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Mama, Mama, look at me; 

found myself an oddity.

Beat the rug, wash the clothes, 

put a ring in the red bull’s nose.

Worry, worry, fl y from me; 

I don’t want no oddity.

Fire’s gone cold, bull is dead, 

Mama’s lying in her bed.

—Traditional Nursery Rhyme





Part I





CHAPTER 1

Trouble Breeds 
Trouble

A
re you keeping mice in your bag again?” Constantine asked, 

turning in his saddle to peer at his daughter. “You couldn’t 

choose a fi lthier pet.”

“I haven’t kept mice since I was a little girl,” Clover said, 

folding her haversack closed and pulling her hat down to hide her 

eyes. If her father knew what she did have in her bag, he would wish did have in her bag, he would wish 

it were a whole litter of mice.

“I can hear you fi ddling with something back there. When 

you turn fourteen, I’ll be giving you your own medical bag, but not 

if you plan to keep buttered bread and rodents in it.”

Clover held her tongue. In addition to remembering the 

portions that turned poison to medicine, never fl inching from the 

horrors of pus or spilling organs, and keeping his tools clean and 

orderly, her father also wanted Clover herself to be tidy: useful and 

trouble free, like a porcelain spoon. She was too tired to argue any-

way. For the past two days they’d been assisting a breech birth down 

on the Sawtooth Prairie, and fatigue had made Clover goose brained.
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She knew she looked ragged even though her dark curls were 

bound into tight braids. Being a doctor’s daughter was messy work, 

and Clover hated to have her hair yanked by deranged patients. 

She’d been tending to the sick in the foothills of the Centurion 

Mountains with her father for as long as she could remember. She 

helped him grind powders and hold patients down during surgery. 

She even stitched up the easy wounds herself, dipping the silk 

in brandy before making the tight, clean loops that kept a body 

together.

Now Clover shifted in her saddle, close to giggling or curs-

ing. Or both. She watched her father, the model of propriety. 

Constantine Elkin had high cheekbones and a black beard that 

tapered to a handsome ink brush point. In recent years, Clover 

had seen the gray hair creep into his temples. His clothes were 

threadbare, but even now, after twenty-six hours of keeping a 

mother and baby alive in a sod house, his vest was still buttoned 

up—he was always a gentleman. He even chewed pine needles 

so his patients wouldn’t smell the smoked trout he survived on.

They started up the red-clay slopes toward home. The for-

est thickened, and a squirrel squawked at them from the branches 

above. To Clover, there was nothing sillier than an angry squirrel, a 

fat governor of its own tree. She giggled, which only made the squir-

rel bark louder. Its tail waved like a battle fl ag. Clover wiggled her 

nose and showed her own teeth as she barked back, “Chuff, chuff!”

Clover’s stomach grumbled. She hadn’t had time to eat the 

raisin buns Widow Henshaw had made for her, and now they were 

as stale as oak galls. She pinched off a crust and cast it at the base of 

the tree, because even grumpy squirrels deserved something sweet 

now and then.
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Her father shot her a look. He was suspicious. What would 

he do if he discovered the secret in her haversack? Nothing upset 

him as much as an oddity.

Clover noticed the bundle of gray fur swinging from her 

father’s saddlebag and was suddenly as hungry as she was tired.

“Are you telling me that after two days of tending and a 

healthy baby against all odds, those settlers paid us with prairie 

rabbits?” Clover asked.

“You would prefer to be paid with snails? They’re poor, 

kroshka,” Constantine answered. “The poorest.”

Clover usually liked it when he called her kroshka—it meant 

little bread crumb—but those rabbits galled her.

“Aren’t we poor? Everyone pays us with turnips or jugs of sour 

cider. There’s not even any fat on those rabbits. Look at your pants. 

I’ve mended them so many times the seat looks like a quilt.”

Constantine sighed and shook his head.

“This is why the ties on my bonnet frayed and I switched to 

men’s hats,” Clover continued.

He looked back at her under a cocked eyebrow. “I thought 

you preferred dressing like a boy.” There was a tender smile half-

hidden under his mustache.

“I wear trousers so I can sit on a saddle properly, since I spend 

half my life on this horse. I wear men’s gloves because they were 

made to get dirty and don’t stretch or wear out.” Clover knew she 

was beginning to sound like an angry squirrel herself, but after the 

cramped vigil in the damp birthing room it felt good to holler. “I’m 

not about to blister my backside sitting sidesaddle just because the 

world was made for men!”

“As you wish,” he said.
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It was just like her father to make her feel like she had chosen 

this life.

“A Prague-trained surgeon could have real paying customers 

if only we lived a little closer to New Manchester,” she argued. “Or 

Brackenweed. Or any city. We could have fresh milk every day and 

new clothes. In New Manchester, we could buy turpentine instead 

of having to boil pine resin ourselves. That stuff never washes out! 

And you ask me why I don’t wear dresses.”

Her father was silent, allowing her outburst but refusing to 

participate. If Clover had wanted a response, she shouldn’t have 

mentioned New Manchester. Nothing shut her father up as quickly 

as talk of the past. He had buried his history like a dead body.

Clover had been a toddler when they left New Manchester 

and didn’t remember a thing about it. “Cities are swollen with woe,” 

Constantine was fond of saying. Because of his Russian accent it 

sounded like svollen vit voe. The true name of that woe was Miniver 

Elkin. Clover knew only three things about her dead mother: that 

she had been a collector of oddities; that she was involved with a 

society of scholars who studied the singular objects; and that she 

had died in a tragic accident that her father would not explain.

Constantine’s broken heart was the reason Clover had 

never walked the busy streets of New Manchester, never visited 

her mother’s grave. Everyone said that Constantine Elkin was a 

generous doctor. But Clover knew how much he kept for himself. 

His high, learned forehead was a cabinet he had locked his secrets 

inside.

Now Clover had her own secret, something thrilling. Keeping 

an eye on the back of her father’s head, she opened her haversack 

and reached in.
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She gasped as it stung her fi nger. Biting cold! She opened the 

bag a little wider to let the light in.

It could have been an ordinary ice hook: an iron curve like 

an eagle’s talon with a simple wooden handle, gray and splitting. 

Clover thought it was lovely, its fl ank dimpled where the smith’s 

hammer had shaped it. If polished, it might even have fi t among 

her father’s surgical tools.

Just last week, while looking for mushrooms, she’d found the 

Ice Hook under the leaf mulch on the western side of the lake. It 

was the kind of tool used to carry blocks of ice in the fancy cities, 

where they could keep food cold for weeks in icehouses. Salaman-

der Lake, where Clover lived, had smokehouses but no icehouse. 

No one she knew had any use for a tool like this, but then, this 

wasn’t just an ice hook.

The minute she’d touched it, she’d known it was odd. The 

iron was ice-cold, even though the rocks around it had been warm 

from the afternoon sun. Clover hadn’t had time to really examine 

it or wonder at her luck, because her father had hollered for her to 

saddle up for the ride down to the prairie. Now, three days later, the 

tool was still thrillingly chilled.

There was no denying it; the Ice Hook was an oddity, one 

of the fabled objects that her mother had collected and her father 

refused to discuss.

What he didn’t know was that Clover had studied issues four, 

seven, and twenty-one of the Journal of Anomalous Objects, which 

their landlady, Widow Henshaw, kept hidden in her pantry under 

rags and bundles of lavender. While the old woman napped by the 

stove, Clover memorized the brittle pages.
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She lay awake most nights enchanted by the entries. In 

Spain, there was a Fishing Net that pulled trout from the water 

fully cooked, with herbs and butter. In the southern coastal town 

of Juniper, there existed a Button that whistled a cheery melody 

whenever it rained. Clover had memorized the entry:

The Button has been proudly worn on the jacket of every 

mayor since the founding of the city. Juniper hosts a music fes-

tival in March, inviting composers to perform their variations 

on the Button melody. Should you attend, bring an umbrella 

and an appetite for the local delicacy, chowder pie . . .

But no matter how much she committed to memory, Clover 

was fi xated on the missing pieces. The journals in the pantry were 

out of date, their lists incomplete. She ached to know what other 

wonders were hidden in the world. It didn’t help that this strange 

disclaimer could be found on the fi rst page of each issue:

Be it known that portions of this periodical contain intentional 

errors and outright fabrications. For reasons of safety, the 

locations of specifi c oddities have been omitted. Due to inci-

dents of poaching, some collections can no longer be publicly 

displayed. Please report poachers and criminal traffi ckers to 

your local sheriff.

It was intended to frustrate thieves, but it frustrated Clover 

too, casting a dreamlike uncertainty over the entire subject. Every 

entry in the journal was as intriguing as it was unbelievable: a Mirror 
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that led to another world, a talking Rooster that had risen to the 

rank of army colonel, an Umbrella that trapped lightning . . . Clover 

could never be sure which oddities were real, actually out there in 

the world, and which were decoys imagined by the Society of Anom-

alogists. Before she found the Ice Hook, Clover had worried that 

oddities were just another fantasy adults indulged in, like wishing 

wells, shooting stars, and Father Christmas.

But now she knew better. Now she had touched the truth.

She let her horse fall back a bit to give herself some privacy 

and pulled the Ice Hook out of her bag. She lifted it to the sunlight 

to see the white fuzz gathering on the steel near the handle, the 

moisture in the air turning to frost. It was as if winter itself had 

been forged into the tool. She touched it lightly with her tongue. 

It stuck fast, frozen instantly to the metal. She pulled it off with a 

whimper.

A wonder, a marvel! Though she had no idea what to do 

with it, just holding the Ice Hook made Clover breathless. Her 

hand trembled, like the fi rst time she’d used her father’s scalpel to 

remove a wart.

Something as stubbornly strange as the Ice Hook didn’t 

belong hidden away in sleepy Salamander Lake. Clover knew it 

was the key to a wider world. Why shouldn’t she become a collec-

tor like her mother, or maybe even an adventurer like the famous 

Aaron Agate, searching the wilds for priceless items to write 

about in the journal? And because she was also her father’s daugh-

ter, Clover might discover medical uses for oddities. Now that she 

knew oddities were as real as the boots on her feet, she felt that 

anything was possible: a cure for the pox, for scarlet fever, for any 
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of the pests that gnawed on human bones. Her father would have 

to smile on that.

