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The Healer’s Curse

The Emperor’s Conspiracy #2

 

She’s their only hope. If only she could wield the power to save them…

Geriel hates that she’s the weakest healer in her tribe. And when a deadly disease sweeps through her village, she despairs she’s not good enough to rescue her people. With the outbreak spreading and her gift unstable, she’s sent on a desperate mission to locate the herbal cure deep in enemy territory.

Seeking to better control her powers with guidance from a skilled dragon, she falls in with a ragtag band of freedom fighters. But even with her mentor’s mystic teachings, villagers are still dying. And as war closes in, Geriel fears she’s losing the race against time.

Will Geriel find the cure and unlock her talents before her kind fall to the blight?

The Healer’s Curse is the second book in the action-packed Emperor’s Conspiracy fantasy series. If you like Far Eastern-inspired settings, magical creatures, and breathtaking suspense, then you’ll love Claire Leggett’s captivating tale.

Buy The Healer’s Curse to reverse the deathly disaster today!
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Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.

Confucius


Dedication

To all doctors, nurses and other health care professionals who work so tirelessly to care for the sick, injured and unwell. Thank you.


Chapter 1

Geriel wandered the well-trodden dirt between the white yurts. The evening quiet suffocated, pressing on her chest as if smothering her, and yet murmurs from inside the yurts grated like an out-of-tune morin khuur. After the excitement of the past few moons, the mundanity of camp life was stifling. 

She had finished in the healing tent for the day and was in no rush to return home, where the yurt would be full of her brothers and sisters all wanting to talk. That wasn’t the type of noise she wanted. Geriel missed the thunder of riding across the steppes with the Rhoran warriors, missed the sense of purpose training with Lien had given her. But there was no longer an urgent need to learn everything her adopted sister could teach them. The secret bodyguard and Lien’s old assassin master were all dead. 

Until only a few days ago, all ten Rhoran tribes had filled the camp with laughter and celebrations. Something was always happening, and there was always someone new to meet. But the tribes had finally gone their separate ways, taking their share of the treaty reparations with them. Geriel’s tribe felt smaller now than it ever had. She knew every person in every yurt and longed for a diversion beyond daily healer training and family chores. 

Geriel wandered to the horse yard, scanning for her own brown steed, Khulan. She sighed. Perhaps she should ride across the steppes, clear her mind, stop wishing for more from life. The sun would be up for another hour at least.

“Why the big sigh, child?”

Her heart swelled with love at her father’s voice, but as she faced him, guilt swamped her. Sukh was her rock, the man who was always there for her, who gave her confidence and a sense of purpose. Geriel had failed him. She’d been unable to heal him. She’d been useless at the one thing her tribe expected of her. 

He waited for her answer, his shoulder-length brown hair in need of a comb and his eyes patient.

“No reason.” She couldn’t tell him she was stifled here, that she needed to escape from the expectations of the tribe, the ones she’d already failed.

“Would you like to ride with me?”

She smiled. He read her mind. The solution to all her father’s problems was a ride on the steppes, a way of clearing his head and opening it to new possibilities and options. “Yes, please.”

As she answered, Khulan lifted her head and trotted over. Her father’s ability to communicate with horses could be useful. “I’ll get my saddle,” Geriel said. 

He chuckled. “It’s right here.” He shifted and next to him on the fence were both saddles.

“You knew I would say yes.”

“I had a hunch.” He passed her the saddle and they prepared their horses. 

She hadn’t ridden Khulan much since she’d returned from helping the injured Rhoran the Bonamese emperor had released as part of the peace treaty. She’d left the difficult healing—those that required use of her gift—to Amslan and had concentrated on the normal healing processes; bandages and ointments, tinctures and tonics, with the occasional stitch thrown in. She couldn’t tap into her gift with any regularity no matter how many times she practised the meditation Lien had taught her. She felt utterly useless when she failed to heal. Her gift had been discovered at sixteen, far later than usual, so she hadn’t had a chance to develop it properly. 

It was probably too late now. 

“Come, child. Your thoughts are cloudy. Let the steppes blow them clear.”

Geriel mounted Khulan and kicked her into a canter, letting the cool wind on the steppes blow past her. She closed her eyes, trusting her horse to follow her father, and tried to release the tension, the dissatisfaction with her life.

She should be happy. 

Her people had just defeated the Bonamese emperor, had stopped his invasion, had prevented him from seizing an artefact which would have destroyed them. The treaty had returned all their missing tribe members, had given them a new batch of silks, rice and other goods and had seen the dragons reclaim their rightful land in the mountains that bordered Bonam and its vassal state Chungson. It had been a rousing success.

But taking part in the attack, even on the outskirts as a healer, had opened a new world of travel and adventure to Geriel. She wanted to experience life outside her tribe, wanted to explore the world. 

Her mother and the spiritual leader wanted to find her a suitable husband.

She grimaced. That’s not what she wanted, not yet. She still didn’t know who she was, or what she wanted out of life. Having to consider another person would stifle her further. She was grateful the emperor invaded when he did. The Rhoran tribes had gathered for the khan’s wedding, and her mother had decided it was the perfect opportunity to find Geriel a husband. But then the camp was attacked and all focus turned to defeating the emperor. Lien made certain Geriel went with the army and Geriel was so incredibly thankful for the opportunity.

