printing the stories themselves as God’s honest citizens.”

      “Pshaw, nothing is accomplished by honest citizens when there is coin to be had. Now what of the other matter? I want the proposal put forth before my return to London.”

      The scuff of a boot snapped Effie’s attention to the way she’d come, and she all but leaped from her skin. A tall fellow stood not a yard behind her, his arms thick and chest barreled. He smirked at her gasp, and she had the impression he’d made the scuffing sound on purpose. At the least, he’d traversed the entire length of the hallway without alerting her to his presence.

      “I did not… Who…” Effie stammered, caught between explaining herself and demanding the man tell her who he was.

      Ignoring her, he stepped forward and pressed a finger to her lips. The movement reminded her of a stalking cat, from a man well used to skulking. Dangerous—the word sprang to Effie’s mind. She took a step back, trying to judge how quickly he could snatch her arm and whether the scheming lords would save her if she screamed.
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      “This is not the place one would expect to find the Green Lady,” the man said. His breath smelled of brandy, and his tie hung crookedly. Effie noted a layer of dirt coated his boots.

      “What do you want of me?” she breathed. She could see no sign of Conall. The man stood so close, she could barely see anything around his broad shoulders. Opening her fey senses, she probed her surroundings. But no cat or hound lurked nearby, and only three others of fey blood attended Lady Fife’s ball. Caledon and his escort, a Sithling named Rose Brewer, stood in the ballroom. Laeth, a Sithling who’d returned from Elphame—the distant realm of the fey—strode toward them. She could sense their auras through the walls. Without thought, she sent them a blast of panic, like an alarm whistle shrilling in the dead of night.

      Running his gaze over her gown, the man stepped aside. “Return to the ball before you are caught out,” he said. “Spying on lords of the realm is no way for a young lady to conduct herself, and no place for a would-be ally to be discovered.” Mocking filled his tone, as if he partook in some jest that she was unaware.

      She eyed him askance, wanting to crack open his skull and determine what the jest meant. Yet remaining in place risked too much. The man was a rogue, clearly, and she wouldn’t learn anything more from the lords while he stood there pestering her. She gripped the hem of her dress to free her legs. Stepping well clear of the man’s reach, she took a few quick strides to add distance between them before slowing her pace and ambling casually back into the ballroom.

      She saw where Conall had gone straight away. Lady Fife held him within her clutches, introducing him to a young lady in an amber gown. He met Effie’s gaze and shrugged his shoulders. He needed her to rescue him as much as she’d needed him. But she couldn’t hang on his arm the entire night. He had social duties to attend, and it would be better for him if she were elsewhere. She smiled at him and shook her head slightly.

      No sooner had she turned away, than did Caledon and his companions appear before her. The Steward of the Seily Court of Righm, last Scottish host of the Daoine Sith, looked concerned. Effie knew him well enough to see it, even if others might not. He stood with a stiff and formal bearing. A hooked nose brought balance to his handsome face. His brow furrowed slightly, and his lips pressed together. Yet amusement remained in his gaze.

      Effie didn’t know Rose Brewer well. She’d only met the Sithling once before, but it didn’t surprise her that the woman’s countenance mimicked the steward’s. The two were a matched pair. Ginger ringlets framed Rose’s soft cheeks. A snug gown, devoid of bustle, highlighted her slender frame. Effie guessed it a new fashion from France. It made her stand out amongst the other ladies in attendance, though her elegant features held no arrogance in them. Rose had returned to Scotland the previous year from a small hamlet in the Kingdom of Norway. There, she’d lived among the Huldrefolk, teaching their culled numbers the auld ways of veiling themselves from sight. She knew much of Fey Craft and of fey lore, Caledon had told Effie, more than any Scottish fey remaining within the empire.

      Laeth she knew slightly better. He had answered Caledon’s call for aid and returned from Elphame to fight at Caldwell House. He wore his formal attire like a child might, as if he wanted nothing more than to rip off his coat and dash through a puddle. He’d pulled his silver hair into a tail that fell below his shoulders.

      “You gave us a fright,” said Caledon.