But knowing he could turn around at any moment, she hid 

the Ice Hook beneath the raisin buns, closed the bag, and promised 

herself not to look again until she was alone.

They were close to home now. They turned onto a narrow 

trail near the cliffs that overlooked the lake. They pulled their 

horses to a stop, and together the two Elkins watched the boats on 

the water. The lake was a glistening emerald in the late-morning 

light. As always, Clover tried to make out the salamander shape 

in the edges of the water. But to her the lake looked more like the 

hand of a lady who had fainted.

The village itself was just a squat row of cottages on the bank, 

pine needles gathering on the roofs like coonskin caps. It had been 

settled years ago by simple folk fl eeing the Louisiana War. Whites, 

Italians, Blacks, and one grumpy Russian doctor, they all ate the 

same smoked trout, drank the same river water.

Clover’s father sat very still as the horses twitched fl ies away. 

Finally, he said, “You have something in your bag.”

He wasn’t angry yet, but he was close. Clover held her breath, 

watching the muscles of his jaw twitch. There was no escape: he 

knew.

She pulled the Ice Hook out and held it toward her father. 

He wouldn’t touch it, though. In fact, he seemed afraid to look 

at it.

“I suppose it is odd?”

“It’s always cold,” Clover whispered. “Freezing cold. No mat-

ter what.”
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“I don’t care what it does!” His eyebrows knitted together. 

“You know how I feel about oddities.”

He shifted in his saddle, as if he couldn’t bear to sit so close 

to the Ice Hook, and glared at Clover. “Put such interests behind 

you. They are corrupt. They are dangerous.”

“Horses are dangerous before we tame them.” Clover had 

rehearsed this argument in her mind. Her voice trembled, but she 

kept speaking. “Every tool in your bag could be dangerous in the 

wrong hands. This Ice Hook is simply cold . . .”

“Then why do you hide it like a crown of jewels? Trouble breeds 

trouble. You may think you’ve found something special, but there 

will always be another little secret to protect, and before you know 

it, you’ll be obsessed. You’ll sell everything for a button that whistles 

when it rains or something equally ridiculous. A person may think 

she is collecting oddities, but in fact the oddities are collecting her.”

He brushed the front of his vest off and looked as if he might 

ride away. But after a moment he said, “It’s perverse, isn’t it? For it 

to be cold when nature wants it otherwise?”

“It could make ice,” Clover suggested. “Ice can stop pain. You 

could use it to help—”

“You see? It’s already worked its way into your mind,” he said. 

“Made itself indispensable.”

Clover was alarmed to see tears welling in her father’s eyes.

“There is always an excuse to keep them,” Constantine said. 

“But I have seen what they do, Clover. They took your mother 

from us.” He paused. “This is how she died.”

Clover gripped the pommel of her saddle to stay steady. 

Maybe he would tell her now. “Did she have . . . many?” She fal-

tered, seeing the pain in his face.
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“Shelves of them: a Quill that wrote in different languages, 

a Mirror that swallowed people whole, an Ember that burned and 

burned and refused to be extinguished! She thought they could 

be . . . useful.” He shook his head. “They devoured her.”

Clover knew some of these treasures from the journals, and 

before she could think better of it she blurted, “The Mirror doesn’t 

swallow people. Brave explorers have entered—”

“Never to return!”

It was more than he’d ever admitted before. The Ember! The 

Quill! Clover had dreamed about their magic. Had Miniver really 

touched them, seen their astonishing effects with her own eyes?

Had she looked into that Mirror, a door to a twin world? But there 

was one question Clover needed answered more than any other.

“How?” Her voice wavered. She’d never been this close to 

knowing. “How did oddities kill Mother?”

Constantine’s hat cast a shadow over his face, and Clover felt 

his silence returning.

“Where, at least, is she buried?” she pushed. “Haven’t I the 

right to know where my own mother rests?”

Clover expected him to snap at her, but when he fi nally spoke, 

it was in a weary whisper. “This simple world is good enough for us. 

A pitcher that holds water. A needle that pulls thread. These are 

good enough. Do not become a collector of oddities, Clover Elkin.”

Clover scratched the frost off the Ice Hook with her thumb-

nail. Just last year she would have cried at this disappointment, but 

she kept her eyes on the oddity. She’d learned to take deep breaths 

to keep the tears from welling up.

“Promise me,” he said.

Clover bit her cheek until it bled. “I promise,” she said.
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“What do you promise?”

Now the tears came. “I promise not to collect oddities.”

Clover made one last effort. “But this one. It’s unique—

wondrous . . . !” Her words failed her.

“How do you intend to get rid of it?”

He was giving her no room to argue, no choice at all. She’d 

found, at last, something of her own, a door to her mother’s world, 

to answers, and her father was shutting it. Locking it. He had to 

control everything, even her dreams.

She opened her mouth, but outrage choked her.

Clover gripped the Ice Hook, its shameless chill stinging her 

palm. She raised it over her head like a weapon and threw it as hard 

as she could. It fl ashed briefl y and dropped into the lake.

“Are you satisfi ed?” she muttered through clenched teeth. 

“It’s gone forever! And I’ll never fi nd another.”

“I pray you don’t,” Constantine said gently.

He reached out and patted her arm, but she pulled away and 

swallowed a sob. Her father waited as Clover composed herself. He 

was as patient as a statue—and just as heartless.

A cloud blotted the sun, and the lake turned a deep olive.

“You’ll be hungry, no doubt,” Constantine said, heeling his 

horse toward their cabin.

Clover hesitated, watching the ripples where her treasure 

had disappeared, her hopes sinking with it. She wiped her eyes and 

followed her father.

“We have earned a proper meal,” he said. “You can’t survive 

on raisin buns alone. Tomorrow we’ll ride out and see how that new 

baby is faring.” The horses picked up their pace, eager for their oats 
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and bedding. “What will we give to fortify the mother’s blood?” he 

asked.

“Tincture of vervain,” Clover muttered, pulling her hat down 

so he wouldn’t see her tears.

“You’ll make a good doctor yet,” he said.

·············
The forest air cooled Clover’s burning cheeks. Even before she heard 

the mill wheel, she could smell the particular perfume of home: cut 

pine, smoked fi sh, and Widow Henshaw’s yeasty doughs.

It was almost noon when they clopped onto the bridge. The 

mill wheel turned gaily in the high waters of the river that fed the 

lake—the ceaseless plish-plash that had been Clover’s lullaby for as 

long as she could remember. She saw a thin stream of smoke com-

ing from the chimney of their cabin. This meant Widow Henshaw 

had kept their rooms warm. For all her yearning for adventure, 

Clover was glad to see home. Soon she would be pulling off her 

boots and curling under a quilt for a long nap.

The river was a rapid hiss under the bridge. Clover was trying 

not to think about the Ice Hook stuck in the mud at the bottom of 

the lake, when her father pulled his horse to a sudden stop.

On the far side of the bridge, a band of strangers sat waiting 

on their horses, blocking the path.

It was dark under the pines, but Clover could see they were 

hard men dressed like trappers, with beaver-fur coats and fringed 

boots.

“I have a rash that itches terrible!” one of them shouted. He 

was the only one without a beard. “You have a remedy for that, 

good doctor?”
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Clover wondered if she was dreaming when she saw rabbit 

ears coming out of his hat. But when he scratched his neck, Clover 

saw that the ears had been sewn there.

Another trapper, big as a bear, laughed. “An’ my urine smells 

like oysters!”

“Oh, shut up, Bolete,” the rabbit-eared man said. “The doc-

tor ain’t interested in your urine.”

Constantine whispered to Clover, “Dismount.”

“Why—?”

“Dismount!”

Clover obeyed, putting her feet on the bridge and patting her 

nervous horse on the neck.

Constantine swung himself down and unstrapped his medical 

bag. Clover pulled her own haversack over her shoulder, her heart 

pounding.

“Don’t you have a salve or ointment or some such?” The rabbit-

eared man took a pipe from his mouth and used it to scratch the 

back of his neck. “No cure but the grave, I reckon. Eh, Dr. Elkin?”

Constantine pressed his medical bag into Clover’s hands. He 

kept pushing until her back was against the low rail of the bridge.

“Father, who are those men?”

“I only kept one oddity,” Constantine whispered, his whis-

kers against her cheek. “Only one.”

“What are you saying?” Clover was trembling. She’d never 

seen her father this way.

“It is . . . neobkhodimyy,” he said.

It was one of the few Russian words that Clover knew. It 

meant “necessary.” Her father used it only for things that really 
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mattered. A heart was neobkhodimyy. An eye, a hand, even a kid-

ney were not.

He pressed the bag against her until she was hugging it. “It 

holds hope. You must keep it safe. The Society will protect you.”

Clover gasped, but he kept talking, his voice gritty with 

urgency. “Go to Aaron Agate in New Manchester. Look for the 

canary among doves.”

The man named Bolete interrupted. “Don’t be rude! Come 

greet us proper.”

The rabbit-eared man said, “That is Miniver’s girl there, ain’t 

it? String me up if I didn’t think you all was dead.”

“Take a deep breath,” Constantine whispered.

“Father, I’m sorry,” Clover blurted. “I’ll never touch another 

oddity—” 

Constantine gripped her shoulders hard, stopping her words.

“You won’t let them catch you,” he said. “You’ll hide. You 

will fi nd the Society and you won’t come back here looking for 

me, ever.” He kissed her forehead, then ducked low and grabbed 

Clover’s boots.

Before she knew it, Clover was lifted, toppling over the rail-

ing. She turned once in the air and heard the men shouting as 

she fell.

The water punched the breath out of her. Clover rolled in 

a roaring darkness. It was everything she could do to hold on to 

the bags. She twisted in the current, her shoulder knocking hard 

against a rock.

When she found the surface, she gasped and tried to keep 

her head up as the river shoved her toward the lake. The eddies 
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spun her around, and she saw the bandits seize her father. They 

struggled. A gunshot cracked the air and an arterial arc of blood 

leaped from her father’s chest.

From the churning water, she watched her father fall lifeless.

Clover choked on her scream and felt herself going numb. 

She saw herself from above, as a doll twisting in the pitiless river.

