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Teris Salevin is a healer struggling to save his village from disease. When his efforts prove ineffective, however, the people start to look at him as the cause. Then the sickness begins to spread, and soon the plague itself is the least of their concerns.

Guard Captain Garrett Fletcher is sent to investigate the outbreak, but he is swiftly caught up in the nightmare unfolding throughout the countryside. Now he has to work side by side with a local witch to find answers and hopefully stop the disease before it reaches the capital. 
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Prologue
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“Mama, I don’t feel good.”

Mattie crouched beside her daughter’s bed and placed a hand on Abigail’s cheek. “You’re burning up. What’s wrong?”

“My head hurts. It feels hot, like Daddy’s.”

Mattie closed her eyes. Gods, please no. “Daddy had a different kind of sickness, sweetie. You’ll get better.”

Her daughter just blinked at her with tear-filled eyes. “Daddy didn’t.”

“I know.” Mattie stood and went to the table. She dipped a cloth in a bowl of water and returned to the bed. She wiped her daughter’s brow, hoping to stem the fever. “But Daddy isn’t hurting anymore.”

“He looked like it still hurts.”

Mattie stopped and stared at Abby. “What?”

Abby pointed toward the side door that led out to the fields Mattie’s husband once tended. “Daddy was dirty and hurt. His clothes were torn up, too.”

Ice crawled through Mattie’s veins. “When did you see Daddy?”

“Last night.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You were asleep,” Abby said.

Mattie swallowed and sat back on her heels, body numb. “What did Daddy do?”

Abby shrugged. “I heard a chicken make the same noise when you chase them to chop off their heads. When I looked, I saw Daddy eating it. I thought he was just hungry.”

“Where did Daddy go?”

“The woods,” Abby said. “Mama, is Daddy okay? I thought he was gone forever.”

Mattie stood and looked around before spotting the axe leaning against the side door. “Honey, I know you’re sick, but I need you to get dressed.”

“Why?” Abby asked, though she got up and started putting on her day clothes. “Where are we going?”

“We need to go to Barrowedge and see Healer Salevin. He will help you feel better. Hurry now.”

As soon as Abby was ready, Mattie grabbed the axe and ushered her daughter out the front door. Their home was farther than she liked from the village, and now, more than ever, she wished she’d been able to convince her husband to live much closer to Barrowedge. She hurried them down the lane connecting their house to the main road. Every crack of a branch from the woods made her heart jump. Mattie told herself it was only a fevered dream brought on by illness and Abby’s mourning for her father.

Another snap of a twig made Mattie bite back a whimper. The walk to Barrowedge took half an hour, but with the sun starting to set, it already felt like a lifetime, and they had yet to reach the road itself.

She prayed Healer Salevin could ease the fever, but she had no idea what to do about Abby’s claim. She wanted to deny it outright, but the night before last, Mattie had heard something prowling outside their home. She’d dismissed it as yet another wild animal, but now she was not so sure.

The sooner they got to Barrowedge, the better.
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“I have received reports of illness in an outlying village.”

“What sort of illness?”

“A plague in the air.” Garrett Fletcher approached the dais, voice lowering to a whisper. “Rumors are beginning to spread, my lord. The people fear the sickness will reach other villages soon.”

Lord Seberin leaned to the side, nodding as his advisor murmured something in his ear. Then he sat upright. “Captain Fletcher, take a small contingent to the village and find out the truth behind these reports.”

“And if they are true?”

“I will leave that up to you. Make no mistake, Captain. Should this prove to be a plague, it must not reach Sorden. I don’t care how you do it. Just stop it.”

Garrett somehow managed to keep his expression neutral. He bowed. “As you wish, my lord.”

The moment Garrett left the great hall, several servants practically swarmed him outside, all of them talking at once. Garrett held up a hand to quiet them.

“I have no answers,” he said. “I am going to Barrowedge to ascertain the situation. I will send word when I know more.”