Her father called out and she opened her eyes, found him circling around and slowing. She followed suit and ended up next to him, on the top of a rise, looking over the endless expanse of the grassy steppes. Before her was the way to the rest of the world; the emperor’s land of Bonam, its neighbouring state, Chungson and beyond the mountains were the traders’ lands and people she had yet to meet. She inhaled deeply, smelled the grass and her horse’s sweat, smelled home. Summer was almost at an end. 

“Will you talk to me, child? Tell me your troubles?”

Geriel closed her eyes. Normally he was the one she confided in, but how could she tell him she was dissatisfied with her life? “Why do you think I’m troubled?”

“Because you have been quiet since we returned. It was your first campaign; do the memories haunt you?”

She couldn’t lie to him, even though it would be the easier option. “I was prepared for the fighting. I’ve healed warriors before, I knew what injuries to expect.”

“Then what?”

Her throat closed. She swallowed hard. “How are you, Father? Your injury was quite severe.” She winced at the phrasing. Nothing quite about it. He would be dead without Amslan.

“I am healthy. I’m sorry for scaring you so.”

She turned away and he touched her hand. “I am well. Don’t blame your sister for not defeating the enemy faster.”

Her eyes widened. “I don’t. Lien fought hard for us.”

“Good. Perhaps you could tell her that. She still blames herself, all these moons on.”

Lien had no reason to blame herself. Geriel nodded. “I will.”

“Did I thank you for saving my life?”

Geriel gritted her teeth. “I didn’t.” She nudged her horse with her heels to move away from him.

He followed. “Of course you did. You were the first to reach me. I felt your healing.”

She wanted to kick Khulan into a gallop and leave her father behind, but he would continue the conversation when he caught up with her. “No. I did almost nothing. Amslan was the one who healed you. I was useless.” A heavy weight pressed against her chest making it difficult to breathe.

“That’s not true,” her father growled. “Amslan said I would have died before he arrived if it wasn’t for you.”

“He was being kind.” The piercing horror of seeing the knife sticking out of her father’s chest was still sharp. The hot flush of fear.

Her father grabbed her arm. “Amslan never says things he doesn’t mean, and he definitely doesn’t pander to anyone.” He shook her arm as if trying to shake some sense into her. “If he said you saved my life, then I believe him.”

“No. Amslan saved your life, I just prolonged it long enough for him to arrive.”

“That counts, particularly to me, to your mother and your siblings. If you hadn’t, Amslan would have found me dead.”

That wasn’t the point. He didn’t understand how desperately hard she’d tried to reach her gift and heal his heart, but she could only brush the power with the edges of her consciousness. Her panic had almost consumed her. It wasn’t until Amslan arrived to show her what to do that she’d been any use.

“Your gift is powerful.”

Anger rose in her. “But I am useless. I can’t access it when I need it, I can’t control it. When it works, it’s luck.”

Her father raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t teach you to give up.”

Frustration welled in her and she shouted, “You don’t understand. Your gift has always come easy to you.”

He laughed, a loud, raucous sound, and some of her anger eased. It was impossible to be mad around such a joyous noise. 

“Child, we all struggle. My parents thought I was crazy when I first communicated with horses. No one had done it before and I made mistakes, misunderstanding what they meant. It took a long time to convince anyone I wasn’t making it up.”

She frowned. “I never realised.”

“I don’t like to talk about it. The tribe treated me differently and it was very lonely. It took time to earn both the horses’ and the tribes’ trust and to understand how my gift worked.”

“How did you?” Geriel asked.

“Trial and error. I had no one to teach me, so I tried different things, hoping one day I’d be able to prove myself. Then one of the mares went into labour and I knew she was having trouble. I heard the foal struggling and I told the man in charge of horses what to do. After he tried everything else, he listened to me and I saved both the mother and foal. The tribe believed me after that.”

Her father had always been respected and admired for his work with horses. She couldn’t imagine a time when he wasn’t. 

“You need to discover what works for you and your gift, but ignoring the problem is not the solution,” he said.

Shame filled her. He was right. His near death had caused her to lose focus, to indulge in self-pity. “Thank you, Father.” Now that life had returned to normal, she would take Amslan aside, ask him to help her master her gift. There would be further battles with the emperor and she wouldn’t allow herself to be as useless next time.

He smiled. “You’re welcome. I’m always here to help.”

“I know.” She wanted to wash away her doubt for the day. It would return, but for now she would enjoy the ride with her father. “Race you back to camp?” She didn’t wait for his answer. She kicked Khulan into a gallop and grinned at her father’s whoop behind her. 

~*~

The next morning, Shuren’s quiet chatter woke Geriel early. She opened her eyes to see her youngest sister on the other mattress playing with the wooden horse their brother had made. Pale morning light peeked through the central flap of the yurt. 

Her sister, Checheg, groaned beside her. “Go play outside, Shuren. We’re trying to sleep.”

“I was whispering,” Shuren yelled.

Geriel shook her head. She wouldn’t get any more rest. “Let’s go outside and play.” She stepped over Checheg and pushed aside the curtain that separated their sleeping quarters from the communal quarters. Her parents’ and brothers’ curtains were still in place, though they would have all heard Checheg’s complaint. She was used to the lack of privacy, but fondly remembered the quarter moon when she’d stayed in Lien’s yurt before Lien had married and it had been just the two of them. They’d had so much space and peace. A luxury. 

