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Contrasting magnetothermal conductivity in sibling Co-based honeycomb-lattice antiferromagnets
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Honeycomb-lattice antiferromagnets have attracted wide attention for the exploration of exotic heat transport
and their interplay with magnetic excitations. In this work, we have revealed a contrasting behavior in the mag-
netothermal conductivity (MTC) between two Co-based honeycomb-lattice magnets Co4M2O9 (M = Nb, Ta),
despite their identical lattice structures and quite similar magnetism. Co4Ta2O9 exhibits enhanced MTC of
about 550 % at 9 T of an in-plane magnetic field, comparable to other honeycomb magnets, while MTC for
Co4Nb2O9 reaches only ∼30 %. This marked difference is ascribed to distinct features in the field-induced
evolution of magnetic excitations that resonantly scatter phonons. This finding sheds light on the implicit impacts
of nonmagnetic ions on thermal transport and hints at the potential for broad heat-transport tunability while
preserving magnetism and lattice structures.
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Thermal transport properties are attracting central interest
as a useful probe to unravel intriguing nature of quasiparticles
in quantum materials [1]. Magnetic insulators are extensively
investigated to explore unconventional heat transport phenom-
ena, including ballistic spin conduction [2,3], thermal Hall
effect [4–6], and large magnetothermal conductivity (MTC)
[7–13]. Phonons are in most cases dominant heat carriers,
while spin-phonon coupling often plays a pivotal role in orig-
inating fascinating features.

Recent efforts have been primarily concentrated on
honeycomb-lattice magnets. This distinct class of materials
is anticipated to harbor exotic characteristics, including topo-
logical magnon bands [14–20], Majorana edge mode in the
context of Kitaev spin liquids [21,22], and chiral phonons
carrying angular momenta [23–25]. Significant thermal trans-
port properties have been observed, including large MTC due
to strong spin-phonon coupling [26–30], and thermal Hall
effect [22,31–35]. It has recently been recognized that ex-
otic heat conduction can occur also when a field is parallel
to the honeycomb-lattice plane [36–42]. The intricate inter-
play between phonons and magnetic excitations continues to
be a fertile ground for ongoing discussion and exploration
[22,29,40,43–45]. The pursuit of understanding the role of
spin-phonon coupling promises a potential pathway to gain
tunability of heat conduction within this intriguing group of
magnets.

Corundum-derivative compounds, Co4Ta2O9 (CTO) and
Co4Nb2O9 (CNO), have attracted recent interests as a host
of a stacked honeycomb lattice of magnetic Co2+ ions [46].
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They belong to a centrosymmetric space group P3̄c1 [47]
[Fig. 1(a)], and the PT -symmetric antiferromagnetic order
of Co2+ ions breaks both the space inversion (P) and time-
reversal (T ) symmetries below Néel temperatures (TN) giving
rise to magnetoelectric coupling [48–59]. Ta5+ and Nb5+ ions
are not magnetic, hosting no d electrons. There are two types
of CoO6 octahedra (Co1 and Co2) in CTO and CNO. Heavily
buckled honeycomb networks of Co2 and less buckled ones of
Co1 [Fig. 1(b)] are alternately stacked along the c axis. They
are termed buckled and planar, respectively.

Previous neutron diffraction experiments revealed slightly
canted antiferromagnetic order at zero field below TN = 20 K
for CTO [58,60], and below TN = 27 K for CNO [52,61,62].
According to Refs. [60,62], for both compounds, magnetic
moments are confined in the ab plane because of the easy-
plane type magnetic anisotropy of the Co2+ ions. Magnetic
moments are mutually canted within the ab plane due to the
Dzyaloshinskii-Moriya interaction along the c axis as shown
in Fig. 1(b) for CTO. The magnetic structure of CNO is
similar to CTO, while the magnetic moments are in a different
orientation in the ab-plane from those in CTO. An in-plane
magnetic field induces a spin-flop-like transition at low mag-
netic fields (Hc = 0.3 T for CTO [59] and Hc = 0.2–0.75 T
for CNO [52,63]). For CNO, it has been revealed that this
phenomenon is ascribed to the antiferromagnetic domain re-
arrangement so that the Néel vector becomes perpendicular to
the applied magnetic field [62].