Before the people had any chance to speak again, he pushed through them and headed toward the stables. The sooner he could get to Barrowedge, the better. Right now, the illness was contained, but that could change at any moment. He had no time to waste.

Barrowedge was less than a day’s ride away, but it was even closer to the capital. Garrett hadn’t heard any word of illness in Sorden, but he had little doubt that it would reach the city soon if it wasn’t contained. He led his horse from its stall and prepared for the journey.

“Do you know how long you will be gone?”

“No,” he said as he tightened the saddle. He took the pack his sister handed him and attached it to the side of the saddle. Then he turned to her. “I don’t know what sort of illness this is, Elanor. The village healer sent a missive asking for aid. He wrote that it seems to be in the air, but he doesn’t know for certain. Stay home. Do not leave unless it is absolutely necessary.”

“Do you think it will come here?” she asked with a slight shiver. She crossed her arms and rubbed her hands over them, as if cold. “What happens if you get sick?”

Garrett hugged her and kissed her forehead. “The healer is unaffected, and his home is outside of the village proper. I will take precautions, of course. Stay safe.”

She stepped back as he swung up onto the saddle. “Be careful, Garrett.”

With a nod, he set off, eager to get there and find out what was going on before it could grow into a problem they couldn’t handle.

* * *
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Teris Salevin wiped the sweat from his brow and stepped back from the bubbling pot hanging over the hearth. The sickness had already decimated nearly half of the people in his village. As the healer, he’d been at the forefront since it began. Yet...he’d not contracted whatever ailed the others. Despite his help, the villagers were beginning to look on him with suspicion. Immunity or no, he had to keep up appearances that he was taking precautions, lest the people decide he had conjured up the disease himself.

He gave the brothy liquid a stir and scooped some into a wooden bowl. Then he returned to the bed where his latest patient lay wasting away. Her skin had lost all color, and her lips were a pale, sickly blue. Her eyes fluttered open just enough for him to spot the red tint to the whites. He lifted her head gently and held it up enough to get the bowl to her mouth. He wondered if she even tasted the vile concoction anymore. The herbs and roots used in its making were bad enough on their own, but together, the brew was absolutely horrendous in taste and smell. Still, it would at least replenish a little energy to his dying patient. At least that’s what he hoped.

Teris sighed and eased her head back down. Her husband had passed two days ago, driven mad by the fever that now racked her increasingly-frail body. Their young boy had been the first to perish in the family, but he’d only been one of many children the sickness had taken swiftly. It seemed to steal the life from them far quicker than it did the adults. For that, Teris was grateful. He hated seeing anyone suffer, especially a child.

A knock on the door startled him. He set the bowl down and drew the thin blanket up to the woman’s neck. What had once been his own bed now served as the final place the villagers found any sort of respite before death took them.

He opened the door before the person could knock again. The village’s constable stood at his doorstep, another young victim wrapped in a threadbare cloth. Teris waved him inside.

“Put him there on the rug in front of the hearth.”

He caught the constable glancing at the woman on the bed, but he said nothing. The man had seen just as much death as Teris had these past three weeks.

“What do you think it is?”

“I don’t know,” Teris said with all honesty. “It is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. The complete wasting away of the body itself, coupled with the fever.” He shook his head. “I sent word to Lord Seberin. I am hoping someone in his town has answers I do not.”

The constable nodded and stood up. “Teris, the people are beginning to whisper.”

“I know.” Teris set about mixing up yet another salve he hoped would at least abate any fever. “What is it now? That I made the plague itself? That I’m secretly a witch hellbent on destroying everyone around me?”

A few seconds passed before the constable said, “Yes. To all of it.”

Teris couldn’t help but smirk. “Of course.” He looked over at the man who’d become his unlikely friend and ally in this mess. “And what do you think, Alfred?”