The paddle of the waterwheel chopped down, bruising her 

arm and bringing Clover back to her body. She looked up to see 

the next paddle dropping like a hammer. She dove deep to avoid 

being clobbered. When she emerged, sputtering, on the other side, 

she could no longer see the bridge.

Suddenly, the rabbit-eared man appeared on the bank just 

a few yards away. He held a smoldering match in his hand. Not 

even a hummingbird could have darted around the mill that 

quickly. He had somehow snapped from one place to the other 

in an instant.

With a snarl, he dropped the blackened match and dashed 

into the water to grab at Clover. Terror blurred her vision as the 

current pulled her just out of his reach.

He tried to wade after her, holding his pistol and a box of 

matches over his head. He was up to his belt and hollered to the 

others, “Hurry, boys, I can’t swim! She’s fl oatin’ away!”

The river raked her over a rocky shoal, and then Clover 

found herself in the wide lake. The rush of the current continued 

to push her far from shore, until she could no longer see the mur-

derous men on the riverbank. With the bags weighing her down, 

she struggled to keep her head above the water. The boats were on 

the other side of the lake, chasing the schools of lunkhead fi sh, too 

far away to hear her screams.



 CHAPTER 2

Your Own Battles

T
he northern bank was so muddy that Clover scrambled on her 

hands and knees to keep from losing her boots in the sludge, 

dragging her bags behind her. From this side of the lake, the 

village looked like a handful of chestnuts scattered on shore. When 

she could fi nally stand, Clover found herself stumbling over some-

thing slick and uneven.

The shore of the lake was covered with stranded fi sh.

Heaps of them lay dead and dying, their mouths open in 

dumb surprise. Striped bass and bluegills shimmered in the after-

noon light. So many crowded the shore that Clover kicked them 

aside as she made her way up the bank. Thousands of eyes stared 

unblinking at the sky. Pickerels and perch, even a deep-water cat-

fi sh the size of her leg. Their heads pointed away from the water, 

as if they’d all gotten the mad notion to up and walk away from 

their home.

A steam of panic rose, cooking Clover from the inside. She 

could not draw the attention of those monsters on the other side 
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of the lake. With her braid between her teeth to muffl e her wails, 

she ran into the forest.

In just a minute, Father will appear behind that crooked oak yon-

der, Clover thought, sobbing. He’ll be waxing his mustache and he’ll 

explain.

She crashed through huckleberry and bracken fern. Her 

shoulder ached where it had hit the stone. She hoped it was only 

a contusion and not a fracture. The bags had doubled their weight 

by soaking up water, and they tugged with every step.

. . . it holds hope.

How could he have kept an oddity? It must have been in the 

medical bag all this time. That was why he’d pushed it into her 

hands. But Clover couldn’t look for it now. She kept moving.

He’ll be just behind that tree, she assured herself.

But Constantine was not waiting behind any of the trees she 

passed. He was not sitting in the lee of the fallen birch or sipping 

water from the moss-cushioned spring.

Clover followed a deer trail, little more than stitches of dust 

woven into the mulch, hoping it would lead her to a path she knew. 

The mud dried and fell from her boots in fl akes.

She considered cleaning her boots to make them presentable—

a ridiculous notion. Her medical training told her that delirium was 

setting in. A violent shock could make a person daft. The best treat-

ment was to wrap the patient in a warm blanket near a fi re and 

administer brandy. Such a patient should never be left alone.

The sound of a galloping horse made her stop.

Help was near! She pushed through a bramble toward an 

open dirt trail and was about to call out when she saw one of the 

bandits charging toward her.
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Clover dropped into the bushes, praying she hadn’t been 

seen. As the rider thundered past, she froze. Terror gripped her 

throat as she heard the hooves rumble to a stop. The murderer was 

coming back.

The tangles of the winceberry bush were too thick to run 

through. The thorns left beads of blood on her arms, but Clover 

pressed deeper into the thicket.

The bandit pulled the horse to a stop just three feet from 

Clover, scanning the foliage for movement. He was the big one, 

called Bolete, breathing as heavily as his horse. Clover was 

close enough to see the man’s nostrils fl aring, close enough to 

see, through the trembling leaves, the skulls of rodents that he’d 

knotted into his greasy beard.

The murderer whistled a lonesome trill, as if summoning a 

wayward hound. “Girly?” he called. “Is that you?”

For thirty seconds, a minute, Clover didn’t breathe. Despite 

the fi re in her lungs, she held stone-still. A minute stretched toward 

two. Her heart slammed itself into her ribs, desperate for air.

The horse stamped, impatient, but the bandit didn’t move. 

He was listening, watching. “Olly olly oxen free!” he called.

Purple spots crowded into Clover’s vision. In a few seconds, 

she knew she would pass out. If she did, Bolete would hear her col-

lapse into the branches and it would be over.

Clover closed her eyes and turned inward, looking for silent 

strength. Instead of silence, she heard the grinding of a millstone.

·············
When Clover was nine years old, she and her father had been called 

to the bedside of a miller who had lost a duel. The bullet had missed 

the liver but not the kidney.
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“Find the source of the bleeding,” Constantine lectured as 

he worked. The surgery lasted almost ten hours, and the blood 

and screaming washed over Clover, but the thump and groan of 

the grain mill in the next room rattled her. There the miller’s wife 

was turning barley into fl our because she could not afford to stop 

working. The relentless growl of that mill, like bone against bone, 

whispered something to Clover about life and death and hunger 

that she wished she hadn’t heard.

And after all of her effort, tying the miller’s hands to the bed-

posts, pouring brandy into him until he couldn’t speak, preparing 

the poultices, holding the lamp and the scalpel, boiling rags, and 

after all of Constantine’s immaculate focus, his steady implements 

searching for the bullet without nicking the arteries, peering into 

that lurid cavern hour upon hour while the mill shook the walls, 

after all of that, the miller up and died. He’d waited until the bullet 

was out at last, dropped like a cherry pit onto the plate Clover held.

He’d waited until the last suture was knotted, and the poultice was 

applied, and the bandage tied snug, then he’d heaved an impatient 

sigh and died.

Clover hated him for it. And she hated the wife who had 

worked all night long. She hated that cold grindstone, even hated 

the powdery sacks of fl our. She knew it wasn’t right, but she couldn’t 

help it. She packed up their supplies in a hurry while Constantine 

whispered to the new widow, refusing payment as he always did 

when things didn’t go well.

On the way home, Clover felt the shudder of the mill in her 

ribs, turning into something icy. She spent three days in bed with 

a bad fever, nightmares of grinding teeth.

Find the source of the bleeding.
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When she woke, she saw that her father had gone off again to 

attend to some distant suffering, leaving their neighbor and land-

lord, Widow Henshaw, to wipe her brow.

The widow, fond of poems and boiled nettles, was so old that 

her face looked like a bowl of steamed prunes. She had been born 

into slavery but purchased and freed by northern abolitionists as a 

girl. She’d lived in New Manchester most of her life, working as a 

midwife, until her sons died in the Louisiana War. After that, grief 

drove Mrs. Henshaw and her husband to the quiet village by the 

lake, where they took solace in the fi ltered light and frog song.

Mr. Henshaw cleared trees and built half the houses in the 

village. When he fell from a rooftop, the properties passed to his 

widow. Folks generally paid their rent in salted fi sh, dried mush-

rooms, and fi rewood.

“What hurts?” Widow Henshaw asked. The pewter locket 

around her neck had tinted the skin there midnight blue.

“That miller’s wife,” Clover said. “She wouldn’t stop work-

ing, even to hold his dying hand. I asked Father, and he just said, 

‘See to the body before you.’ ”

Widow Henshaw dipped the cloth in lemon balm tea and 

pressed it to Clover’s hot cheeks.

“Your father heals the broken bone, the rattling lungs. Those 

are the battles he can win,” Widow Henshaw said. “He doesn’t 

have medicine for poverty, for war, for the broken heart.”

Hearing this, Clover felt ashamed for judging that miller 

woman. She felt small in the shadow of her father, who gave his 

best even to the hopeless cases. Then Clover heard herself say 

something she’d been afraid to even think. “What if I’m not strong 

enough?”
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The widow didn’t answer right away. She never hurried; she 

endured. “You’ll have your own battles to win,” Widow Henshaw 

fi nally said. “And lose.” She lifted a spoonful of duck soup to 

Clover’s lips. “Now eat.”

·············
Clover could hold it no longer—air burst from her and she gasped, 

fi lling her lungs as she opened her eyes. The memory of the widow’s 

bedside tenderness had given her a few more seconds. Just enough. 

The bandit was gone.

Clover drew ragged breaths as she freed herself from the 

briar. “You are hunted, Clover Elkin,” she whispered to herself. 

“No trails. No roads. No more stupid mistakes.”

She pushed through the forest, making a confused course 

that even a fox would have trouble tracking.

When the ground began to slope upward, Clover knew she’d 

reached the edge of the little valley she’d called home. Before 

her loomed the breathless expanse of the Centurion Mountains, 

stretching north through the state of Farrington. Sometimes called 

“the shrouded mountains” because of the veils of fog that furled 

through its valleys, the range formed a natural barrier between 

the French plains and the American cities of the East Coast. The 

Centurions were largely unmapped, untamed, dense with bears 

and crumbling cliffs and worse. She’d never been this deep in the 

woods alone.

A robin in the leaves startled her into motion again. She tied 

her haversack to the medical bag so she could wear both over her 

shoulders like a yoke and pushed deeper into the woodland, where, 

even at midday, crickets trilled in the shadows.

She realized that a good tracker might be able to follow the 
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fl akes of mud from her boots, so she scrubbed them hard on a rotten 

log and then wiped them clean with a wad of fern, staining them 

green.

Staying off trail made it impossible to get her bearings. “When 

unsure of your position,” Clover reminded herself, “the best course 

of action is to stay put. Build a fi re.” Clover did the opposite. She 

stamped through a little creek, zigzagged up into dells she was sure 

no one had walked before.

Clover got herself good and lost.

It was late afternoon when she found a lightning-struck 

oak whose hollow trunk created a den with a carpet of leaves and 

lichen. At last, she set the bags down.

She sat, surrounded by a shield of gray wood. Everything 

hurt: her legs, her shoulder, the blisters on her heels, the chafi ng 

where the bags had hung from her neck, but none of that mattered. 

There was nowhere to hide from the awful fact.