She changed into a dress and pants and followed Shuren outside. The cool air was fresh with the scent of grass and colour hadn’t returned to the land yet. Everything was grey as the sun rose slowly in the sky. “This way.” She gestured towards the horse herd. Hopefully it was far enough away from the yurts for them not to disturb anyone else.

“Checheg’s so mean,” Shuren said, her bottom lip sticking out.

“She goes to bed later than you, so she needs a little more sleep.”

“Jochi gets to stay up later than I do.”

“When you’re eight, you’ll get to stay up later too.”

“But that’s two more years!”

“It will pass quickly.” A distraction would be good before Shuren got really sulky. “Look, there’s Lien.” Their adopted sister, and Tribal Mother stood at the edge of the camp running through her morning patterns. She moved with such grace, posture straight, her movements fluid and balance absolute. Her long black braid barely moved and her yellow belt was exactly centred around the waist of her blue dress. Geriel would never be that perfect.

“Lien!” Shuren yelled and ran to her.

Geriel winced, hoping Shuren hadn’t woken those in nearby yurts. Lien finished her pattern as they approached and bent to hug Shuren. “Little sister, you’re up early this morning.”

“That’s because Mother makes me go to bed too early.”

Lien smiled. “I’m sure she knows best.” She hugged Geriel. “Sister, how are you?”

“I’m well. I hear there’s to be a tribal council today.” 

Lien nodded. “We need to discuss our trip to Chungson.”

Geriel’s heart skipped a beat. “I’d still like to go with you.” They had recently discovered Lien’s brother was still alive and hiding in Chungson. The emperor had arranged the death of his predecessor—Lien’s father—and her brother had been thought dead as well.

“I’ll discuss it with Temur and Father.”

Shuren gaped at her and tugged on her hand. “You can’t leave again. It was awful with you gone. I was so worried.”

Geriel squatted closer to her sister’s height. “This trip won’t be as dangerous as the last one. We’ll be travelling in secret, and not going anywhere near Bonam.”

“I don’t like it. I’ll tell Father not to let you.” Before Geriel could stop her, Shuren ran off.

She sighed and stood, resisting the urge to chase her. “The attack on the camp really frightened her.”

“She witnessed a lot of death and destruction,” Lien said. “I believe Father will let you go. The dragon sanctuary has a lot of rare plants in it. My father spent some time studying there before he was killed. We need to take a healer with us to discover new plants.”

Geriel’s heart leapt and danced. Her parents couldn’t refuse if it was for the good of the tribe.

“Would you like to have breakfast with us?” Lien asked as she walked back towards the yurts.

“Yes, please.” Of late the noisy dinner table at home stressed her.

They moved through the camp, greeting more early risers, until they reached the khan’s tent in the centre. Lien walked in. “Temur, we have a guest for breakfast.”

Geriel hung back until the khan said, “Who is it?” Then she stepped through the door. She’d always been a little overwhelmed by Temur, though she didn’t let it show. He was their khan of all of Rhora, not just their tribe, and was confident and assertive. He’d achieved much at such a young age.

“Geriel.” He opened his arms to welcome her. “Come in.”

She sat on one of the cushions while Lien served the food. 

“Are you well?” he asked.

“Yes. Thank you.” She longed to put her case forward to accompany them to Chungson. “And you?”

He grinned, his face lighting up as he glanced at his wife. “I’ve never been better.”

His love for her sister warmed Geriel. Before they married, Lien had been worried. She was an outsider, a Bonamese princess given to the khan by the emperor who had wanted to get rid of her. Their courtship had been tumultuous, but now they were in love.

She wanted that with whomever she had to marry—hopefully in the distant future.

“I’ll stop by the healers’ tent this afternoon,” Temur said. “How are our patients?”

“Their injuries are healing.” Geriel lowered her eyes. Their souls might take longer. Some of them had been prisoners of the Bonamese for years, subjected to brutal conditions.

Temur nodded. “We’ll make the emperor pay for what he did.”

The first step was to speak to Lien’s brother, Bao, the rightful heir to the Bonamese throne. 

Temur handed her a bowl of soup. “Amslan tells me your gift isn’t getting any stronger.”

She winced and sipped the soup. Temur waited for an answer. “It came to me late, so perhaps it won’t.”

Temur shook his head. “Amslan believes you’re blocked. We need to work on it. The conflict with the emperor has shown me we need more healers with the gift.”

Geriel stared at her bowl. She wanted to improve but Amslan was right. She couldn’t grasp her gift. “I will continue to try.”

“I’ll ask Solongo if she can help.”

Geriel stifled a groan. The last time she’d seen the spiritual leader, Solongo had raised the case for her marrying soon. She would rather not remind her of that conversation.

“Geriel could come with us to Chungson,” Lien said. “She would be the perfect person to study the plants in the dragon sanctuary.”

Temur frowned. “Perhaps. We need to keep one gifted healer with the tribe and I wanted Amslan to join us.”

Dread lodged in Geriel’s stomach. She couldn’t argue her case against Amslan’s. Not only had he saved her father’s life, but he’d also saved Lien’s life several times and his own wife as well. He was so much stronger than she, and also Temur’s best friend. 

Lien gave her a sympathetic smile. “We’ll discuss it at the tribal council.”

She had no hope. The elders of the tribe would all agree to Amslan going to Chungson. She’d be stuck here, unable to properly heal anyone. Her appetite left her and she stood. “I must go. Thank you for breakfast.”

She left the tent, despair threatening to overwhelm her again.