Alfred stared first at the boy on the floor, then at the woman on the bed. He returned his attention to Teris. “I trust you, Teris. I just hope you find out what this is before the rest of the people lose what faith they have left.”

“Understood.” Teris knelt beside the boy and began applying the pasty salve to the child’s face and neck. “Please shut the door when you leave. Thank you.”
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Chapter Two
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“Healer Salevin!”

Teris covered the boy from head to toe and sighed. He hadn’t been quick enough. He gave the woman in his bed a glance. Her chest rose and fell, albeit very slowly. It was only a matter of time for her as well. He stood and wiped his hands on a cloth before going to the door. A distraught woman holding her child greeted him.

“Wait,” Teris said before she could enter. “Is she sick?”

“Yes.”

Teris took the child and beckoned the mother to sit on a bench he’d set up just inside the house. “How long has she been sick?” He placed the child on the pile of blankets he’d set aside for his own sleeping purposes. He pressed a hand to the child’s forehead. “When did the fever start?”

“She told me this evening that her head hurt, that it burned like her father’s had.”

Teris looked over at her. “Her father?”

“Jacob died a week ago,” the woman said. She stared at her lap, hands twisting and gripping her skirt.

“What is it?”

“Abby said she saw him last night.”

Teris glanced over at the now-dead child at his hearth and the dying woman in his bed. He met a terrified gaze when he returned his attention to the mother across from him. “Where did she see him?”

“She said he was in the yard and that he chased down a chicken to eat.” Tears streamed down the woman’s face. “Healer Salevin, we buried my husband a week ago.”

“Perhaps it was a fever dream,” he offered, though a part of him didn’t believe it. A gut feeling told him it was no dream or illusion. “I have some broth made if you would like to feed her. It tastes and smells horrid, but it may keep the fever at bay.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

“I wish I could do more,” Teris said as he got up and filled a small bowl with the broth. He handed it to the mother, who knelt beside her daughter. “I don’t know what this is,” he admitted. “I sent word to Lord Seberin, asking for aid. Perhaps we will know something soon.”

He waited until she was focused on her daughter before he picked up the boy’s body from near the hearth. He was halfway to the door when the mother spoke.

“He had it, too, didn’t he?”

Teris sighed. “Yes. The constable brought him a few hours ago.”

“I pray you find an answer,” the mother said while helping her daughter sip the broth. The child winced but didn’t complain.

“As do I.”

Teris carried the boy’s body outside. The only place he knew to place it was in the woodshed. He would alert Alfred when the constable returned. He placed the boy on the dirt floor of the shed and readjusted the cloth covering the child’s face. When he left the shed, however, he braced a short log beneath the latch and anchored it against another, larger log on the ground. If what the young girl had seen was true, Teris had the unnerving feeling it wouldn’t be the only occurrence.

He returned to the cabin and found the mother curled up on the floor beside her daughter, both asleep. The woman on the bed coughed, and it seemed as if her breathing had become even more labored than before. Teris went to her, but she didn’t open her eyes. He started to turn away, but her hand caught his.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Do not let it happen to me.”

He knelt beside the bed and put his hand over hers. “What?”

“Do not let me return to torment my loved ones.”

“I—”

“Kill me,” the woman begged him. “Make it swift and remove my head.”

Teris shuddered. He had never killed another soul in his life. He desperately sought to heal people, not murder them. “My lady, I—”

Her eyes opened. There was no life there, only milky-grey irises surrounded by bloodshot white. “I beg you.”

“Rest now,” Teris said. “It will all be over soon.”

She closed her eyes, and he put her hand on her chest before backing away. The mother and daughter lay sleeping, but how long would it be before the child perished? Would her mother fall ill as well?

Teris scooted on the floor until his back touched the wall. He prayed for a miracle.

* * *
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An anguished wail startled Teris awake. He got up and hurried to the corner where the mother and daughter had slept. The mother draped herself over her daughter’s body, the cries going straight to Teris’ soul. He knelt beside her and gave her what comfort he could, though he knew this was a pain he could never heal.