In this letter, we report a distinctive behavior of MTC
in isostructural honeycomb-antiferromagnets, CTO and CNO
[47]. Despite the structural and magnetic similarity, the MTC
in CTO reaches 550 % in an in-plane magnetic field of 9 T,
comparable to other large MTC honeycomb-lattice magnets,
while CNO shows the MTC suppressed by more than one
order of magnitude in the same field configuration. This con-
trasting MTC behaviors are attributed to the subtle balance
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FIG. 1. (a) Schematic crystal and magnetic structure of CTO
(space group: P3̄c1) visualized by VESTA software [64]. Cyan (blue)
octahedron represents oxygen coordination around Co1 (Co2). An
arrow on each Co site represents the magnetic moments. (b) Top
view of a planar (buckled) honeycomb lattice formed by Co1 (Co2).
Cartesian coordinates, x, y, z are defined. (c) Temperature depen-
dence of zero-field thermal conductivity (κxx) of CTO with the heat
current along the x axis ( jQ ‖ x ‖ a). The data for CNO and MTO are
also shown. Arrows denote the transition temperature (T CTO

N ∼ 20 K,
T CNO

N ∼ 27 K, T MTO
N ∼ 100 K), identified by the magnetization mea-

surements with μ0H = 0.1 T. Dashed lines are the phonon thermal
conductivity in the Casimir limit.

between the energy scales of magnetic excitations and fea-
tures of phonon resonant scattering. This result provides an
insight on the tunability of heat transport in magnets without
significantly changing lattice and magnetism.

Single crystals of CTO, CNO, and Mn4Ta2O9 (MTO) for
measurements were grown by the floating zone method (see
Sec. A in Ref. [65]). Thermal conductivity at low temperatures
in a magnetic field was measured by the standard steady-state
method using a commercial cryostat equipped with a super-
conducting magnet. Cartesian coordinates, x, y, z are defined
as shown in Fig. 1(b), and in-plane thermal conductivity κii

(i = x, y) is estimated following the formula jQi = κii(−∂iT ),
where jQi and ∂iT are heat current density and longitudinal
temperature gradient along i axis, respectively. The jQi was
generated from a 1-k� heater chip attached to an edge of
a rectangular-shaped sample, where a DC electric current
was applied by Keithley 6221 through manganin wires (φ =
25 µm). The other edge was attached to the copper block
as a heat bath. The ∂iT on the sample was monitored by
type-E thermocouples (φ = 25 µm). The temperature of the
heat bath was measured by a resistive thermometer (Cernox
CX-1030-SD), which was calibrated at low temperatures in
magnetic fields. High-vacuum condition (<1 × 10−3 Pa) was
maintained during the measurement to prevent convection.
Radiation from the environment was suppressed by using
a brass cap shield on the sample puck. DC magnetization
was measured by a superconducting quantum interferome-
ter device magnetometer system (MPMS, Quantum Design).

Thermal expansion and magnetostriction along a and b∗ were
simultaneously measured by the fiber-Bragg-grating method
using a cryostat equipped with a superconducting magnet
(Spectromag, Oxford Instruments) [66].

Figure 1(c) shows the temperature dependence of ther-
mal conductivity of CTO and CNO in zero magnetic field.
We also measured the thermal conductivity in isostructural
MTO to compare the effect of spin-orbital coupled magnetic
moment in Co2+ ions and a spherical S = 5/2 moment in
Mn2+ ions. κxx in MTO shows a typical feature dominated
by a phononic contribution, which is characterized by a peak
at 25 K, as observed in various Mn2+ compounds [67–69],
while a critical scattering induces a kink at TN (see a purple
arrow). CTO and CNO, on the other hand, show a prominent
suppression of thermal conductivity with a dip at T lower than
TN. This indicates that magnetic excitations associated with
Co-3d electrons strongly scatter phonons through spin-lattice
coupling [13,68]. We also estimate the boundary-scattering
(Casimir) limit of pure phonon thermal conductivity (see
Sec. E in Ref. [65]) as shown by dashed lines in Fig. 1(c). The
observed κxx in MTO is moderately suppressed from the ideal
value due to relatively small spin-phonon interaction [70,71],
while those in CTO and CNO are more strikingly influenced
by the magnetic scattering.