“Father is dead.”

She choked on her tears until she felt like a wrung-out rag 

and the shadows leaned toward dusk.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry . . .” She chewed her braid until it was 

soaked with spit.

She tried to make sense of his last words. Why would he 

have kept an oddity? Why would he send her to Aaron Agate if 

he despised collectors? Agate had been an explorer in his younger 

days, charting the Melapoma River in a bearskin canoe. He’d edited 

the journals Clover had secretly read. She’d studied the portrait of 

Mr. Agate in a beaver-skin hat and had longed to shake his hand 

someday. If she had known this was how her wish would be granted, 

she would have burned those journals herself.
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“So sorry . . .”

The answers were in the medical bag. Clover snapped open 

the brass latch. The odors were comforting: the mink oil her father 

applied to keep the leather supple, camphor and turpentine, mer-

cury salts. The implements, blurred by tears, swam before her as if 

still under water. She grabbed the fi rst thing her fi ngers grazed: a 

bundle of mustard plasters. The medicated gauze was usually placed 

on the chest to pull infection out of the lungs.

Clover gasped. The gauze was heavier than it ought to be. 

Her hand began tingling, then burning . . .

Then she realized her mistake and threw it back into the bag, 

feeling foolish. The plasters weren’t odd, they were just soggy. The 

lake water was activating the mustard powder, irritating her skin. 

They were useless now, ruined.

Clover tried again, reaching in and retrieving the silver-

plated pincers. Could they be the oddity her father meant? They’d 

pulled splinters, chips of bone, and bullets from hundreds of 

patients. With trembling hands, Clover gripped her thumbnail 

with the pincers and gave it a painful tug. She tugged the hem of 

her shirt, and then her hair. Nothing. She placed them back in the 

bag, just so.

Clover shook her head, baffl ed. Constantine was a man who 

would sterilize tools with vinegar if hot water wasn’t available, who 

would happily survive on dry oats and manzanita berries for days at 

a time. For him, few things were truly necessary. He used the word 

neobkhodimyy only for things he couldn’t do without: clean hands, 

patience . . .

“What is it?” The tears came again. Clover tried to remember 

if her father had ever given her another hint, any clue, any—
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A scream echoed through the trees.

It wasn’t a human voice, exactly. And it wasn’t the lovesick 

wail of a fox, or the glassy screech of an owl. It shook the air 

again, urgent and pained. People said a witch used to walk these 

woods, a shifting shadow, like something seen through a broken 

window. Widow Henshaw called her the Seamstress and said she 

spoke with two voices, wore a necklace of teeth she’d stolen from 

sleeping kids, and smelled like the dead animals she carried in 

her basket.

“The witch isn’t real,” Clover told herself. “Just a story to 

scare children . . .”

But oddities were real. And that scream was real.

When she heard it a second time, Clover lifted the bags and 

headed for a rocky outcropping. Before a fl ank of boulders, like a 

theater erected for no one, Clover witnessed a lonely battle.

A feral dog had caught a rooster and was shaking it savagely 

between its teeth. The dog was a hunting breed, but it had been a 

long time since it had seen its owner, and lean ribs showed under 

its brindle coat. The rooster’s feathers were brilliant and glistened 

even as the animals struggled. It was the expensive kind of fowl 

that won prizes in farmers’ almanacs.

The bird was hopelessly outmatched, and it let out the tor-

tured howls that had brought Clover running. The violence of 

the dog’s attack broke the rooster’s wing. The bird let out another 

shriek and twisted frantically.

Clover looked for a long stick to separate them, but suddenly 

it was the dog that was yowling. The rooster, having turned over 

the broken wing, had planted one long spur deep into the meat of 

the dog’s nose. It clawed at the dog’s eyes with the other foot.
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The dog immediately opened its mouth, releasing the bird, 

but the rooster held on, dragged along as the dog tried to retreat.

When they fi nally parted, the dog ran yelping into the trees. 

The rooster paced in a wounded circle, its wrenched wing dragging 

in the dust behind.

Looking at that broken bird, confused and bleeding, felt like 

looking into a mirror. Clover was still crying, but she set down her 

bags and wiped her cheeks with her palms. Pity softened her ragged 

voice as she said, “Come here, you poor thing.”

The rooster jumped and turned to fi ght her, the hackles of its 

neck and chest bristling. It tried to fl ap its wings, but the broken 

one only shuddered on the ground. Then it wobbled and fainted 

into a heap of black and turquoise feathers.
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Clover sat on a log and held the rooster between her knees, 

its good wing pinned tightly, keeping the brutal spurs pointed away 

from her. The head dangled loose over her thigh, but the bird was 

still breathing.

The smart thing would have been to put the bird out of its 

misery and roast it over a fi re. Clover didn’t know when she would 

see another meal. She pulled her knife out of her haversack but 

couldn’t bring herself to slit the rooster’s throat. There had been 

too much blood already. It seemed the wing was broken in only one 

place. If Clover helped, this bird might live.

It was foolish to doctor a bird. But just moments ago, Clover 

had felt so lost, so utterly helpless, that she was glad to fi nd some-

thing she knew how to do. All of the sticks she could see nearby 

were either too gnarled or too gummed with sap to be of any use. 

Clover fi shed around in the medical bag and found the chestnut 

tongue depressor. She had whittled it herself. It wasn’t the oddity 

she was looking for, but it fi t the wing well enough.

“This will hurt,” Clover said, pulling on the joints to set the 

bone.

The rooster woke with a wild squawk. It didn’t struggle, 

though, as she went about applying the splint. Its plumage made 

a tight wrap diffi cult until Clover found that if she pushed the 

secondary feathers down, she could provide more support for the 

bandage. She could tell by the way its claws clenched that the bird 

was in considerable pain, but it held bravely still, cocking its head 

to peer at her with brick-colored eyes.

“That is competent work,” the Rooster said. “For a fi eld dress-

ing, at least.”



 CHAPTER 3

Bread Pudding

C
lover almost threw the bird to the ground. “Oh dear,” she said. 

It was only her years of training that kept her still in this 

moment of shock. “Are you talking?”

“I am wounded. But I take solace in the fact that I am in the 

care of a medic. You are a medic, I hope?”

“I . . . am.”

“Good, then. Kindly keep to your task.”

Clover blinked at the Rooster. There was no reason not to 

fi nish the splint. Maybe she was losing her mind, but she knew 

better than to panic during a medical procedure. She could almost 

hear her father behind her, saying, See to the body in front of you.

Holding the splint in place while binding it took a long time; 

Clover was learning the angles of bird anatomy as she went. She 

made a fi nal loop of gauze and began to tie the bandage.

“A good medic is invaluable. I thank you for your service,” 

the Rooster said. It spoke rapidly. This was something Clover had 

seen in other wounded patients. “Are you part of the State Watch? 
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We are in dire need of trained fi eld nurses, and I’ll personally 

arrange to have you promoted—”

“You’re stunned,” Clover said quietly. The Rooster’s tail 

feathers, long and curled like the strips of wood from a carpenter’s 

lathe, were getting tangled in the gauze. “Sit still and let me fi nish.”

“Stunned? It would take more than a hooligan ambush to 

stun a decorated offi cer of the Federal Army! “Perturbed” is the 

word. “Inconvenienced,” perhaps, but hardly “stunned”! I don’t 

want to intimidate you, but you’re speaking to none other than 

Colonel—”

“Colonel Hannibal Furlong,” Clover interrupted. “Of course 

you are.”

The Journal of Anomalous Objects listed Hannibal Furlong 

as a rare “living oddity,” but the idea of a talking rooster com-

manding an army was too peculiar even for Clover. She’d always 

suspected his entry was a fabrication, or at least an exaggeration. 

The “Cockerel Colonel” was one of the tall tales passed around by 

old veterans. He was a legendary hero of the Louisiana War, famous 

for defending Fort Kimball through a four-day siege by the French. 

Then, during the notorious “Furlong Retreat,” he had ordered his 

men to sit backward on their horses so they could fi re on their 

pursuers.

“If you know who I am, then there’s no excuse for a saucy 

tongue,” Hannibal said. “Don’t tie it too tightly.”

“Just calm down,” Clover said, more to herself than to 

Hannibal. It was like meeting the sandman or Jack Frost. But 

this rooster was no folktale; his mustard-colored feet clenched 

as Clover tightened the bandage. Clover felt the world spinning 

under her and tried to take deep breaths. “I’m almost done.”
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“Who tells their commanding offi cer to ‘calm down’? A 

tongue-wag is bad for morale—”

“Colonel?”

“What is it?”

“I apologize for my insubordination.” Clover saluted, hoping 

to calm the Rooster.

“Finally you show some sense,” Hannibal said. “Apology 

accepted.”

“Will you stop fl apping and let me fi nish the splint?”

Hannibal lay still, studying her as she completed her work. 

Clover folded the splinted wing gently back against his body, made 

one last adjustment to the wrapping, and set the bird on his feet.

He pecked and prodded at the bandage, shrugging a few 

times before saying, “Well done! Despite the fact that you saluted 

with the wrong hand, you’re a fi ne medic. Now tell me, before we 

get any further, have you seen anything suspicious in these woods?”

“Suspicious?”

“Louisianan hideouts? Evidence of passing Frenchmen? Spies?”

“But the war is over,” Clover said, remembering her father’s 

lessons. “We signed a treaty. Napoléon Bonaparte kept his territory 

and we kept ours.”

“And what did we profi t?” Hannibal wagged one pinion 

feather like a schoolteacher. “Just what did that fl imsy paper treaty 

afford us?”

“Peace!” Clover answered, remembering her father’s lectures. 

“We have eleven states and peace with the French and with the 

Indians too. That’s a good deal. That’s plenty.”

“You are too young to know what we lost,” Hannibal said. 

“What a great nation we nearly were.” Then he chuckled kindly. 
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“But I should know better than to argue history with a child. I 

was there. You were not.” Hannibal gave his feathers a good shake 

and scanned the timberline with suspicion. “What is your name, 

medic?”

“Clover Elkin.”

“Elkin, is it?” Hannibal’s stare was unnerving. Suddenly he 

hopped up and crowed, making Clover fl inch.

“Clover Elkin, fortune has thrown us together. Victory is on 

our side! We’ll rest here for a spell before proceeding together,” 

Hannibal announced.