They stayed like that for what felt like forever. Teris waited until the mother wiped her face before he smoothed his hands over the child’s eyes to close them forever.

“With Jacob gone, I have no money to bury her.”

“Leave that to me, my lady,” Teris said. “I will see to it that your daughter receives the utmost care and respect.”

She nodded, and he helped her stand. “Thank you.”

“Your thanks are appreciated but not needed. If you would like to prepare words for her, I have the instruments needed to do so.”

“I would like that.”

He set her up at the table with paper, a quill, and ink. Then he covered her daughter’s body. When he went to check on the woman in the bed, the inevitable greeted him. Sighing quietly, Teris pulled the blanket over her face.

A knock on the door made him and the mother jump. He gave her a gentle, apologetic smile and went to answer it.

The man on the other side stood tall, at attention like a soldier. “Teris Salevin?”

“Yes?”

“I am Guard Captain Garrett Fletcher. Lord Seberin sent me to inquire about the illness spreading throughout your village.”

Teris glanced back at the mother, but she was busy writing. He gestured for the captain to step back. Teris shut the door once they were both outside. “If you are here for answers, Captain, I have none. It is beyond anything I have ever seen. That is why I sent word to Lord Seberin. I’d hoped he would send another healer. I’m not sure what you can accomplish here unless you know of healing and magic.”

The captain seemed to think for a moment before speaking. “Mr. Salevin, I am not here to heal these people. I know nothing of such things.”

“Then why are you here? To get more information? As I said, I—”

“I am here to ensure it does not spread,” the captain interrupted.

“I see.” Teris crossed his arms and shifted just enough to block access to the door. “And how do you intend on doing so?”

The captain sighed. “Mr. Salevin, my duty is to preserve the public and Lord Seberin’s safety. Your village has been nearly decimated by an illness we know nothing about. Can you imagine what would happen should it reach the city? Can you fathom the consequences should it reach Sorden? I can’t allow that to happen.”

“Then help me,” Teris said.

“How?”

Teris glanced at the door to ensure it remained shut, then he stepped closer to the captain, voice lowering. “The illness is not the only problem we face here, Captain Fletcher. I fear something else may be going on, something far worse.”

“What could be worse than this plague?”

Teris met stormy-gray eyes. “The dead.”
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Teris had sent the mother back to her home with the reassurance that he would bring her daughter later in the day, prepared for burial. With the captain’s help, he’d moved the child and the woman who’d died in his own bed to the shed. Thankfully, the boy’s body remained where he had put it. The captain hadn’t said a word until they were alone in the house.

“Are you suggesting the dead are rising, Mr. Salevin?”

Teris poured hot water from the hearth kettle into two cups in which he’d placed sachets of tea leaves. “I am only repeating what the child’s mother told me. She, in turn, had heard it from her daughter.”

“Could it have been a dream?” the captain asked after nodding in thanks.

Teris sat and cradled his own cup between his hands. He stared down into the steaming brew, watching the color seep from the sachet into the water. “I don’t know,” he admitted. He looked up to find the captain watching him. “I had wondered the same thing. Fever can do many things to the mind as well as the body.”

“But you don’t believe it was a dream,” the captain stated.

Teris shook his head.

“Mr. Salevin, you are asking me to take a lot on faith.”

“I’m asking you to help me figure out this mystery,” Teris said. “Captain, if there is truth to this, I don’t want the phenomenon to spread.”

“Have you ever heard of such things happening elsewhere?”

“Many years ago, in a province in Pelova, the people lived in fear of the dead. After several instances of deceased individuals returning to their previous homes, the lord decreed that corpses must be burned immediately after death.”

The captain sipped his tea. “And what about you?”

“Me?”

“Have you seen anything similar? Furthermore, why have you not fallen ill?”

