
Table of Contents

The Disease Detective

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

EPI LOG

About the Author


The Disease Detective

Elyse Fritschel

[image: ]

© 2025 Elyse Fritschel

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the publisher.

978-1-960373-64-9 paperback

Cover Design

by

Sapling Studio

Dragonfeather Books

a division of

Bedazzled Ink Publishing

Fairfield, California

http://www.bedazzledink.com

For my parents, Amber, Tyler, and Vienne 

Brad, Sarah, Meredith, Dante—this book wouldn’t be the same without you

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


TUESDAY
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Brown Intermediate’s morning bell rang at precisely the same time as usual. I heard the familiar sounds of backpack zippers, chairs squeaking against the floor, and everyone squeezing in their last bits of gossip before class began. Today should have been a Tuesday like any other. Maybe even a better Tuesday than usual, considering the field day activities that happened yesterday. Something was off, though. 

Our history teacher, Mr. Norris, scratched his short beard thoughtfully. “I hope you all had a lovely time at the field day festival yesterday. For those of you who especially enjoyed sending me underwater in the dunking booth, please note that I actually appreciated cooling down for a bit.” He smirked as the class chuckled.

Brown Intermediate’s annual field day festivals were the stuff of legend. Don’t ask me why, but each field day seemed to be more elaborate than the last. One frisbee led to a frisbee golf course, and water balloons led to dunking booths and inflatable water slides. A few years ago, the event needed to expand from the field next to the school to a huge local park in Georgetown, Texas. While the unofficial, “Everything’s Bigger in Texas” motto feels overused by the time we’ve reached fifth grade, I’m pretty sure that competitive spirit drove us to throw some epic parties.

“Rosie! Hey! Roooosie,” Micah whispered from the desk behind mine. 

I sighed a little and turned around.

“It looks like both of our besties are absent, huh?” 

We looked at June and slimy Stephen’s desks. I know it’s not nice to call anyone slimy, but trust me, he earned it.

“June texted me this morning and said that she might miss class because she just started to feel a little sick, but she didn’t mention anything else. Did you hear anything from . . . you-know-who?” I whispered back to be polite. June would have been proud of me.

“He didn’t tell me a thing, but I think his mom mentioned something about Stephen taking his first sick day ever to my mom. Guess I’m not as connected at the hip to Stephen as you are to June. It’s cool, though. I know y’all have been friends forever. How could anyone not be friends with June, you know?” Micah might as well have had cartoon hearts all around him. 

I smiled before facing forward again.

Micah wasn’t wrong about June and I being best friends for as long as I could remember. June was the peanut butter to my jelly. We’ve been inseparable for years, and any day spent without us giggling over inside jokes felt about ten times longer than it actually was. I hoped that she was just tired from being outside all day yesterday and that she’d be back to school in no time.

Mr. Norris marked his attendance sheet while scanning the empty desks in the classroom. “It looks like we’re missing three students this morning. Maybe we partied a little too hard, eh?” 

We were all familiar with Covid being the cause of school absences. If the field day was to blame, though, would classmates get sick in less than a day? Maybe the absences were all unrelated. I raised my hand.

Mr. Norris nodded in my direction. “Go ahead, Rosie.”

“The school nurse made us answer some health questions yesterday morning at the park entrance as she was marking our attendance. Do you think someone sick slipped through? If so, do you think we’ll find out what’s going around?” 

“You know,” Mr. Norris said thoughtfully, “those are good questions. I haven’t heard anything yet, but I’ll let you know more information as soon as I have any. In the meantime, I’m going to transport everybody here to ancient Greece for the next hour. So, grab your tunics and try not to anger any Trojans as we travel thousands of years back in time.” He smiled as he launched into his lesson.

As Mr. Norris wrote some notes on the board, I daydreamed about Greek heroes and compared them to the ones I knew and loved. Spider-Man was always my favorite superhero, by the way. For some reason, stories about ordinary folks who stumbled upon unexpected adventures felt more interesting and relatable. There was usually some important event that separated who they were before and afterward. Peter Parker’s life was changed after being bitten by a radioactive spider. According to Mr. Norris, the Greek hero, Odysseus, was forever changed from his adventures, too. Even though it wasn’t realistic, I always secretly wished I could become a surprise superhero like Peter Parker or go on a magical quest. Digging up treasure was a little more realistic, but even that felt about as likely as gaining Spidey senses. At least I was nailing the humble beginnings of a pre-superhero. 

In terms of my origin story, I had lived my entire life in Georgetown. While I’ve had some great friends, I wasn’t in the popular crowd or anything. I mean, I never complained about that, I just happened to fly under the socially influential radar most of the time. I had recently been trying to discover any hidden talents by enrolling in as many things as possible. 

Among my accomplishments were jamming my fingers while playing basketball, starting a small kitchen fire in a cooking class, and rather impressively taking out an entire line of tiptoeing girls during my first and only dance recital. I’d been tempted to blame most of these events on a recent growth spurt that left me with long limbs I didn’t know how to operate. I don’t think I was any more balanced or coordinated when I was shorter, though. Basically, I didn’t feel like I was exceptional at anything, but I was convinced the right hobby or talent would probably reveal itself with time. 