Was the Rooster overly glad to meet her or was Clover losing 

her wits? She began to giggle, unable to contain the dizzy bubbles 

that welled up inside her.

“Do you have a joke?” Hannibal asked. “I have never objected 

to a tasteful joke.”

“I have just met one of the only living oddities, the famous 

Hannibal Furlong!” Clover said. “It’s not funny. I’m sorry . . . I’ve 

had a shock.” The giggles turned to tears. Clover wiped her eyes 

with a gritty sleeve. She felt as though she were still tumbling down

the river, carried blindly on a swift and unkind course.

She recalled the heaps of fi sh that had lined the shore of 

the lake and gasped at a sudden understanding: the fi sh had been 

driven out of the water by the frigid power of the Ice Hook.

“What have I done?” Guilt frosted her skin. “I wanted to see 

New Manchester, wanted to carry an oddity, wanted to be like her.

He warned me,” Clover said. “How many times did he warn me 

they would bring trouble?”

“What are you talking about?” Hannibal asked.

“Trouble came. I killed the lake. I killed Father—”



“Just what is this about?”

“I have to put it right. Somehow I have to . . .”

Clover reached into the bag, desperate to fi nd her father’s 

oddity. Hannibal watched her with a judge’s silence as she pulled a 

tourniquet out of its leather pouch, the brass screw green with age. 

Clover quieted her breath to focus on the task, trying to put her 

feelings aside. She tightened the tourniquet above her elbow until 

her pulse disappeared. Then released the buckle and shook her 

hand as the blood returned. The tourniquet worked just as it always 

had. It kept people from bleeding to death during amputations . . . 

but it was not odd.

There were glass vials of peppercorn-size pills in the bag: qui-

nine, mandrake, poppy, ginseng, and digitalis. Clover removed the 

corks and crushed one of each kind between her nails, giving them 

a sniff. The odors were sharp and familiar. Nothing remarkable.
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Hannibal’s attention had turned to the wood lice in the 

mossy crags, but as he pecked, he cast concerned glances at Clover. 

She peered through the little tin funnel, blew air through the cath-

eter tubes. With every item she dismissed she got closer to her 

father’s secret.

Three surgical needles, she knew them well. She’d been 

suturing since she was eleven. If there was anything odd about 

them, she would have noticed.

The Ice Hook had been overfl owing with power; she’d felt it 

immediately. Whatever oddity her father had carried was holding 

its power close, hiding until it was needed.

Clover realized that she was afraid of fi nding it. For Con-

stantine to harbor an oddity, it had to be desperately important. 

Suddenly “necessary” sounded like a threat.

Hannibal preened his injured wing. “The bandage will keep,” 

he announced. “I need no more of your doctoring now, so if this 

frenzy is—”

“It’s not for you,” Clover said. The fading light came through 

the trees at a lonesome angle. “Oh dear.” Clover set the bag down. 

“We’re going spend the night out here.”

“We all miss the comforts of home,” Hannibal said kindly. 

“But don’t fear, I’ve already spotted a good site to pitch camp. Now, 

if you’ve completed . . . whatever that was, fall in behind me.”

She could imagine how a voice like his could command 

troops, and she had no better plan. Clover didn’t want to be alone, 

so she gathered her bags and followed the bird to a shallow over-

hang in the side of the mountain.

From this height they could see the last embers of the sunset 

fading behind the dog-toothed peaks. In the valley below, the fog 



  34  

was thick as quilt batting. All her life, Clover had walked through 

that mist, but now she was perched high enough to see its unfurled 

beauty, a silver scarf muffl ing the indigo shadows.

“We cannot make a fi re, of course,” Hannibal said.

“Someone might see us,” Clover said, thinking of the bandits.

“Now you’re thinking like a proper soldier. These rocks have 

been warming in the sun. If we stay close to them, we won’t freeze.”

“It’s just as well,” Clover said, setting herself down in the hol-

low. “I’m skittish around fi res anyway.”

“Are you?”

“Worse than skittish. I’d rather see a pack of wolves than a 

fi re burning free.”

“Is that so?” Hannibal was surprised. “I mean to say, what a 

thing to fear when there are vermin and voyageurs lurking about. 

Never you mind, though. We’ve got good vantage here, and I’ll 

keep the fi rst watch.”

“Well, I didn’t choose to fear it.” Clover turned her back on 

Hannibal and opened her haversack.

Hannibal cleared his throat and said, “I myself am not overly 

fond of snakes.”

“No one is fond of snakes,” Clover said. She found Widow 

Henshaw’s raisin buns fl attened into a wet mush. She scooped the 

mess out with her tin cup and looked at it in the gloom.

“I have . . . Let’s call it bread pudding,” Clover said. “Would 

you like some?”

He hopped onto her knee to peer into the tin cup. “Hunger 

trumps formality, I suppose.”

They took turns picking the mush from the cup, Clover 

scooping with her fi nger, Hannibal dipping his whole head in and 
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emerging with smeared cheeks. When the food was gone, darkness 

came quickly, like a blanket thrown over the earth.

Hannibal hunkered into a pile of leaves and asked, “Clover 

Elkin, what exactly is your mission?”

“All I know is that I’m supposed to fi nd Aaron Agate in New 

Manchester.”

“Well, there you go,” Hannibal said, cleaning his beak on 

a stone as if sharpening a knife. “I myself am headed to New 

Manchester to deliver my report to Senator Auburn. You’ll be 

safe with me.”

Hannibal spoke so confi dently that Clover wanted to believe 

him. But he reminded her of the old fi shermen of Salamander 

Lake who traded war stories while they mended nets. Those stories 

changed a little with every telling, threaded through and knotted 

with feats of bravery and other fantasies. Even though Hannibal 

was a legendary hero of the Louisiana War, it was hard to take him 

too seriously. Anyway, he’d already tucked his head under his good 

wing and was fast asleep.

“I thought you were taking the fi rst watch.” Clover sighed. 

She lay down, clutching her father’s bag to her chest, feeling the 

items shifting as she breathed.

Darkness soaked into the world like ink on silk. Coyotes 

cackled in the valley below. Bats stirred the air. Clover sat up at 

every rustle, peering into the depths. The unblinking moon stared 

with her, its cataract light casting uncertain shadows.

When she could hardly keep her eyes open, she saw her 

father looking down at her, his ghostly features cleaved with worry.

“How will you ever forgive me?” Clover begged. She saw now 

the bullet hole perfectly centered in his chest—a bloodless cavity, 
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small enough for a caterpillar to have chewed, but it still looked 

as if it could swallow Clover whole. “You warned me they were 

trouble. I was too stubborn to listen. I know I brought this on us 

somehow.”

“Trouble breeds trouble,” he said, placing his hand over the 

wound as if to hide a stain.

“The trouble isn’t over, is it? Please tell me how to set things 

right.”

“Sweet child, I taught you to fi nd the source of the bleed-

ing and to mend it. I taught you to proceed with focus until the 

task was complete. A doctor must be composed even in the bloody 

tumult.”

“I will fi nd a way to avenge you.”

“Vengeance is a coward’s game,” he said, sitting next to his 

daughter. His body was only moonlit mist, but his voice had warmth 

and weight. “I didn’t raise a wolf,” he said. “I raised a physician.”

“But how do I—?”

“I told you. Protect the oddity. Take it to the Society.”

“I will. Father, I am trying. But which one is the oddity? I 

can’t tell.”

“It is necessary,” Constantine answered. “It holds hope.”



 CHAPTER 4

A Powerful 
Medicine

H
annibal crowed at the rising sun as if it were the enemy he was 

looking for. Clover was awake already. She had arranged her 

father’s tools on a fl at rock. “Bleeding cups, sulfur molas-

ses . . .” she muttered. “Tincture of belladonna . . .”

These tools were supposed to be her life’s work, the mending 

of bodies, one stitch at a time, and yet now they were the letters of 

an unknown language.

“What have I missed?” she wondered aloud. “Hannibal, do 

you see an oddity here?”

Hannibal scanned the assorted tools with an eager eye. “Is 

it something that can be used in the war effort?” He pecked at a 

bottle of bitter walnut syrup.

“Don’t touch that,” Clover said, shooing him away. “He said 

it held hope,” Clover reasoned. “What better hope is there than 

health? A cure of some kind.” But Clover couldn’t remember her 

father using anything special to treat the sick. Grateful patients 

sometimes praised his “miracles,” but he never hid his methods, 
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and Clover had been taught that medicine was built of hard work 

and hard study. “And it is necessary.”

Clover held the tincture of walnut to the light, peering 

through its dark ink. She shook the empty bag, and a single dime 

fell out, the only evidence that her father had ever been paid with 

actual money.

“Nothing here was listed in the journal. But Widow Henshaw 

had only three issues, and those were printed before I was born. 

There could be discoveries, entire collections I don’t know about.”

A heart was necessary. A brain. Water to drink . . .

Her mind was straying. She’d chewed on the word so long 

that “necessary” was unraveling into nonsense, the sounds blurring 

like smoke.

“If you’ve fi nished your inventory, fall in line,” Hannibal 

ordered, strutting down the mountainside. “It’s a long way to New 

Manchester.”

It occurred to Clover, as she repacked her bags, that she 

didn’t need to fi nd the oddity herself. After all, Aaron Agate was 

an expert, famous for his lectures and essays. He would know the 

necessary oddity on sight. He would tell Clover why Constantine 

had hidden it. He would explain why this had happened. The 

hummingbird of hope lit on the thinnest branch inside her as she 

followed the Rooster.

·············
The smell of baking bread carried from the whitewashed buildings of 

Rose Rock as Clover and Hannibal looked down at the wide dirt 

road through the little town. The mounds of drying hay in the 

fi elds looked like the pills of felt Clover used to shave from Con-

stantine’s woolen coat so he wouldn’t look so unkempt.
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Hannibal fl apped his good wing impatiently. “This road 

leads to the Regent’s Highway, which will take us straight to New 

Manchester.”

Clover turned and looked back into the shrouded mountains, 

her legs aching from the steep slopes. Her home lay on the other 

side now. She hoped Widow Henshaw had buried her father in his 

good suit.

“I had planned to rejoin my comrades here, but I see no sign 

of my men,” Hannibal said. “How much money do you have toward 

hiring a coach?” 