 


Chapter 2

Geriel strode away from Temur’s tent, nausea swirling in her stomach. She couldn’t do anything right. Leaving so suddenly would have annoyed Temur, and shown she lacked the maturity to go with them. She sighed, stopped walking and smoothed the loose hairs back towards her braid. Too late. So what now? Going home would mean dealing with the noise and demands of her siblings who would still be eating, but she wasn’t due at the healers’ tent until later. She used to love going there, full of a sense of purpose, a knowledge that she was helping her tribe. Now guilt and reluctance were her constant companions. Still, wandering the camp aimlessly would only lead to someone asking what she was doing. 

Keeping her steps small and slow, she walked towards the larger tent. At the door, she braced herself before pushing it open. The sharp scent of herbal disinfectant oil tickled her nose, wafting from the oil burner. She greeted the healer who had cared for their patients overnight and was now making bandages from silk. 

“You’re here early,” he said.

“Shuren woke us. How is everyone?”

“Healing,” he answered. “A few can go home today as long as they don’t do anything strenuous. Their bruises will heal in time.”

Amslan and Geriel were the only ones in the tribe to have the gift of healing and the tribal council had decreed they should only use their gift for life-threatening injuries or to mend broken bones. The gift had limits and it drew on the healer’s energy until nothing was left. Geriel shuddered. Then she really would have failed. Amslan often ignored the danger, using more of his gift each time. Though he seemed to be getting stronger. 

“Aside from that, it’s the usual work.” 

That meant changing bandages, feeding patients and examining tribe members who were unwell. Geriel accompanied the healer around the tent, talking to patients, giving some leave to return to their yurts and taking note of who needed their bandages changed. By the time he left, she had five patients to help. 

The Bonamese had badly beaten Unegen and he had scars and cuts all over his body, but his worst wound was a deep cut across his arm that had required more than two dozen stitches. She unwound his bandage, the stinky, sweaty smell telling her the wound was infected before she revealed the red, pussy injury. Goat dung. “It’s a little infected.” She prepared a bowl of water with some herbs in it. Carefully she cleaned the wound until no more pus came out. She hesitated before reaching for the dressing. An infection could turn life-threatening if she wasn’t careful. 

She would examine him. Nerves humming along her skin, she placed her hand over the wound, closing her eyes.

Geriel inhaled slowly, visualising her peaceful place, a small hill on the steppes where she could sit and view the grey shadow of the mountains in the south. She exhaled and connected with Unegen, her consciousness sinking into his body around the wound and reaching for her gift. At once she felt the infection, dark and thick, hovering around the area, waiting for her to leave so it could attack the cut again. It struggled, trying to hide, but she circled it like the tribe circled animals on a hunt, moving as fast as she could so none escaped, gritting her teeth at the exertion. As the circle joined, she visualised the infection dissolving, dissipating. Slowly, it did as she wanted. She panted, and when the infection finally disappeared, she pushed her consciousness further, examining the surrounding arm to ensure she had it all. Geriel withdrew and opened her eyes. 

Dizziness hit her and she swayed, clutching the blankets until it stopped. Geriel forced a smile. “The infection is gone.” 

“Thanks,” Unegen said.

She wrapped the wound and then slowly stood, in case the dizziness hit her again. It was ridiculous that something like this should hit her so hard. She mustn’t be doing it right. Amslan had healed wound after wound, injury after injury, barely breaking a sweat. No matter what she attempted, she couldn’t heal one thing without wanting to vomit from the strain.

Moving on to the next patient, she let the normal tasks soothe her. She might not be able to tap into her gift easily, but the daily tasks of a healer came naturally to her. Her knowledge of ointments, tinctures, teas and other treatments was strong, and she made a point of always speaking with the healers of other tribes whenever she could. She pored over any books she found and added her own concoctions to their body of knowledge.

As she finished treating the last patient, the door opened and Berke stumbled in. Geriel raced to help the warrior to his feet. His body was wet with sweat and behind him his wife, Sarnai looked on worried.

“This way.” Geriel led him to a spare bed away from the other patients, carrying most of his weight as he leaned heavily on her. “How long has he been like this?” she asked Sarnai. 

“He woke up like this,” she said. “Complained his head and body ached and he had a fever.”

Geriel wet a compress and laid it on his forehead. 

He panted. “I ache everywhere.”

“We’ll make you feel better.” She rested a hand on his arm. “How were you yesterday? Any aches and pains, stiffness?”

“Yeah, I’ve been sore for a couple of days. I thought it was muscle ache from moving all the emperor’s reparations from the wagons into the tents.”

“Let me see what I can find.” Her heart raced as she closed her eyes and visualised the mountains. She entered his body and flinched as the cause of his symptoms swarmed through his bloodstream, shiny and oily, invading every part of him. Her chest squeezed. There was too much. Where should she start?

She opened her eyes. 

“Can you heal him?” Sarnai asked.

Berke stuck out his tongue as if he tasted something bad. Red spots coated his tongue.

Her heart leapt. “Wait. Let me examine your mouth.” Geriel counted a dozen small spots. Not good. Anything with spots was generally highly infectious. “Stay there.”

She washed her hands, and then rubbed a disinfectant oil in before she hurried to the bookshelf and flicked through the book she needed, praying this wasn’t what she suspected. Her throat closed as she read the entry. Please let her be wrong. She read a few more pages, found some other potential diseases and exhaled. 