The similarity in thermal conductivity between CTO and
CNO may originate from the similarity in the crystal structure
(see Sec. B in Ref. [65]), electron configuration (Co2+ is 3d7,
Ta5+ and Nb5+ are d0), and magnetic structure [60,62]. Both
compounds show the easy-plane type magnetic anisotropy
due to the orbital moment in Co2+ ions, while CTO has a
softer magnetization process in the in-plane magnetic field
than CNO does (see Sec. C in Ref. [65]). Thermal expansion
and magnetostriction below TN (see Sec. C in Ref. [65]) are
also comparable, suggesting that the exchange striction plays
a similar role in these two compounds.

Contrasting behavior in the thermal conductivity between
CTO and CNO emerges in a magnetic field applied parallel
to the honeycomb planes (H ⊥ c). Figure 2(a) shows the
temperature dependence of thermal conductivity κyy of CTO
when the magnetic field is applied parallel to the heat flow
( jQ ‖ H ‖ y). The temperature dependence of κyy shows a
double-peak structure, at about 50 K and about 5 K. At 9 T, the
high-temperature peak is slightly suppressed, while the low-
temperature one exhibits a large enhancement, suggesting a
suppression of phonon scattering. In CNO, on the other hand,
the field-induced changes for both peaks are much smaller
than that of CTO [Fig. 2(b)].

This difference becomes clearer in the plot of MTC ra-
tio �κyy(H )/κyy(0) = [κyy(H ) − κyy(0)]/κyy(0) of CTO and
CNO at various temperatures, as shown in Figs. 2(c) and 2(d).
In CTO, the field-induced enhancement of κyy is observed
below 10 K, and the MTC ratio reaches 550 % at T = 5 K.
That of CNO is ∼30 % at the maximum at T = 9 K. These
features indicate that low-energy magnetic excitations give
rise to the striking difference in MTC. We also note that
the spin-flop transition at low fields only slightly affects the
MTC for both compounds (see Sec. C in Ref. [65]), sug-
gesting that the difference in the tilt angle of the magnetic
moment between CTO and CNO plays a minor role in the heat
transport.
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FIG. 2. The temperature dependence of thermal conductivity
along y axis (κyy) in (a) CTO and (b) CNO at zero field and under
the magnetic field of 9 T along H ‖ y. The transition temperature
(TN) at μ0H = 0.1 T is also denoted by an arrow. Field dependence
of the magnetothermal conductivity �κyy(H )/κyy(0) of (c) CTO and
(d) CNO at various temperatures. The definition of the Cartesian
coordinates is denoted as an inset of (d).

We have also measured the anisotropy of MTC with re-
spect to the heat current direction and the magnetic field (see
Sec. D in Ref. [65]). The MTC in the jQ ‖ H ‖ x condition
is comparable to that of jQ ‖ H ‖ y, as expected from small
in-plane magnetic anisotropy in a trigonal system. In contrast
to the in-plane-field MTC, that in the out-of-plane field con-
dition ( jQ ⊥ z, H ‖ z) does not provide a large MTC ratio for
either CTO or CNO. This is consistent with the easy-plane
type magnetic anisotropy, where the magnetic excitations are
expected to weakly respond to H ‖ z.