“None,” Clover answered. “Just a dime.”

“We’ll have to sell those tools,” Hannibal declared.

“I’d see you in a soup pot before I sell these tools,” Clover said.

“Don’t forget you’re talking to a decorated colonel!”

“I’d see you in a soup pot, sir.”

Hannibal glared but didn’t argue. “In that case, we’ll have to 

commandeer a mount.”

“We’re not stealing a horse.” Clover started down the hill.

“Stealing wouldn’t cross my mind!” Hannibal said, marching 

beside her. “We’ll return the animal in good fetter, and with a gen-

erous fee, once we’ve made it to New Manchester. We don’t have 

time to amble up the highway like a couple of shiftless farmhands.”

“If you take a horse from these people, they’ll tar us,” Clover 

said. “We’ll have to fi gure something else out.”

They scrabbled down a gravel slope toward the road. An 

old goat grazed near the ruins of a toppled windmill. Once her 

father had pointed them out, Clover had begun seeing these ruins 

everywhere, the silent scars of the war. A poster had been recently 

pasted to the remaining brick foundation.
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AUBURN FOR PRESIDENT!

It featured a portrait of the senator with his chin held hero-

ically high. Underneath, in scarlet print, it read:

FOR A FEARLESS FUTURE, VOTE AUBURN!

“The senator is a man of great vision who sees both the dan-

ger and the potential of our times,” Hannibal mused. “The pride 

of Farrington. A gentleman who is not satisfi ed with the ashes of 

a lost war.”

Clover decided not to tell him that her father used to call 

Auburn a “war-hungry slug who has sold arms to both sides.” With 

her feet on the cobble road that led to the town square, she felt 

suddenly vulnerable back among people. She’d seen the horrors 

of scurvy and starvation, stabbings and typhus, but nothing had 

prepared her for those bandits on the bridge. They’d come from 

darker waters, a tide of trouble deep enough to swallow everything.

Passing a livery, Clover blinked at the smudged ink of another 

sign tacked to the wall:

$$ REWARD FOR RUNAWAY SLAVES! $$  

The state of Farrington had outlawed slavery along with fi ve 

other northern states, but federal law still made it illegal to help a 

fugitive slave. Clover looked away, feeling queasy. She needed to 

get to New Manchester quickly. She needed the safety her father 

had promised.

To her relief, no one looked twice at the weary girl coming 
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up the road with her rooster. They were more interested in the 

commotion in the center square, where a traveling performer was 

striking a gong.

A small crowd had gathered around a paneled wagon whose 

fl aking yellow paint made it look like a cracked egg. The performer, 

a girl about Clover’s age, struck the gong again and sang over the 

tone: “Come witness a miracle, wondrous to see!”

Her stout fi gure was festooned with sashes. Brass bells sewn 

to the hem of her rainbow quilted skirt tinkled as she strode across 

the stage.

“Marvels and miracles for the smallest of fees!”

Someone in the crowd shouted, “Get on with it!”

The performer reached up to free a latch on the wagon. The 

doors popped open, releasing a striped awning that unfurled over 

the plank stage. The shelves inside were lined with bottles of an 

unsettling purple hue. One nook was occupied by an ominous 

jar covered by an oilcloth. The girl smacked a tambourine and 

shouted, “What have you gathered to witness, I hear you asking!”

She shook out a banner and hung it proudly next to the bot-

tles. Its faded letters read:

MYSTIC SECRETS AND RARE HERBS

A MIRACLE IN EVERY BOTTLE!

BLEAKERMAN’S CURE-ALL TONIC!

Clover had never seen a medicine show, but she was fairly 

sure this one was going badly. The singer started into another song, 

but one of the horses tied to the wagon had a case of diarrhea and 

interrupted the song with splashes that were hard to ignore.
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Mutters of disappointment rippled through the crowd, and 

some turned to walk away. The girl stomped a heeled boot and 

shouted, “Yes! Go home to your lumbago, consumption, and con-

stipation. Go home to your restless nights and toothaches and 

infernal boils.”

This made the people pause, and the girl pointed at a man 

in the crowd, demanding, “You there! Guess my age! How old am 

I?” She turned her round face sideways, as if posing for a portrait.

“I’ll guess you’re sixteen at most,” said the man.

The girl set her hands on her hips and said, “Ladies and 

gentlemen, my name is Nessa Applewhite Branagan, and I am 

forty-two years old.”

There were howls of laughter, and someone yelled, “Hog-

wash! If you’re forty-two, I’m a plate of pickled eggs!”

“Bleakerman’s has kept me young!” Nessa insisted over the 

laughter. “This tonic will thrash a rash and beat the butter out of 

a headache!” She grabbed one of the bottles from the wagon and 

shook it. “This is as sure a medicine as you’ll ever fi nd!”

“It don’t look like any medicine I’ve ever seen!” A bald man 

pointed at the storm-colored liquid. “It looks like something I’d 

poison a rat with!”

“Sir, I would advise you not to waste even a single drop of 

Bleakerman’s on a rat,” Nessa replied, “unless you want the health-

iest, fattest rat in town. A rat with sparkling eyes and the glossiest 

hair doing gymnastics in your kitchen, sir!”

Someone yelled, “If it works so well, why not give it to your 

horse?” 

Nessa was losing the crowd. Frustrated, she stormed across 

the stage and leaned her freckled face close to Clover. Clover found 
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herself looking into eyes as green as Bramley apples. She noted the 

girl’s sunburned neck and scabbed knuckles, signs of a rugged life.

“Do me a favor, sister,” Nessa whispered.

“I can’t,” Clover said.

“You can’t shake a tambourine?” Nessa cocked an eyebrow.

“Even a donkey can shake a tambourine if you tie it right,” 

Clover said.

“Well, there you go!” Nessa shoved the tambourine into 

Clover’s hands and began stomping out a rhythm. She sang:

It’ll knock the bunions off,

Sure to cure a shotgun’s cough—Bleakerman’s!

Removes rheumatism with ease,

Sworn enemy of ticks and fl eas—Bleakerman’s!

The lyrics were nonsense, but Nessa’s voice was deep and 

glorious, as if a small cathedral hid behind her double chin. Clover 

stared. No one in Salamander Lake sang like this.

When Nessa saw that Clover wasn’t playing, she gave her 

an exasperated look. A thought occurred to Clover as she began 

to shake the tambourine. “This may be our ride,” she whispered to 

Hannibal.

“A sham medicine show?” Hannibal snorted.

“A traveling medicine show,” Clover corrected him. “She 

could take us a good way toward New Manchester.”

Nessa was still singing, “It’ll put silk in your hair and steal away 

your every care—Bleakerman’s!”

An old women in the crowd shouted, “Does the tonic work 

or don’t it?”

“Ma’am, you are rushing me,” Nessa said.
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“I aim to rush you! Who has time for dancing in the middle 

of the day?”

Nessa crossed her arms and scowled at the crowd. “You want 

to see the tonic work its wonders?”

“Yes!” the crowd shouted as one.

Without any further ceremony, Nessa yanked the cloth away 

from the large glass jar. Inside, an enormous snake rose from its coil, 

disturbed by the sudden light. It tested the glass with a gray tongue.

Everyone gasped.

“Well, there it is, if you’re in such a rush,” Nessa said. “This is 

the monster you think it is. See the oak-leaf pattern of its scales”—

she tapped the glass, and the snake reared up, its tail vibrating 

furiously—“and a rattle like a sleigh bell. They say that when the 

angels hear that sound they open heaven’s gates because some poor 

soul is getting ready to put this world behind them. This is a Sweet-

water rattlesnake, the deadliest serpent on earth! God rolled this 

beast together from the dregs of the pot he boiled the devil in.”

The crowd had backed away from the stage, but all watched 

closely as Nessa drew a lazy fi gure eight on the glass with her fi nger. 

The snake’s angular head followed.

“No one survives a kiss from the Sweetwater viper,” Nessa 

said. “In fact, no one has walked more than three steps after such 

a bite. But don’t you worry. It can’t hurt you through the glass.”

Hannibal shuddered at the sight of the serpent. “Clover, let’s 

be done with this!”

“Wait,” she whispered, clutching the tambourine to her chest.

People groaned as Nessa lifted the lid off the jar. The snake 

reared, its rattle amplifi ed by the glass, shrill as a cicada summer. 
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“The only way to get hurt,” Nessa said, dangling her hand 

over the exposed snake, “is to do something foolish.”

Nessa shoved her hand deep into the jar, and someone in the 

crowd screamed.

The serpent struck immediately, and struck again. Nessa was 

bitten twice before she yanked her hand out and clapped the lid 

back on the jar. She fell to her knees immediately, holding her bit-

ten hand lamely against her belly and looking very ill. She fumbled 

with a bottle of tonic.

“Heavens,” she moaned. “I am too weak . . . to get the cork 

out. Someone please . . .”

The woman who had been heckling her rushed forward and 

pulled the cork out of the bottle, but too late. Nessa had collapsed 

on the stage. She thrashed about horrifi cally for a moment and 

fi nally lay still. There were more screams as others rushed to help. 

They managed to get some of the tonic into her mouth. It splashed 

on her blouse, staining the collar a deep purple. The crowd pressed 

forward, riveted by the spectacle. Someone cried, “Send for the 

doctor!”

Others muttered, “Well, she asked for it.”

“The girl is dead!”

“She sang like an angel, but the poor fool had porridge for 

brains.”

Clover, clutching her father’s bag, was trying to push through 

to help, when suddenly one of Nessa’s legs shot up, startling every-

one. Nessa sat up as if struck by lightning. Clover gasped along 

with the rest of the crowd.

Nessa rose and spun, her skirt a vivid pinwheel, and clicked 
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her heels together, whooping and singing, “I am alive! Thanks to 

Bleakerman’s, I—Am—Alive!”

Clover couldn’t help but smile at Nessa’s theatrics. The girl 

could certainly put on a show.

Clover stepped clear as the crowd pressed forward to slap 

their coins into Nessa’s hands. One man was so eager for the tonic 

that he grabbed a bottle right from the shelf before paying. Nessa 

snatched it away and threatened to crack it over his head. “There’s 

enough for everyone, mister!” she said.