Returning to the couple, she said, “I need Amslan to confirm what this is.” And had to talk to the older healers, find out if they knew of a cure if it was the worst possibility. Nothing had been recorded in the book. 

“He’s in the tribal council,” Sarnai said.

Of course. Disturbing the council because she wasn’t capable of healing Berke wouldn’t look good. And she might be wrong.

The door opened and Shuren entered the tent. “Wait there, Shuren.” Geriel hurried to where her sister was pouting. “Can you fetch Tuya for me?”

“I hurt my finger.” Shuren held it up to show a minor cut. 

Geriel stifled a sigh. “I’ll wrap it.”

“No, heal it for me.” She jutted out her chin, a precursor to a tantrum if she didn’t get her way.

Shuren really was becoming difficult. Geriel would talk to her mother about a way they could help her. “All right.” Geriel knelt, covered Shuren’s finger with her hand and accessed her gift, dipping into its well to draw it out. It took little effort to heal what was nothing more than a scratch, but Shuren beamed and hugged her. “Thanks, Geriel.” She headed for the door.

“Shuren, don’t forget Tuya. I need you to ask her to come to the healers’ tent immediately.”

Shuren nodded. “I’ll do it now.” She ran off.

Geriel let out a breath and turned back to her patient. “I haven’t seen anything like this before, but Tuya might have. She can advise how to progress.” Geriel was probably overreacting. She prayed to Qadan it was one of the lesser diseases.

Sarnai squeezed Berke’s hand. 

It seemed to take forever for Tuya to arrive. Geriel monitored Berke, whose skin glistened with sweat. Occasionally a violent tremor shook his body. Finally the door opened. Tuya strode to Geriel’s side. “What’s wrong?”

“Berke is unwell with fever and aches and has red dots in his mouth. I’ve not seen anything like this before.” Geriel fisted her hands together, trying to remain calm.

Tuya’s face paled and she stepped back, away from the bed. “Open your mouth.”

Berke did as she asked.

“Traders’ Curse,” Tuya breathed. 

Geriel’s chest tightened. She’d been right. Traders’ Curse caused the patient to break out into pustular rashes and scabs. It was highly infectious and the last time it had ravaged a Rhoran tribe, it wiped out a quarter of the population. Those who survived were horribly scarred. Nausea rose. Its incubation period was up to three-quarters of a moon which meant Berke could have infected all the other tribes or caught it from one of them. She had to warn them.

Tuya stared at Berke for a moment and then snapped out of it. “They both need to be isolated immediately. I’ll arrange a tent.” She stepped further away, glanced around. “Has he come near any of the other patients?”

“No.” 

“Have you treated any other patients since he came in?”

Geriel froze. “Shuren.” Children were most at risk of dying from the disease.

Tuya frowned. “All right. Stay here. Don’t let anyone in or out. I’ll get Amslan.” She ran out the door.

Sarnai sobbed, hugging her husband, probably infecting herself.

“Sarnai, you shouldn’t touch him.” Geriel pulled her away and led her to another bed. “I’m sure Amslan can heal him.” She prayed she was right. “Let me check you for signs.” She closed her eyes. Sarnai’s skin was cold, but it warmed under Geriel’s touch as Geriel searched Sarnai’s blood. There. Not as pervasive as Berke’s case, but it was there and multiplying. She exhaled and looked at the woman. 

Her eyes were wide with fear.

“I’m sorry. You have it too, but it’s not as bad as Berke’s.”

“Can Amslan fix me?”

Geriel nodded, her mind whirring. There were steps to take when they had an outbreak of something infectious. Isolation was the first step. The second was figuring out who else could be exposed. She grabbed a piece of paper from the table.

Across the tent, Unegen stood. “I’m leaving.”

Geriel rushed to block the door. “Wait. Please. You can leave as soon as we check you. We’ll take you to another yurt.” He was a big man and could easily push her out of the way. 

“Why don’t you check me now?”

She held up her hands. “I’ve touched Berke. I might have caught the infection as well.”

Unegen sprang away from her, moving back to his bed. She would have laughed at how quickly he moved if it weren’t such a serious matter.

The door opened behind her and Amslan walked in. He had such a presence about him, a lithe, fit body with lethal grace. His dark eyes challenged and judged her, and seemed to find her wanting. He strode to Berke and, without a word, touched his arm, closing his eyes. The strain on his face was instantaneous. Geriel hovered next to him, waiting for him to speak.

Eventually he sighed and opened his eyes. “Show me your tongue.”

Berke opened his mouth.

The red spots were gone. Geriel grinned, relief flooding her. “You’ve healed him.”

Amslan shook his head. “Not yet. It’s too much. I’ve only reversed some symptoms.” He turned to her. “You’ve touched him?”

She nodded. “And the disease is in Sarnai.”

He glanced at Berke’s wife and let out a deep breath. “All right. Let me check you first.” He placed his hand on Geriel’s arm and closed his eyes. A warm tingle spread through her as he scanned her and the wait seemed interminable but eventually he looked at her. “You’re clear.”

She sighed. Thank Qadan.

“Connect with Sarnai when I do. I’ll show you what I did with Berke.”

Her chest squeezed as she moved around the bed to where Sarnai lay. She knelt across from Amslan and visualised her mountains. As she connected with Sarnai, she gasped. “It’s multiplied quickly.”