To capture the interplay between phonons and magnetic
excitations, the thermal conductivity data are analyzed by
using the Callaway model [72,73]. In this model, the tem-
perature dependence of the thermal conductivity is calculated
numerically by considering the frequency dependence of the
phonon relaxation time τtot , as

κ (T ) = kB

2π2vs

(
kBT

h̄

)3 ∫ 	D
T

0
F (ω, T )τtot (ω, T )dξ, (1)

where kB is Boltzmann constant, h̄ is Dirac constant,
	D is Debye temperature, vs is the acoustic phonon
velocity (see Sec. E in Ref. [65]), ω is phonon frequency,
ξ = h̄ω/kBT , and F (ω, T ) = (ξ 4eξ )/(eξ − 1)2 [72,73].
τ−1

tot = τ−1
c + τ−1

mag, where the nonmagnetic term τc commonly
used empirically as the pure phononic relaxation term
including boundary, point defect, dislocation, and umklapp
scattering. We assume that the τmag that represents phonon
resonant scattering by magnetic excitations at typical
frequencies ωres j ( j = 1, 2, . . .), phenomenologically given

(b)
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FIG. 3. Color map of the �κyy(H )/κyy(0) in the H -T phase
diagram of (a) CTO and (b) CNO for H ‖ y. Black circles (solid
lines) are the magnetic transition temperatures obtained by magneti-
zation measurements. Black squares (dashed lines) are the spin-flop
transition fields (see Fig. S3 in Ref. [65]). The extracted resonant
frequencies (ωres1, ωres2) as a function of applied magnetic field are
also shown (red circles and blue triangles). The difference between
ωres1 and ωres2 in CTO at higher magnetic fields is too small to
resolve.

by [43,74–78]

τ−1
mag =

∑
j

Cj
ω4

(
ω2 − ω2

res j

)2

exp
(
− h̄ωres j

kBT

)

1 + exp
(
− h̄ωres j

kBT

) , (2)

where Cj denotes phonon-magnetic-excitation coupling
constant.

The experimental data for both CTO and CNO are repro-
duced by using the close order of magnitude values for the
corresponding parameters (see Sec. E in Ref. [65]), confirm-
ing the similarity of nonmagnetic phonon scattering processes
and spin-phonon coupling [79] between these compounds.
The major difference that gives rise to the distinct MTC is the
energy of ωres j and their field-evolution. Figures 3(a) and 3(b)
show a color map of �κyy(H )/κyy(0) and field-dependence of
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h̄ωres1 and h̄ωres2. We find that at least two resonant frequen-
cies, ωres1 and ωres2, have to be introduced to obtain reasonable
temperature dependence of κ in magnetic fields. In CTO
[Fig. 3(a)], the resonant frequency ωres1 (∼1 meV) suppresses
the thermal conductivity below TN at zero magnetic field. As
the magnetic field increases, ωres1 is increased by the Zeeman
effect to approach the higher resonant frequency ωres2. Con-
sequently, the magnetic scattering of phonons is suppressed,
resulting in the enhancement of the low-temperature peak in
κyy by a magnetic field. The smaller MTC in CNO is attributed
to slightly higher energy of h̄ωres1 and the negligible sensitiv-
ity to the field at the low-field regions (<6 T).

The phonon resonant scattering frequency is considered
to correspond to the energy at which the gap of magnetic
excitation bands and phonon dispersions intersect. In the pre-
vious terahertz spectroscopy, CNO was observed to possess
multiple magnetic excitations comparable to the energy of
ωres1 and ωres2 [80]. Some of the modes were also confirmed
by inelastic neutron scattering [61]. Although the magnetic
excitations spectra in CTO have remained elusive, excitation
energy ωres1 lower than that in CNO is possibly attributed to
the systematically weaker magnetic exchange interactions in
CTO than those in CNO [81] as magnon gap energy in an
antiferromagnet at zero field is correlated to the exchange
field. The faster field-induced evolution of ωres1 in CTO is
consistent with softer magnetization process (see Figs. S3(b)
and S3(f) in Ref. [65]), which suggests that the magnons (and
thus, anticrossing points with phonons) gain more Zeeman
energy than that in CNO. We note that the ωres1 in CNO
shows a slight decrease (∼5%) at low fields [Fig. 3(b)]. This
might not be an intrinsic effect but within the uncertainty of
the fit parameters (see Sec. E in Ref. [65]). According to the
DFT calculations in Ref. [81], the softness of magnetization
originates from narrower Co-3d bandwidth, larger on-site
Coulomb interaction U , and smaller band gap between the
minority-spin states. These features are due to extended Ta-5d
states hybridize more strongly with O-2p states. This exempli-
fies an impact of nonmagnetic ions to an apparent identical
magnets for distinct behavior in magnetothermal transport
properties.