Teris weighed the wisdom of his words carefully. “I have not seen walking corpses,” he said. “As for your other question...I am a witch, Captain Fletcher. It is not widely known, so do with that information what you will. The townsfolk have always seen me as a simple healer, although I believe their opinions are swiftly changing. Some say I started this plague, but for what purpose, I can’t fathom.”

“Supposing this is true, supposing the dead are returning, are you suggesting we burn the bodies of those deceased?”

“In an ideal situation, yes,” Teris said. “However, I fear what would happen if we do so without knowing the mechanics by which this plague is spread. The fumes alone could potentially disperse yet more death among the people.”

The captain seemed to think on things for a moment before nodding. “Understandable. So what do we do?”

“First things first: I need to prepare the bodies. They must be washed and wrapped in linen shrouds. Then I can return them to their families. I have no say in what the townsfolk do with their dead, though I am of the mind the deceased should be burned at the very least.”

“I can’t exactly disagree with you on that, given the circumstances.” The captain stood. “Thank you for the tea. I need to speak with the constable and some of the townsfolk. Is the inn still operational?”

“As far as I know.” Teris glanced up. “I will be here should you need me, Captain. If I am not in the house, I will be at the shed.”

“I will most likely be calling on you again.”

Before the man could reach the door, Teris said, “Captain, might I suggest a cloth?” Teris gestured toward his own mouth and nose. “Until we know for certain how the sickness spreads, I am assuming it to be in the air.”

“Thank you,” the captain said while pulling a kerchief from a pouch tied to his belt. “I will return.”

Teris watched him go, then looked toward the window that faced the shed and the woods beyond his home. The door was still braced as they’d left it. Night would come soon, and he dreaded it. The forest held its own sort of darkness that didn’t exist in the rest of the land. The trees there had born witness to many bloody conflicts and deeds, and the people had always believed the forest to be haunted by untold spirits. He prayed ghosts were the only things lurking in there.

Figuring he had little time left, Teris finished his tea and pulled on his coat and boots. He grabbed the lantern and lit it from the hearth before heading outside. Despite the sun still sitting in the west, the land was already growing dark. He shivered and made his way to the shed.

The logs bracing the door hadn’t been disturbed, and there were no signs of footprints anywhere near the shed. He removed the logs and eased the door open. All three bodies lay where he and the captain had placed them, their shrouds still covering their faces. Teris set the lantern on a shelf and checked for water in the bucket near the door.

“Damn it.”

He picked up the empty bucket and the lantern. The stream he used wasn’t too far, but on a night such as this, it was closer to the woods than he’d like. Still, he had no choice. He hurried to the stream and filled the bucket, always keeping an eye on the trees just on the other side. Bucket full, he went back to the shed. He stepped inside and put the lantern back on the shelf. Shuffling behind him made his heart leap into his throat, and he spun around, sloshing water onto the dirt floor. A mouse scampered out of sight. Teris sighed and willed his heart to slow its thunderous beating.

Small fright dealt with, he knelt beside the boy and pulled down the shroud. Wide-open eyes stared up at him. Teris shook off the momentary fear. He’d seen plenty of dead, and it was not unusual for the eyes to open after death. He tore off a bit of the thin blanket covering the child and wet it. Then he washed the boy’s face, neck, and chest.

“Lord and Lady, please take this young soul and guide him where you may.”

Teris dropped the cloth into the water bucket and recovered the child with the blanket. He held his hands over the body and focused inward. Warmth seeped from his palms and spread over the child. Then Teris exhaled and sat back on his heels. It took him a moment to steady himself, especially when he felt this depleted. He stood and retrieved a folded bit of cloth from another shelf. He spread it on the floor and gently rolled the child’s body onto it. Then he wrapped the boy from head to toe, securing the cloth with cord at the neck, torso, and ankles.

He repeated the entire process with the young girl, from the washing to the cloth wrapping. He asked the gods for their guidance once more and poured a bit of his own energy into it as he had with the boy.