Amslan grunted. “That’s what I was afraid of. We need to herd it together and surround it with a wall.” He demonstrated what he meant. It was tricky. The disease slid around the wall she built like noodles from a spoon. She made her wall bigger, only letting Sarnai’s blood filter through and eventually she met with Amslan’s wall. Her breath came in gasps and her muscles strained. She couldn’t hold it for long.

“Let me.” Amslan took over and sealed the disease together like corralling horses. He withdrew his consciousness and Geriel followed suit. 

She swayed, and Amslan’s face was pale. Food would help her recoup her energy, but she didn’t want to seem weak in front of him. “Would you like something to eat?”

“In a minute.” He squeezed his eyes shut, panting. 

Fear froze her. He was drained. That wasn’t good. He was their best healer. For him to be so exhausted from this one healing… and they hadn’t cured Sarnai. 

“Is she all right?” Berke asked.

“It’s contained for the moment,” Amslan answered. “When we’ve eaten, we’ll get rid of the disease and concentrate on you.”

“What about us?” Unegen demanded.

“As soon as there’s somewhere safe for you to go, I’ll check you,” Amslan said. He gestured Geriel towards the door and lowered his voice as she approached. “We need to know everyone Berke and Sarnai have encountered during the past moon. Also where Berke has been, what he has touched. This had to have come from somewhere.”

“Maybe one of the Bonamese prisoners was infected.” Berke had guarded the Bonamese army after they had surrendered. 

Amslan’s eyes narrowed. “Berke, did you notice any of the prisoners with rashes or spots?”

Berke shook his head.

Amslan washed his hands. “Wash your hands after you’ve touched either of them, and check the book for other ways to stop the spread. I’ll be back.” He strode out of the tent.

Geriel cleaned her hands again before she read the details of the disease. The author had noted the disease appeared to lay dormant for up to three-quarters of a moon, but wasn’t as contagious at that stage. However it spread by touching something an infected person had touched, or through the air from coughs and sneezes. That wasn’t good. 

They had to isolate people now.

She tied a cloth over her mouth and nose, and then handed cloths to the other patients in the room. “Put these on.”

They obeyed without question.

Berke and Sarnai were quiet when Geriel rejoined them with a piece of paper and a quill. “I need to know everyone you’ve seen since you returned from guarding the prisoners.” 

“There’re too many,” Berke said.

“Our children!” Sarnai wailed. “Qadan, please don’t let our children be infected.”

Geriel wrote them down, her mind whirling. Their children were friends with her brothers and sisters, and the whole group of children often played together. They would have gone home to their parents and their parents would have interacted with friends. At this rate, they’d have to quarantine the whole tribe. 

“I delivered the reparations to each family.”

Dread lodged in her stomach. This was disastrous. She inhaled deeply. Don’t panic. “Let’s start with who helped you do that.”

Berke went through the list, shivering and shaking as he did. As he finished, Amslan returned. 

“We’ve set up a quarantine tent on the outskirts of the camp,” he said. “I’ll take you two there now.”

“What about our children?”

“Tuya is fetching them. They’ll meet you there and I’ll check them.” He turned to the other patients in the room. “As soon as we’ve moved them, we’ll check you. Don’t leave.” His face was grim.

Unegen nodded.

“Take everything they’ve touched out onto the steppes and burn it.” Amslan handed Geriel a pair of leather gloves. “Wear them. Temur is organising a bonfire.”

She waited until Amslan left with Berke and Sarnai before slipping on the gloves and gathering the sheets. She scanned the room. The door had to be scrubbed and the floor, and she should probably burn her clothes too. But not until she cleaned everything.

Before she left, she asked her patients, “Does anyone need anything?”

“Go,” Unegen said. “We’ll be fine. This needs to be stopped.”

She nodded and carried the sheets outside. The camp was practically deserted. Lien and Temur stood talking to Tuya, but they must have ordered everyone back to their yurts.

Her stomach swirled. She’d thought all the battle injuries had been bad, but this was worse. The insidiousness of it, not knowing who had the disease and who didn’t. 

She frowned. They’d guarded the Bonamese army for more than a moon before the peace treaty had been signed and the soldiers were allowed to return home. It was plenty of time for the symptoms to appear and no one had noticed anything. Perhaps the warriors hadn’t cared if the Bonamese were ill. 

“Geriel, put the bedding in the fire.” Temur pointed to a bonfire out on the steppes. She did as she was asked and by the time she returned, Amslan had joined them. She walked over.

“How is the healers’ tent?” Lien asked.

“I need to scrub the door and the two beds should probably be burnt as well,” Geriel replied.

“I’ll help you with it,” Temur said.

“No,” Lien said. “You can’t risk being infected.”

“I can manage on my own.” Geriel understood the risk that came with being a healer. “What’s our plan?”

“Have you got the list of names?” Amslan asked.

She handed it to him.

He whistled and shook his head. “We’ll separate those who worked with Berke first.”

“When that’s done,” Tuya continued, “we’ll check everyone for the disease. Amslan says you can sense it?”

Geriel nodded, her chest tightening. There were a lot of people in the camp. She would have to use her gift for each one, and blocking Sarnai had left her light-headed. “What about the other tribes?”

“As soon as Amslan clears some riders, we’ll send them to each tribe, warn them,” Temur told her.

This was a nightmare. “I’ll finish the healers’ tent.” At Temur’s nod she walked off, her heart beating heavy in her chest. A disease like this could wipe out half the tribe.

She’d been scared for her people when the Bonamese invaded, but it was nothing compared to the fear that gripped her now.