Contrasting behavior between CTO and CNO highlights
the diversity of MTC among honeycomb-lattice magnets.
Figure 4 compares MTC ratios in honeycomb-lattice mag-
nets at the temperature where the MTC ratio becomes the
largest in the measured field range below 15 T. Co-based
materials show relatively large MTC change. The MTC of
Na2Co2TeO6 in the high magnetic fields is larger than that
of the other honeycomb antiferromagnets. The magnetic en-
ergy gap extracted by a fitting of the thermal conductivity
in Na2Co2TeO6 linearly increases in the high-field region
(h̄ω0 � 5.4 meV at 15 T), thus suppressing phonon scattering
due to magnetic excitation [29]. MTC in CTO is comparable
to those in the other Co-based compounds, while CNO shows
relatively small MTC. Although a contrasting temperature-
dependence of κxx at zero field has been reported among
trirutile compounds [76], to the best of our knowledge, it has
been rarely reported and explored that such a wide variation of
MTC happens within isostructural compounds with isoelec-
tronic magnetic ions and similar magnetic and magnetoelastic
properties.

FIG. 4. In-plane longitudinal MTC ratio in CTO and CNO
obtained in this study at T = 4 K and that of a variety of
honeycomb-lattice magnets. Na2Co2TeO6 (T = 7 K, jQ ‖ H ) [29],
α − RuCl3 (T = 2.5 K, jQ ‖ H ) [26], CrCl3 (T = 21 K, jQ ‖ H )
[27], Mn3Si2Se6 (T = 20 K, jQ ‖ H ) [82], and Cr2Si2Te6 (T = 32 K,
jQ ‖ H ) [78]. The transverse MTC in BaCo2(AsO4)2 at 0.7 K in the
configuration of jQ ‖ a, H ‖ b∗ [30] is also shown.

Although the analysis using Eq. (2) succeeds in captur-
ing the phenomenological understanding of the underlying
physics observed, we note that it gives only becomes an indi-
cation of the presence of an energy scale of a gap of magnetic
excitations relevant to phonon scattering. The identification
of the microscopic scattering process is a subject of future
studies. We also note that the magnetoelectric effect in CTO is
known to be a nonmonotonic function of magnetic field, while
CNO shows typical linear magnetoelectric behavior [56,59].
This difference would also be linked to the distinct MTC
through the field-induced evolution of magnetic structure and
spin-lattice coupling. In order to reveal these features and to
deepen the understanding of the contrasting behaviors in CTO
and CNO, further elastic/inelastic neutron diffraction studies
are needed to investigate the spin structures in an in-plane
magnetic field and to resolve the magnetic excitation spectra
particularly in CTO.

In conclusion, a large enhancement of thermal conductivity
in a magnetic field is observed in CTO in contrast to a much
smaller magnetic-field-effect in CNO despite the apparent
similarity between these compounds. This discrepancy is at-
tributed to the difference in the energy of magnetic excitations
that scatter phonons and their field-evolution, which is consis-
tent with relatively softer magnetization in CTO than that in
CNO. These findings suggest a potential for the giant tunabil-
ity of thermal conductivity in honeycomb-lattice magnets with
a faint perturbation including the substitution of nonmagnetic
elements. This may also be relevant to harnessing exotic heat
transport phenomena in Kitaev magnets.
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Shahrokhvand, U. Zeitler, M. Roslova, A. Isaeva, T. Doert, L.
Janssen, M. Vojta, B. Büchner, and C. Hess, Phys. Rev. B 102,
235155 (2020).