When done, he carried the children outside and placed them side by side on the ground. He turned back to the shed to prepare the woman.

Fear as cold as ice began at his feet, rooting him in place, and crept up through his body. He stared at the corpse in his shed’s doorway. She sniffed the air and craned her neck, as if trying to hear something. When she met his gaze, it seemed like she looked right through him. 

Teris took a step backward. 

The woman smelled the air again but didn’t move.

He took another step, his foot sending a pebble skittering across the dirt.

The woman’s head snapped to the front, and she made a sound unlike anything he’d ever heard, a mix of hissing and gurgling.

Teris froze.

Sound.

She couldn’t seem him, but she could hear him.

Before Teris could think of a way to handle this, horse’s hooves echoed down the small lane leading toward his house. The woman bolted from the door of the shed, faster than he thought she could. Teris barely caught sight of the captain before the man’s unsheathed sword drove straight through the woman’s torso. Teris rushed toward the captain.

“We need to talk.” The captain withdrew his sword from the flailing corpse still trying to reach him. “But first...”

Teris hurried back to the shed and grabbed the lantern. Customs and beliefs be damned. He tossed the lantern at the woman’s feet. Flames licked up her gown, and the captain shoved her away. She didn’t get very far through the field before she collapsed, the fire consuming her.

“Mr. Salevin.”

Attention back on the captain, Teris just shook his head. “It’s true.”

The captain sheathed his sword. “I know. We have a problem.”
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Garrett watched the fire, determined to see the bodies turned to piles of ash before he walked away. The things he’d seen in the village would haunt him forever. The healer had retreated into the house to scrub down every surface. Garrett couldn’t blame him either. They still didn’t know how this disease spread, nor did they have any answers for why the dead had returned.

“Captain?”

Confident the bodies were thoroughly destroyed, Garrett went into the healer’s home. He locked the door behind him. “I have to get word to Lord Seberin. We can’t handle the village alone.”

Healer Salevin poured them both water for tea, and the handle of the kettle rattled when his hand trembled. “I have never killed another soul.”

Garrett almost reminded him that the woman and the children were already dead, but he held his tongue. “It is not an easy thing to do or live with, but you had no choice. Neither of us did.”

The healer sat down and stared into his cup. “How bad was it in town?”

Garrett sighed and took a sip of tea. How could he describe the carnage he’d seen? There were no words for it. “All dead,” he replied. “Or dying. Those who returned were feasting upon the bodies of the ones they’d killed. I found no one alive. Mr. Salevin—”

“Teris, please.”

Garrett nodded. “Teris...I have to report this, but that also means I must explain why you have not fallen ill.”

“Tell Lord Seberin the truth.”

“Those who use magic are branded pariahs throughout the kingdom. With the dead rising and this plague spreading, I can’t guarantee your safety should anyone find out you are a witch.”

Teris glanced up at him. Pale gray eyes reflected horrors Garrett could only imagine the healer had witnessed over these past few weeks. “I understand, though I am not without means to defend myself, Captain. My father was a soldier and taught me to use a blade.”

“You can’t stay here,” Garrett said. “Where will you go? We may need you.”

“I will find some place.”

Garrett weighed the wisdom of his next words carefully. Should anyone beyond Lord Seberin find out Teris was a witch, there would be trouble. Still, Garrett didn’t want the man wandering the streets or countryside and risk coming to harm.

“My home is small, but I have a spare room.”

Teris stared at him for a moment. “You realize that will jeopardize your safety and possibly your job should anyone find out what I am.” Garrett nodded. “And yet you still offer me a place?”

“I would feel better knowing you are not putting yourself in more danger. I have no one at home, and it is outside the city proper. No one should bother you.”

Teris drank his tea and seemed to think on it. Then he nodded. “All right, Captain. I accept the offer. I will not be
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