      Effie glanced down the hallway but saw no sign of the rogue. Had the man vanished into thin air? Effie’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “There was a man who came upon me all of a sudden. I…” She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “I’m sorry for raising an alarm. I am all right now. It was nothing.”

      Caledon studied her for a moment before speaking. “You have no cause to apologize, Effie of Glen Coe. The gravest threat is that which is ignored.”

      Rose Brewer burst into laughter. “Do you always offer such a mystical speech?” she asked. “The lass did not ask for your tutelage, aged as it may be.”

      The steward grinned, but his attention shifted as another man stepped before them and bowed. Sir Walter Conrad’s dark eyes rested atop gaunt cheeks. His coat and shirt were starched stiff, and every lock of raven hair was held meticulously in place. Effie’s loathing of the geologist hadn’t slackened since their first meeting years before, when she’d been a prisoner of the crown and he had sought to exploit her for his own greedy ends. But desperate times had made for desperate allies, and they had come to a cordial understanding of one another.

      Caledon bowed in return, as he would to a cherished friend. His civility was well practiced. Laeth followed his lead. Rose and Effie returned rather shallow curtseys.

      “I trust you are having a wonderful evening at Lady Fife’s expense,” said Sir Walter. “Mr. Stevenson appeared so when last I saw him in the drawing room.” He smiled at Effie, and she could see his sharp mind at work behind the gaze. “He will stand as president of the Royal Society of Edinburgh. It is as great an honor as a Scottish engineer can receive. A proud achievement for his name, especially for one who would rather debate scientific principles than politics.”

      “He is honored and the position well deserved,” answered Effie as politely as she could, though they both knew it would divert Stevenson’s attention from the treaty. Sir Walter’s subtle reminder made her stew. The man would riffle through every stone in a desert if it would find him a speck of gold.

      She wished Stuart Graham attended the ball. For all his preaching of etiquette, he rumbled like a starving bear around Sir Walter. It made for an entertaining sport, even if a bit cruel for Graham to have to suffer. But Graham’s business interests had kept him away. His workers threatened to halt progress on the construction projects he endeavored. They were caught up in the same fervor spreading throughout the empire, their dispute not with Graham himself but with the treatment of other tradesmen. Still, it was a humbling blow for a man who thrived on his respect as an employer.

      “How go the treaty negotiations?” Sir Walter asked Caledon.

      The steward regarded him calmly. “Negotiations will commence in three days’ time,” he said.

      “Formal negotiations,” corrected Sir Walter. “But the heavy work has already begun. Our opposition spins webs in every corner of the empire. Or did you think the broadsheets in London printed themselves? Those incessant accounts of beasts ravaging livestock and a duke enthralled by a fey sorceress?”

      A connection clicked in Effie’s head. Lord Granville’s talk of funding and printing stories. She balled her fists, furious the man spread such vile propaganda. It was one thing to read such hideous things, quite another to know the words were purposefully meant to sway the public mind.

      “The Green Lady,” laughed Rose. “I’d forgotten I stood near such a nefarious seductress.”

      Effie snorted. She should never have joined the procession through the Highlands. Sir Walter and Thomas Stevenson had convinced her to take part. She’d worn an emerald gown of silk, spotted with pearls and trimmed with silver lace. And ever since, the tales of her actions during the Battle of Caldwell House had melded with those of the royal procession, becoming a fancy of witless imagination and untoward gossip.

      Sir Walter clucked his tongue. “Humor alone will not ensure our issues are addressed,” he said.

      “You have done more than enough to demonstrate the advantage of our position, Sir Walter,” said Caledon. “It will speak for our cause as you know it must.”

      Effie knew the steward meant Aerfenium, or rather, the uses of the substance the empire could exploit for its benefit. The volatile gas was a product of Fey Craft the fey called Aegirsigath. It bound the Sidhe Bhreige in the Downward Fields, keeping their kind from terrorizing the Earth. Producing more of it had become the central issue of the negotiations. Caledon had agreed to call it by the name Sir Walter had dubbed it before becoming aware of its nature. Sir Walter had urged him to do so in part because it removed the stigma of its fey origin, but also because, named as an element, it served to remind people of its scientific potential. Already, a scramble had begun to patent uses of the substance. As a highly combustible gas, it burned hotter than coal, burned longer, and was far lighter to store. It would allow steam carriages to travel at higher speeds and airships to carry larger loads, travelling farther distances. The possibilities weren’t bound by transportation, either. Radio waves could be exploited for communication, manufacturing increased, and the gas itself sold as a commodity.