[78] K. Yang, H. Wu, Z. Li, C. Ran, X. Wang, F. Zhu, X. Gong, Y.
Liu, G. Wang, L. Zhang, X. Mi, A. Wang, Y. Chai, Y. Su, W.
Wang, M. He, X. Yang, and X. Zhou, Adv. Funct. Mater. 33,
2302191 (2023).

[79] K. Park, J. Kim, S. Choi, S. Fan, C. Kim, D. G. Oh, N. Lee,
S.-W. Cheong, V. Kiryukhin, Y. J. Choi, D. Vanderbilt, J. H.
Lee, and J. L. Musfeldt, Appl. Phys. Lett. 122, 182902 (2023).

[80] R. Dagar, S. Yadav, M. Kinha, B. S. Mehra, R. Rawat, K. Singh,
and D. S. Rana, Phys. Rev. Mater. 6, 074409 (2022).

[81] I. V. Solovyev and T. V. Kolodiazhnyi, Phys. Rev. B 94, 094427
(2016).

[82] A. F. May, H. Cao, and S. Calder, J. Magn. Magn. Mater. 511,
166936 (2020).

[83] Y. Cao, K. Xu, Y., W. Yang, Y. Zhang, Y. Kang, X. He, A.
Zheng, M. Liu, S. Wei, Z. Li, and S. Cao, J. Cryst. Growth 492,
35 (2018).

[84] M. A. Castellanos R., S. Bernès, and M. Vega-González, Acta.
Crystallogr. E. 62, i117 (2006).

[85] N. D. Khanh, N. Abe, K. Matsuura, H. Sagayama, Y. Tokunaga,
and T. Arima, Appl. Phys. Lett. 114, 102905 (2019).

[86] Y. Chang, J. Wang, W. Wang, C. Liu, B. You, M. Liu, S. Zheng,
M. Shi, C. Lu, and J.-M. Liu, Phys. Rev. B 107, 014412 (2023).

[87] Y. M. Xie, H. Zang, W. D. Ceng, H. Y. Wu, and C. C. Wang,
Appl. Phys. Lett. 113, 082906 (2018).

[88] Y. M. Xie and C. C. Wang, J. Alloys Compd. 906, 164066
(2022).

[89] M. G. Holland, Phys. Rev. 132, 2461 (1963).
[90] P. Carruthers, Rev. Mod. Phys. 33, 92 (1961).
[91] N. Narayanan, A. Senyshyn, D. Mikhailova, T. Faske, T. Lu,

Z. Liu, B. Weise, H. Ehrenberg, R. A. Mole, W. D. Hutchison,
H. Fuess, G. J. McIntyre, Y. Liu, and D. Yu, Phys. Rev. B 98,
134438 (2018).

L041116-6

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.99.085136
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevX.12.021025
https://doi.org/10.1088/1361-648X/ab8525
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3697(61)90103-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/0038-1098(72)90927-1
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3645017
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep03860
https://doi.org/10.1111/jace.13651
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.93.075117
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4947074
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4959086
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jallcom.2016.04.053
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.96.094434
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-14169-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmmm.2018.09.071
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-69117-5
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.102.214404
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.97.085154
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.102.174443
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrysgro.2015.03.045
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0021889811038970
http://link.aps.org/supplemental/10.1103/PhysRevB.110.L041116
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.105.214412
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.122.1451
https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-8853(83)90191-9
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1657761
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.8.3309
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.15.1489
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.113.1046
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.122.787
https://doi.org/10.1016/0038-1098(73)90320-7
https://doi.org/10.1088/0022-3719/18/2/010
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.98.134449
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.102.235155
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.202302191
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0137903
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevMaterials.6.074409
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.94.094427
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmmm.2020.166936
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrysgro.2018.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1107/S1600536806012141
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5086894
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.107.014412
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5039888
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jallcom.2022.164066
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.132.2461
https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.33.92
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.98.134438