Some took swigs of the tonic right in the square, their faces 

wrenched into masks of disgust. Nessa winked at them. “A power-

ful taste for a powerful medicine!”

Clover and Hannibal watched the hubbub from the shade 

of a mulberry tree. When the crowd began to disperse, Nessa 

rolled the awning and gathered the stage boards with practiced 

effi ciency. She disappeared behind the wagon and emerged hav-

ing traded her color and bells for a threadbare hemp traveling 

dress. 

“We can still commandeer a horse,” Hannibal whispered as 

Clover stood to return the tambourine.

“No free samples,” Nessa said, adjusting her pantaloons with 

an unladylike grimace.

“Oh, I don’t want any of that . . .” Clover couldn’t bring her-

self to call the mysterious fl uid a tonic.

“The snake’s not for sale,” Nessa said.

“I don’t want the snake. I need a ride north. I don’t have any 

money, but I am helpful and will not be a nuisance.”

“Can you speak Italian?”
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“Well, no,” Clover said, blinking in surprise. “Only a little 

medical Latin.”

Nessa wrinkled her nose as she climbed up onto the driver’s 

seat. “That’s not the same thing.”

Clover turned toward Hannibal with an apologetic look.

“Well? Ain’t you coming?” Nessa shouted. Then in a hoarse 

whisper she said, “Best to leave before they ask for refunds.”



 CHAPTER 5

First We Chew . . .

T
here is some trick to it,” Hannibal huffed as Clover picked him 

up. “No one survives a Sweetwater bite.”

“Of course there is a trick to it,” Clover whispered, lifting him 

up onto the roof of the show wagon. “But we could be waiting for 

days before we fi nd another ride.”

And just like that, the three of them were rattling out of Rose 

Rock together on the wagon. Nessa put her dust-caked feet up on 

the dashboard, wriggling her plump toes with satisfaction. “Help 

yourself,” she said. “There’s wind enough for everyone.”

“No, thank you.”

“My name is Nessa Applewhite Branagan,” the girl 

announced. “My favorite food is rhubarb jam on salt pork. But I will 

take leek soup, and winceberry pie when I can get it. A witch stole 

my tooth when I was eight years old. Look here, see?” She pulled 

her cheek back to show Clover the wet gap in her molars. “And I 

am the only authentic vendor of Bleakerman’s Cure-All Tonic in 

this whole Unifi ed States. Well?”
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“Well what?”

“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?”

“I’m Clover Elkin. And this is Colonel Hannibal Furlong.”

“Salutations.” Hannibal saluted with his good wing.

Nessa yelped and stared bug-eyed at the Rooster. She fum-

bled the reins so much that Clover had to take over the driving for 

a while.

Hannibal peered into the seams of the wagon, saying, “Look 

here. We’re grateful for the ride, but are you certain that snake 

can’t escape? They can insinuate themselves through all manner 

of crevices.”

Nessa only shook her head, stunned to be in the presence of 

the historic talking Rooster.

“What exactly is in that tonic of yours?” Hannibal asked.

Nessa swallowed hard and said, “Well, sir, Bleakerman’s con-

sists of a secret recipe of Indian herbs and miracle roots . . .”

“Aha! You’re a charlatan.” Hannibal laughed. “A mounte-

bank if ever I saw one. A chiseler and a cheat.”

“Just hold on, now!” Nessa blinked vigorously, as if through 

a cloud of gnats. “They pay for the tonic, they get the tonic. That’s 

an honest business.”

“The chief ingredient is probably horse urine.” Hannibal 

winked at Clover.

Nessa fl inched and glanced around, though they were far 

from town. “It is not!”

Clover couldn’t help pushing. “What is it, then?”

“A secret is a secret,” Nessa said, looking miserable. She took 

the reins from Clover. “Uncle used to say, ‘Nothing works better 

than a secret ingredient.’ ”
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“A steaming heap of taradiddle!” Hannibal chuckled as he 

sat and tucked his head under his wing. Soon he was snoring loudly 

from his perch on the top of the wagon.

Clover realized that the old bird must be exhausted. After all, 

he had fought in a war before Clover was born.

Nessa was clearly upset by his accusation. With one hand 

holding the reins, she tugged a comb through her thick hair until it 

shone like amber. Her earlobes, furred with nearly invisible down, 

reminded Clover of piglets.

“You sing beautifully,” Clover offered.

“That’s a fact.” Nessa nodded, happy to be in agreement. 

“What I really want”—Nessa leaned toward Clover in confi -

dence—“is to sing in the opera. But you have to speak Italian to 

stand on that spangled stage. And fate put plain old English on 

my tongue, so . . .” She shrugged. “You take what you get. Me and 

Uncle used to sell peanuts on the steps of the opera house in New 

Manchester. Oh, the rhapsody that rolled through those marbled 

columns! Uncle translated their woeful stories so I could follow, 

and they sang like their hearts were near to popping!”

Clover watched Nessa reveling in the memory. She made a 

mockery of medicine, she aired her feet in public, but her feelings 

rose right to the surface of her face, like trout feeding. It was hard 

not to like the girl.

“Look there!” Nessa half stood and pointed to a fallen tree 

that seemed, at fi rst glance, to be enameled with molten rubies: a 

massive swarm of ladybugs. “Good thing we’re here or that would 

go unseen, which would be a crime for certain.” Nessa nodded 

with the satisfaction of a job well done. With no sound other than 

Hannibal muttering occasionally in his sleep, the girls craned their 
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necks, watching until the marvelous swarm disappeared behind 

them.

They rode for a while in companionable silence. Perhaps it 

was the beauty of those jewel-toned bugs, the grass-scented breeze, 

or simply the knowledge that she was on the way to New Manches-

ter, but for a moment Clover forgot her worries. Up ahead they saw 

a covered bridge over the Nominam River. It was guarded by two 

soldiers who put down their playing cards as the wagon approached.

One wore no coat. The other had removed a boot to whittle 

at his calluses.

Nessa cooed reassuringly to the horses as the wagon slowed 

to a stop. “There are checkpoints on most every highway now,” she 

whispered to Clover. “Searching everyone for . . .” Nessa turned to 

the soldiers. “Just what exactly are you looking for?”

“French infl uence!” the limping soldier said, hopping on one 

foot to get his boot back on. The coatless soldier fumbled with the 

latches on the wagon-side cabinets.

Clover asked, “What gives you the right to search travelers?”

“Auburn’s law, kid,” the coatless soldier said, peering through 

a murky bottle of tonic.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Don’t make no difference to the law. Do you have any haz-

ardous, uncommon, or seditious materials on you?”

“He means oddities,” Nessa explained.

“You’re confi scating oddities?” Clover gaped at the soldiers.

“We’re monitoring the traffi c of hazardous effects and sus-

picious persons during a period of national danger, is what we’re 

doing. If you’re a law-fearing American, you’ve got nothing to 

worry about. Just hand your bags over.”
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“And if I refuse?” Clover asked.

The sore-footed soldier swung his gun from his shoulder, 

saying, “Everyone knows we’ve got the French spying around, 

spreading their notions and burning our border settlements. Why 

would you refuse unless you were in with them? It’s not my habit 

to point a gun at a lass, but unless you turn your pockets out, I may 

forget my manners, miss.”

“Well, you’ll fi nd nothing on this wagon but the same ton-

ics I rode into town with,” Nessa said. “As well as a Sweetwater 

rattlesnake.”

The soldier yelped and slammed the doors shut.

The sound woke Hannibal, who jumped to his feet, shouting, 

“Hold your fi re!”

The soldiers’ eyes bugged, and the sore-footed soldier dropped 

his rifl e in surprise.

“Didn’t know it was you, sir!” The soldiers scrambled to 

attention, pulling their suspenders up. Their hands trembled as 

they held their salutes.

“Your uniforms are a disgrace. Where is your coat?”

“Lost down the river when I was washing it, sir!”

“Miserable.” Hannibal shook his head. “Who is your com-

manding offi cer? If I fi nd you disgracing this uniform again, I’ll 

have you both stationed in a fever swamp for the rest of your days.”

“Sorry, sir!”

“Now, let us pass; we’re in a hurry. Go on ahead, charlatan.”

Nessa chuckled as she started the wagon rolling again. 

“Doesn’t hurt to have a war hero along for the ride, does it?” 

They were halfway across the bridge when one of the soldiers 

called to them, “Is it true we’re headed to war, sir?”
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“We are headed to victory, soldier!” Hannibal barked.

Clover turned to watch the guards disappear behind them.

“They may call it security, but it looks a lot like highway rob-

bery,” Clover said.

“The coming war will not be won with rifl es and grenades,” 

Hannibal said. “Have you heard of the bulletproof Thimble? Dur-

ing the battle of Serenade, when the Indians were still allied with 

Louisiana, my offi cers saw with their own eyes a Sehanna warrior 

wearing that Thimble. He strode through rifl e fi re like it was a 

gentle rain, the bullets bursting against his shaved scalp without 

leaving so much as a bruise.”

“If his head was shaved, he was probably Okikwa, not 

Sehanna,” Clover said, remembering her father’s descriptions of 

the tribes that belonged to the Confederation.

“He fought under the Sehanna fl ag, regardless.” Hannibal 

sighed. “The point is that we lost an entire platoon trying to cap-

ture that oddity. What has become of it? Does Bonaparte have it? 

These are the questions upon which our future rests. We cannot 

afford to leave such powers in the hands of hobbyists. How can we 

hope to mount a defense against Bonaparte if we as a nation have 

not gathered our own strengths? The checkpoints”—Hannibal 

tucked his head under his wing and trailed off—“keep our assets 

from slipping through . . . fi ngers . . .”

When the tired old bird began to snore, Clover whispered, 

“What if he’s right? What if there’s a war coming?”

Nessa held up a fi nger and did her best impression of Hanni-

bal. “Take heed, children! Who do you suppose has been sneaking 

into our pens to steal our cracked corn?” Nessa’s chin doubled as 

she deepened her voice, “Why, Napoléon Bonaparte!”
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Clover tried to stifl e a chuckle, but Nessa’s puckered lips, a 

terrible impression of Hannibal’s beak, were too funny. Her clown-

ing was contagious, and Clover found herself trying the imitation 

herself: “And, morning after morning, who has taken the eggs from 

our very nests?” Clover’s voice cracked as she matched Hannibal’s 

tone. “Why, Bonaparte!”