They had no known cure and chances were high every single tribe was infected.

She wanted to be sick.

This would be a tougher foe than the Bonamese by far.

~*~

The camp reacted quickly. By the time Geriel had cleaned the healers’ tent and examined the patients inside, riders had been cleared and sent to the other tribes.

All the patients were uninfected, which wasn’t surprising since they’d been in the tent since they’d been freed by the Bonamese. Geriel ate some dried curd for energy, marked the door with a black circle to show it was clear and went to find Amslan. He was in the yurt with some of the people who had come into contact with Berke. 

Amslan looked up as she walked in. “The healers’ tent is clear?”

“Yes. What do you need?”

“Come here. First we want to identify anyone who is infected. You know how to?”

She nodded.

“If they’re clear, they are to go next door. I don’t know whether what we see in their blood is the earliest sign.” His concern was clear by the furrow on his forehead.

In other words, the disease might not be evident in the early stages. 

“And then what?” one of the men asked. “How long are we going to be quarantined?”

Amslan scowled at him. “As long as needed. We’ve hopefully caught this early enough that it hasn’t spread far.” 

He was trying to keep people calm, but if it had been dormant for twenty-one days, it was likely everyone had encountered the disease.

Geriel sat at the opposite end of the table to Amslan and gestured to the man who was their best fletcher. “Sit down.”

He sat, worry in his eyes, his thumb rubbing over a few cuts on his hands. Geriel focused and touched his arm, diving into his bloodstream. There. The infection wasn’t as thick as Berke’s but worse than Sarnai’s. She opened her eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re infected.”

“Then heal me!” He squeezed her arm.

She winced and yanked it out of his grasp. She glanced at Amslan. It had been hard enough to contain Sarnai’s infection, let alone heal it.

“Not yet,” Amslan said. “We need to figure out who’s infected first. Then we can deal with the infection.”

“That’s goat dung! You’re healers, you’re meant to heal.”

Amslan said something to the woman he was with and then walked over, towering above them. “What we’re meant to do is ensure the whole tribe is well,” he said, his voice low with a hint of danger. “Geriel and I are the only ones who can identify the disease before you get symptoms. We must protect those we can before we heal the infected.” He glared at the man as if daring him to disagree.

Geriel wouldn’t cross him. 

The man growled and stormed off to the other side of the tent. Geriel exhaled.

Amslan looked around. “Does anyone else have a problem with that?”

Silence.

Geriel forced a smile. “Who’s next?”

 


Chapter 3

Geriel stumbled out of the last tent, gripping a piece of dried curd in one hand and a stick of charcoal in the other. She caught her balance and leaned against the door until the dizziness subsided. Thank Qadan no one was around to see her weakness. With a deep breath, she carefully marked an X on the door. Everyone inside was infected. She forced herself to chew on the dried curd and leaned back against the door, her medicine bag resting against her leg. The sun was sinking below the horizon, bathing the camp in the last rays of light. 

What a day. 

At each home, she’d eaten something to build her energy stores, but it was no use, they depleted as soon as she scanned the family. If the whole family was clear, she marked a circle on their door. If anyone was infected, she sent them to the quarantine area and marked a cross on the door. There were far fewer circles than crosses.

No one was allowed out until Temur gave them permission. 

One more home to go, the one she’d been dreading, the one she’d deliberately left until last—her own family. Pushing herself off the door, she staggered to the next yurt. She adjusted the scarf over her face and then opened the door. Her mother pushed some cheese into her hand, wrapping her arm around her and leading her to the cushions by the table. “Sit, child. You’re exhausted.”

Geriel didn’t deny it.

“How bad is it?” Sukh asked.

She closed her eyes as she chewed and then swallowed. “About a third of the tribe are infected, another third have family members who are infected.” Mostly warriors who had fought Emperor Xue.

Her mother gasped. “What will we do?”

“There’s a tribal council tonight. I’ll know more after that.” Amslan would tell her what to do. She reached for a piece of meat, restoring her energy and delaying the inevitable. So many families had been divided already. Those who were clear were fearful for those who had the disease. People had sobbed, yelled at her, pleaded and begged for her to heal them. Her continual denial made her sick. The truth was, she couldn’t heal them, could barely control her gift enough to scan them. 

Now it was her family’s turn. Checheg sat across the table from Geriel next to their two brothers, Nekhii and Jochi, while Shuren sat on one of the beds, playing with her wooden horse. Her father stood, hands behind his back, watching her.

Her stomach a swirling mass of nausea, Geriel removed her glove and placed a hand on her mother’s arm. “Stay still for me.” The visualisation came easily now, but diving in was harder, as if her gift was at the far end of her reach. Slowly she scanned her mother’s body and relief filled her as she opened her eyes. “You’re clear.”

She swayed as her mother stood and Checheg sat.

“Have some tea.” Her mother pushed a cup into her hand. 

She curled her fingers around the cup, but as her mother let go, she didn’t have the strength to hold on. It fell from her hands, spilling on her top. The heat barely registered. 

Checheg pulled Geriel’s top away from her and cool air hit her skin.

“What’s wrong with her?” her mother cried.

“She’s exhausted,” her father answered. “Get her a dry top.”

Geriel wanted to reassure them she was fine, but the words wouldn’t form. Her brain was still foggy. She ate the meat Checheg pressed into her hand, the chewing motion all she had energy for. Her mother stripped the damp top from her body and replaced it with a fresh one. This was what a rag doll must feel like. Her arms moved only when Checheg moved them.