      “Yes,” agreed Sir Walter. “The treaty will pass, but at what expense? The crown will gobble up every ounce of Aerfenium in the name of national defense. To protect our coastline, our cities, they will cry. I can hear them already, squawking in the backrooms of gentlemen’s clubs.”

      “The fey will bear the greater cost,” said Caledon. His meaning was clear. Supplying the empire with Aerfenium was tantamount to a tax levied against the fey in exchange for citizenship, and once such a barter existed, how long would it last before more was demanded by the crown and less received by the fey? “It is why we must demand creation of it within Elphame, so we will not become enslaved by such aggressive positions.”

      “Aye,” agreed Laeth. Caledon had placed the Sithling in charge of the storehouse where they stored the crown’s measure of Aerfenium. “And so it can be protected. The buggers be halfwits if they think they can use the stuff for long afore other empires come clamoring for it.”

      “How goes the containment technology?” asked Effie. Curiosity of such engineering feats always begged her interest, and she wanted to change the subject. She had heard Sir Walter and Caledon banter often enough in the past months. “Will they have the valves you suggested for safely releasing the gas into a feeder line?” Such a standardized means of delivering the gas as a fuel would greatly accelerate the development of devices using the substance.

      “The tubes are being pressed as we speak,” said Sir Walter, “though at a high personal cost.”

      “We all have our burdens,” said Rose. Her eyes danced over to Effie, who turned away to hide her amusement.

      Sir Walter tugged at his sleeve. “The crown remains rooted in the past. They should see reason and shove the cost of fey investigations onto those towns who bring charges. Let the accusers pay for the Fey Finders. The empire’s funds are better spent furthering the adoption of Aerfenium, and the shift would kill two birds—faced with the financial burden themselves, towns and villages would be less inclined persecute the fey.”

      “Leaving the crown with enough coin to pay for your tubes,” said Effie. “It is a noble suggestion.” She kept her tone polite despite the derision her words implied. She’d heard his argument before. It was typical of the man, a solution that didn’t address a problem directly but would still feed money his way. “Would the Hostmen of Newcastle agree with it? It is the coal barons’ coin you spend, is it not?”

      Sir Walter’s pressed lips were all the answer she required. He made a mocking bow, conceding her point. She had only a hint of satisfaction before his eyes lit up. “Lord Granville,” he said and bowed again, this time deeper.

      She started and turned. The lord had come to stand behind her. He had his head bent as he checked his watch, a gold-plated piece scrolled with roses. His gaze rose at hearing his name. She stepped aside to allow him into their group, and a sudden impulse made her study his shoes. They were clean and polished, as they should be. Wherever the rogue had come from or fled to, the lord apparently hadn’t followed.

      Sir Walter introduced her, and she curtseyed. Lord Granville’s smile was infectious, surrounded as it was by the dimples of his cheeks and chin. He bowed low to her and even took her hand into his, lightly brushing his lips across the back of it. “I hope you won’t enthrall me as you did the duke,” he said. The jest shone in his eyes with no malice intended, yet Effie knew he’d chosen his words with care. She recognized the handsome voice from earlier. His words then had been spoken in the same manner, despite their vile content.

      “I had the good fortune of your daughter’s introduction earlier, my lord,” replied Effie. “She is quite charming, and I believe she has a better chance of enthralling the Fey Finder General than I do, your lordship.”

      Lord Granville laughed. “Please forgive her. She is only recently out in society, and her mother bade me bring her north to visit with her aunt.” He turned to Caledon. “Master Steward, I trust you are finding accommodations to your liking here in this fine city. Glasgow is a model for the rest of the empire, so we may ensure our prosperity in the generations to come.”
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