Right?

Honestly, the rest of the day passed by a little faster than I thought it would. Everyone in my grade had so many other things to focus on, like new assignments or reliving our favorite moments from yesterday’s field day, that we didn’t spend time chatting about our absent classmates. That would soon change.

––––––––
[image: ]


WEDNESDAY through THURSDAY
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By Wednesday morning, three more students from my class were absent, and neither June nor Stephen had come back yet. Three absences weren’t terribly unusual, but the whole class took notice when six of us were gone. To make matters worse, one more student was absent on Thursday. Seven absences couldn’t be ignored. There were only eighteen of us left.

The only things spreading faster than whatever was causing the absences were the rumors that traveled throughout the school and probably different schools, too, for all I knew.  

“Okay, everyone.” Javier stood up as Mr. Norris stepped outside. “What have you heard about whatever’s making everyone sick?”

This sounded like a fact-finding exercise. “I heard there are more sick fifth graders from other classrooms,” I said, “but we’re hit the hardest so far.”

“Hm, that’s interesting. What else do you have, people?” Javier paced between desks.

“I heard from Alex that a parent at our field day event had just come back from the Galapagos Islands and almost definitely got sick after touching tortoises.”

“Someone saw a possum at the park that morning. I think he’s at the bottom of all this.” 

“No! I heard there were worms in the cake.” 

I couldn’t keep track of who was saying what anymore. 

“I ate cake.” Ella paused as the panic set in. “Oh no, I ate cake, what should I do?” 

With the calm composure that probably came with teaching hundreds of chatterbox students over the years, Mr. Norris walked in, went to the whiteboard, and cleared his throat. We ended our conversations, and Javier zoomed back to his desk.

“Are we all going to be okay?” Ella nervously croaked a few desks away from mine.

Mr. Norris cleared his throat and said gently, “Of course. Something’s going around, that’s all. The school nurse believes that Covid has likely been ruled out, but I haven’t heard any more details yet. I’m sure this will blow over soon, though.” 
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I was more worried about June than I think I ever had been. She was too sick to send more than a few quick text messages my way over the past few days. I couldn’t remember the last time we spent days without seeing each other in person, let alone texting. From what I could tell, she was feeling pretty awful.

Staying focused was more difficult this week than ever before. June and I had always enjoyed learning new things. While we liked science and math the most, we agreed that there were cool facts out there about basically any topic. I guess that’s why it felt so strange doing schoolwork on Thursday while my mind was concentrating on what could have happened to June and the six others who weren’t in class. I even thought about slimy Stephen from time to time. You know, for science. I would have denied it if anyone had asked, though. The sooner I could get to Friday and the upcoming weekend, the better.
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FRIDAY
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That “something’s off” feeling that started earlier this week was only getting worse with each passing day. Since the history of Monday-through-Friday school schedules, Fridays always held that promise of weekend freedom that allowed students to pull energy from their reserves. I counted on it like clockwork because it was all I’ve ever known. I think that’s why it was so noticeable for me when the excitement was missing on this particular Friday.

Mr. Norris frowned. “We’re still at seven missing students this morning.” 

“Maybe we’ll all turn into zombies,” Micah responded, clearly looking for laughs, but the room stayed silent. He shuffled his feet under his chair and exhaled loudly. 

“Nobody’s eating brains around here . . . that I know of,” Mr. Norris said. “Everything’s fine. We’ll get through the day. We’ll rest up this weekend and have a full classroom in no time.” 

I didn’t understand why June had to get sick while Micah remained healthy enough to try his comedy routines on us all. I have to admit that it was nice to have him around to chat with between classes (and sometimes during them), though.

Micah tapped my shoulder and whispered, “Hey, Rosie. Do you know if June’s feeling any better?”

“We’ve barely been talking, but I think she’s getting a little better. She texted a little more last night,” I whispered louder than intended and shrugged.

Mr. Norris cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Okay everyone, we went over some Greek Mythology basics earlier this week, and today we are going to talk about the original bad boy rebel, Prometheus.” He grinned for a moment before his expression turned gloomy.  “Unfortunately, this will lead to a tale about Pandora and the release of diseases and plagues, which is rather poorly timed. Let’s take a crack at it, shall we?” 

My mind drifted to what a zombie apocalypse at Brown Intermediate would look like, but my thoughts were thankfully interrupted when the school nurse waddled in carrying paper bags and a bottle of hand sanitizer gel nearly half her size. “Sorry to intrude. Please take anything that’s yours home with you in these paper bags. We’re going to be cleaning the school with bleach this weekend, so it might smell a little weird here on Monday.” 

She smiled and waited patiently for questions. 

“Are you cleaning the gym, too? You could bottle the armpit smell in there and weaponize it,” Micah blurted, and even the nurse looked amused.
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