“We should get Amslan,” her mother said.

“No.” They couldn’t leave the tent. With a great deal of effort, she said, “Let me finish eating. I’ll be fine.”

She hadn’t convinced anyone, but at least they didn’t leave. She continued to eat, her eyes closed. When her mother pressed a cup to her mouth and said, “Drink this,” she obeyed.

It was a sweet tea with a mixture of restorative herbs. Her body responded, energising a little and she opened her eyes again. “Thank you.”

Sukh frowned. “You’ve done too much today.”

“It was needed.” They all understood the importance of the tribe.

She drank two cups of the tea and then placed her hands on Checheg. Inhaling deeply, she scanned her sister, pronouncing her clear and then scanned Nekhii—also clear. 

Relief filled her as Jochi took his place. She sipped more tea, ate a piece of lamb from yesterday’s meal and then scanned him. She frowned. Something strange was in his blood. It wasn’t the disease, but it wasn’t normal either. She opened her eyes and her parents stared at her.

“I’m not certain,” she said. “I need Amslan to check. There’s something there, but it’s not the same.”

Her mother put a hand to her mouth and Jochi’s eyes widened. “Am I going to die?”

“No.” She wouldn’t let that happen. “I’ll get Amslan to examine you when I’ve finished with the others.”

Her mother moved to help him and Geriel held out a hand to stop her. “You shouldn’t touch him. Not yet, not until we know for sure.”

Her mother snarled. “No one will stop me from comforting my child.”

Geriel dropped her hand and blinked. She resisted the urge to respond, to tell her she risked her own life. Her mother wouldn’t care. She sighed. “Shuren. Your turn.” Geriel washed her hands and rubbed oil into them.

Shuren stood on the other side of the tent, her arms hugged around her. “I don’t want to.”

“You have to.” Geriel glanced at her father. She didn’t have the energy to deal with Shuren today. He approached his youngest child. 

“Why don’t we do it together?” he said. 

She shook her head and stepped backwards.

Geriel continued eating while she watched the dance between her father and Shuren. 

He crouched. “Child, everyone in the tribe has to do this. It’s our duty.”

“What if I’m sick?”

“Then Geriel will fix you.”

Fear stabbed Geriel. What if she couldn’t? Her father had so much faith in her and she would disappoint him again.

“And you’ll do it with me?” Shuren asked.

Sukh nodded and held out his hand. “Come on.” He led her to the table and she sat in his lap.

Geriel took a deep breath and prayed to Qadan for her family to be safe. She placed a hand on Shuren first and slowly scanned her. Then she checked her father. Fear curdled in her stomach and slowly she opened her eyes. She swallowed hard.

“Well?” Her mother asked.

She exhaled. “They’re both infected.”

~*~

Geriel swayed as her mother cried out and Shuren burst into tears. Sukh gathered his youngest child in his arms and soothed her, glancing at Geriel.

“What now?”

She loved how brave her father was, how he didn’t dwell on the horror, but searched for a solution. She had to follow his lead even though inside she quailed in fear. “Now you need to come with me. We’ve set up tents to house anyone who is infected. We’ll take Jochi as well so Amslan can examine him.” She was proud at how even her voice was. If she let her fear show, she would scare her family further. “The others will stay here and be monitored. We’ll clean or destroy anything the three of you may have touched—clothes you’ve worn, bedding. Tuya says the disease can lay dormant for up to three-quarters of a moon. After that, if there’s no sign of the curse, you’ll be allowed out.”

“So we might still catch it?”

Geriel nodded. “We don’t know how contagious it is before symptoms show, or if what I can sense is the first indication of the disease.”

“And what about them?” her mother demanded. “Can’t you heal them now? They’re your family.”

Guilt strangled her heart, but it was her father who responded. “She’s exhausted, love. She can’t do any more today. I’m sure we’ll be fine in a few days.”

Geriel said nothing, but took more food from the table and climbed to her feet. “We should go now.”

Her mother stepped forward to hug Sukh and he put up a hand to stop her. “No, love. Best you don’t get too close. Know I love you and I’ll take care of our little ones. We’ll see you soon.”

Tears ran down her face and Shuren still sobbed in Sukh’s arms. Checheg also cried and Nekhii had his arm around her. At least they had each other.

Geriel focused on the floor, her steps small so she didn’t lose her balance. Even with the restorative tea, her whole body was wobbly. She used the door to redistribute her weight as she marked an X on it and held it open for her father and youngest siblings. “This way.”

The camp was deathly silent. There weren’t even the soft murmurs of conversation. She’d give anything for the boring quiet of yesterday, rather than this chilling stillness. The quarantine tents were on the other side of the camp and it took an age to reach them. Temur and Amslan stood outside talking. Amslan watched as she approached, a frown on his face. He could tell how exhausted she was, but he didn’t look much better himself. Dark rings surrounded his eyes.

“These are the last ones?” he asked.

She nodded. “I’m not certain about Jochi. There is something odd about his blood.”

Amslan rested his hand on Jochi’s arm, closed his eyes. His frown deepened and then he grinned. “He has the gift.” He looked at Temur. “It’s immature at this stage, but we might need him to heal.”

Geriel’s heart jolted. Jochi was only eight. Far too young to deal with the emotional side of healing.

“Teach him,” Temur said
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