Both the girls broke out in laughter, but Clover clapped a 

hand over her mouth. Her eyes watered with shame. How had she 

been tricked into laughing?

Nessa leaned out to snatch a sprig of roadside fennel as it 

passed and chewed until her teeth were green. “You can tell me,” 

she whispered to Clover. “Was it vermin?”

“What?”

“You have the look of a kettle about to boil. And your boots 

are stained, like you’ve been running through weeds.” Nessa arched 

her eyebrows knowingly. “Anyone can see you’ve had a fright.”

Clover touched her father’s bag to be sure it was safe. A 

fright? Everything had shattered all at once, and Clover knew the 

breaking wasn’t over. She felt that the shards of her life were still 

turning in the air, looking for a place to land. She shook her head. 

“It wasn’t vermin.”

“Oh,” Nessa seemed disappointed. Then her eyes widened 

and she whispered, “It wasn’t the witch, was it?”

“What witch?”

“We’ve only got but one witch around here,” Nessa said. 

“I’m talking about the Seamstress. The one that stitches pelts and 

carcasses together and revivifi es them into vermin. The witch 

that comes in the night to rip teeth from the mouths of sleeping 

children.”
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“I’m not interested in ghost stories,” Clover said.

“I saw the hag with my own eyes!” Nessa pulled her cheek 

back to show Clover the gap in her molars again. “I was sleeping by 

the creek because it was a hot summer night. It was the smell that 

woke me, like burning hair. When I opened my eyes, the witch was 

leaning over me, her eyes glimmering like broken glass and her face 

sewn together like a tinkerman’s purse. I wanted to scream, to wake 

Uncle in the wagon . . .” Nessa paused here, and Clover held her 

breath. “But the Seamstress had already yanked my mouth open. 

I thought she was going to rip me in half. She leaned down close, 

that stench wrapping around me. She looked into me like . . . well, 

the same way you look into that bag of yours. I just knew she was 

going to suck out my soul, or eat my tongue. And then she said 

something I’ll never understand.”

Clover’s breath quickened. “What did she say?”

“ ‘Croak, croak.’ ”

“Like a frog?”

Nessa shrugged. “I’ve never been able to make no sense of 

it. Naturally, she didn’t fi nd a frog in my throat. So she made a 

disappointed hiss and grabbed one of my teeth and just”—Nessa 

snapped her fi ngers, making Clover wince—“yanked it out of my 

skull. Then she was gone.”

“Was it a loose tooth?”

“Not until she tore it out.”

“What did you do?”

“I did what any child would do,” Nessa said. “I peed. You 

can be too scared to scream, but you’re never too scared to wet 

yourself.”

Clover shuddered. She believed Nessa’s story and wished she 
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hadn’t heard it. “My only interest is in fi nding Aaron Agate,” Clo-

ver said, trying to focus on the road ahead. “In New Manchester.”

She imagined catching the famed adventurer after a lecture, 

marching right up to the podium to whisper her predicament into 

his ear. Mr. Agate would appraise her with a wise eye, seeing the 

truth in her weary face and stained clothes. He would tell his assis-

tants to postpone his scheduled meetings and sit Clover down in 

his library. After offering her tea and almond cookies, the learned 

man would pull on his maple-colored beard, take a deep breath, 

and patiently explain everything.

“Oh, you won’t fi nd him.” Nessa shook her head, the fennel 

wagging. “The celebrated professor has up and disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“They say he still lives somewhere in New Manchester, but 

no one knows exactly where.”

“The canary among doves,” Clover said, remembering her 

father’s words.

Nessa squinted at her. “That sounds like a riddle. What does 

it mean?”

“I don’t know, but I will fi nd out.” Just saying it gave Clover 

a feeling of confi dence.

It felt good to set her heavy bags down and be carried along 

for once. This road would take her to New Manchester; all Clover 

had to do was stay on the wagon. Nessa was nosy and loud, but 

she handled the wagon confi dently, giving the horses encouraging 

clicks and whistles. Her father would have called Nessa a “huck-

ster,” but at least Clover was moving north at a good pace with 

someone who knew the road well.

She rarely met anyone her own age. Salamander Lake was 
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populated by people who’d fl ed the war, old people. The children 

she met on doctor’s visits were either too sick or too frightened to 

talk. Clover had never thought she needed friends, but now, sitting 

next to Nessa, she found she wanted one.

“Is it safe?” Clover asked. “Traveling this road alone?”

Nessa shrugged. “If anyone gets too pushy, I tell them I work 

for a parcel of nasty characters. People leave me well enough alone.”

“You’re in league with criminals?” Clover asked.

“I am not in league,” Nessa scoffed. “I’m working off an honest 

debt. They get a cut of my profi ts, that’s all. Like a tax. Anyway, it 

keeps me from getting robbed, so I can’t complain, at least about 

that.”

“If you don’t like this business, why do you do it?” Clover 

asked.

“I just told you: I have debts. Selling medicine is my sole 

occupation.”

“Tumbling around like a clown does not qualify you to dis-

pense medicine,” Clover said.

“Didn’t you see me recover from the deadliest venom known 

to man?”

“I saw you thrash about that stage like a rabid muskrat. That’s 

what I saw.”

“That was the powerful effects of a potent poison!” Nessa 

said.

“Oh, just stop it!” Clover crossed her arms. “I’ve seen folks bit 

by rattlers and by scorpions too, and none of them hopped about as 

foolishly as you did.”

“Just what do you know about medicine?” Nessa demanded.

“I am the daughter of a Prague-trained surgeon.”
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“Oh.” That took the steam out of Nessa for a moment. “He 

didn’t see my show, did he?”

“No,” Clover said, trying to keep her voice even. “He did not.”

“Well, then,” Nessa said, “he missed a miracle and an oppor-

tunity. Every man of medicine would benefi t from Bleakerman’s, 

unless . . .” Nessa seemed to see something in Clover’s face. “He 

died, didn’t he? I mean to say, it’s none of my business, I guess.”

“It is none of your business,” Clover said, her eyes brimming.

“I can see that.” Nessa combed her hair and scowled at the 

road ahead. For a few miles the only sounds were the huffi ng of the 

horses and the buzz of fl ies drawn to the smell of the tonic.

Then Nessa leaned forward, squinting. “I do believe we’re 

getting close!” she said.

“Close to the city already?”

“Close to pie.” Nessa winked. “It’s just beyond these trees. 

That should put a smile on your face.”

“I would not object to a well-made pie,” Hannibal mumbled 

sleepily.

“Prepare yourselves for the only winceberry pastry in the 

entire Unifi ed States with the Branagan seal of approval,” Nessa 

announced in her full-throated stage voice.

“Do we have to stop?” Clover asked.

“The Regent’s Highway is sometimes cobbled,” Nessa said, 

“sometimes just a muddy rut, but it is the only road that threads all 

eleven states, and I have traveled every inch of it selling Bleaker-

man’s and I have eaten every manner of roadside grub, from fur 

trapper’s gristle to the jellied aspics of the citifi ed gentry. When 

pie is on the menu, I take it as my solemn duty to investigate. So 

you see, there is no judge better suited to determine which pie 
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is the best. And I, Nessa Applewhite Branagan, declare that the 

winceberry pie we are, right this minute, approaching is practically 

perfect. I refuse to pass it by.”

“I am in a hurry.” Clover said. “To get to the city.”

“And you’re welcome to go on ahead on your own two legs,” 

Nessa said, slowing the horses with gentle tugs of the reins. “When 

I come along again, you can hop back on and ride. Or you can 

take two minutes to enjoy the best pie of your life. You’re going to 

thank me.”

They stopped near the gate of a ranch. Across a sloping 

meadow of sorrel and chickweed was a farmhouse surrounded by 

the evidence of a full life. Stoic sheep nibbled the grass between 

the washtub and the laundry line. A young man straddled the peak 

of the house, his mouth bristling with tacks. He was replacing the 

gray roof shingles with new caramel-colored shakes, his hammer 

smacking out a neat rhythm. Three children came wheeling around 

the side of a corncrib, fl apping their arms like crows.

“I don’t see a sign,” Clover said.

“We’re not here to eat a sign.” Nessa pulled on her boots and 

leaped from the wagon, humming.

Seeing the strangers at the gate, the children fell into a gig-

gling heap and hollered, “Customers!”

Clover had been to homesteads like this before. It was 

refreshing to arrive without someone screaming for the doctor. 

Usually children ran in fear when Clover appeared—but here she 

wouldn’t have to hold anyone down for the needle or a bitter pill. 

Now the children were taking turns crawling under the woolly-

eyed sheep, who tolerated their shenanigans with cud-chewing 

patience.
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A farmer wiped his hands on a rag and shouted from the door 

of the house, “Eggs, pie, wool, or cheese?”

“Just the pie and thank you please!” Nessa shouted back. 

“Three of your fi nest!”

Soon the farmer was crossing the yard, carrying bundles 

wrapped in newsprint. Clover noted that the man’s left arm was 

stiff and held close to his ribs. He passed the pies over the fence, 

handsome pastries, each the size of a sparrow’s nest, with a lace of 

blackened berry juice at the edges. Nessa unwrapped hers, cradling 

her hands to catch every crumb.

“Could that be Hannibal Furlong?” the farmer wanted to know.

Nessa’s cheeks were too full to answer, but Hannibal hopped 

off the wagon and saluted. “At your service.”

“I was a rifl eman in the Eighth Regiment, sir. I fought at 

Chalmer’s Gorge.”

“A braver regiment has never worn boots,” Hannibal said 

kindly. “That push broke Bonaparte’s hold on the southern front. 

But what a price we paid. We lost too many that day.”

“My own two brothers fell beside me,” the farmer said. “One 

on each side.” He touched his arm. “I was hit too, but for some rea-

son I didn’t go down.” He glanced over his shoulder at the young 

man on the roof. “Is it true there’s trouble coming?”

“Hoo!” Nessa gasped for breath, syrup running down her 

chin. Half her pie was already gone. “M’golly, but that’s as good as 

I remember.”

Hannibal said, “We’re doing everything we can to ensure 

that the next engagement will be decisive.”

Nessa rolled her pie over and kissed its fl aking crust. “Who’s 

the sweetest? Yes, you are!”


