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Dedication

To Roger Corman, for obvious reasons

This book is a work of fiction. All characters, places, events and situations are figments of the author’s imagination. No real people, places, events or situations should be inferred from any names or descriptions.

NOTE

Our flesh is, as Shakespeare wrote, heir to a “thousand natural shocks,” but there was nothing natural about Rot. People went to sleep in a time beset by wars and rumors of war, secure in their empires of technology and commerce, and awoke to an Age of Plague. Yet, even as governments and principalities declined and fell, people yearned for familiar sins. Death and taxes are eternal, but so is crime. Some prayed fervently for deliverance, but more sought forgetfulness in drugs and sins of excess. “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, the blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere the ceremony of innocence is drowned; the best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.” Civilization struggled to retain the old structures of wealth and privilege, but for the purveyors of illegal pleasures, it was business as usual. Most remained in their old haunts, but others sought new seats of power far from pestilence-haunted cities, deep in sterile wastelands, safe, or so they thought, behind thick walls.
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​​​Chapter 1   
A Nose for News 
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Antonio Carrillo, also known as El Jefe, was feared by the Federales and sought for extradition by the American police. This morning, however, neither his reputation nor his fate was on his mind. Instead, he laughed till tears ran down his pocked cheeks.

He read the newspaper again and laughed even more.

Two of his lieutenants, Pico and Guiro, had been with him long enough to know when it was prudent to keep their traps shut. But Francisco, the new maton just in from Juarez, grinned like a donkey.

“What’s so funny, Jefe?” the donkey asked.

Pico’s and Guiro’s hands edged coolly toward their shoulder holsters.

Juan, Carrillo’s old servant, took two steps out of the line of fire, the silver coffee pot in his hand shaking slightly.

To everyone’s surprise, except, of course, the grinning donkey, Carrillo looked up and smiled.

“Vargas’ nose fell off last night,” Carrillo said. “At a most inopportune time. It splashed soup onto the beautiful actress he was having dinner with. She didn’t realize it was the Rot and laughed, so he shot her dead.” He launched into another paroxysm of laugher. “The police arrested him, but that’s the least of his troubles now that he’s caught the Rot. It’s all so damn funny!”

Francisco joined in on the laughter. After a moment, Pico and Guiro felt confident enough to smile faintly.

“Vargas gets the Rot, and they arrest him for murder,” Carrillo said, still laughing. “The world is muy loco. But still funny, El Senor still playing tricks on us.”

Vargas, who sold weapons, was rarely an ally, often a foe, and never to be trusted. Both Pico and Guiro frowned as they considered the last time they had seen him.

“Mexico is in the toilet, the whole world is swirling toward destruction, and they arrest him for murder,” El Jefe continued. “Just doing their jobs, they say.” 

El Jefe and the witless Francisco laughed.

Having frowned, neither Guiro nor Pico could work themselves back to smiles, even faint ones.

Juan watched Carrillo carefully.

“Juan, more coffee, por favor.”

“Si, Jefe,” the servant said. “Right away, Jefe.”

Carrillo uttered a final chuckle.

“We are in the maw of chaos, and they are just doing their jobs!” he said. “They are as bad as the Americanos, trying to get me to their country for trial. Does it matter what I have done to their country when all America is rushing to el Infierno? Fools!”

He refolded the newspaper and set it aside, looking very serious. He raised the cup to his lips, then paused, a sudden still life, a study of introspection. He hardly seemed to breathe, and those with half a brain held their breaths as well.

Francisco realized he was the only one still laughing, saw the expressions of the two lieutenants, and shut his mouth. Nervously, he looked at Carrillo, was relieved when he saw the boss staring into space, holding a cup near his lips but not sipping from it. Then he looked back to Pico and Guiro, and his sense of relief evaporated.

Pico and Guiro, still frowning, waited silently for what they knew was coming.

After a long moment, Carrillo put the fragile cup down. He continued staring, fingertips drumming the table.

“Vargas was here...” El Jefe looked to his lieutenants.

“Last month,” Pico said. He looked to Guiro, who gave a single nod. “About four weeks, Jefe.”

“And now his nose falls off between soup and entrée,” he said. “I don’t like it, not at all. You two notice anything wrong when he was here, with him or his two men?”

They shook their heads.

“He looked okay to us,” Pico said.

“And his men too,” Guiro added. “We checked them real good. We always do. The doctor passed them. No Rot. None at all.”

Francisco, who had been brought in from Juarez only a week ago, frowned as he thought of the regimen he had undergone his first day at the hilltop compound. To say it was thorough was an understatement. He still hurt in some places. He had never liked doctors, had always feared needles, but had endured both for the opportunity of entering the Citadel and escaping the pestilence.

Carrillo opened the newspaper again. “Let’s see. He was in Veracruz when it happened, and in the Capital a week before that. The incubation period is...” He frowned as he concentrated. “...is up to three weeks, is it not?” He waited for confirming nods. “So he could have contracted it in Mexico City?”

“Even the government has moved out of the Capital,” Pico said. “So, maybe yes.”

“Bad there, but bad in Veracruz too,” Guiro added. “Too many ships coming in, going out. Who knows what they bring in, what they take out?”

“Vargas was careless,” Pico said. “Asking for trouble.”

“Vargas is a fool,” Guiro said.

“We’re not...” Francisco started to say, but wisely fell silent under the lieutenants’ stern expressions.

“Could have been infected either place, I suppose,” El Jefe said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Three weeks puts him outside our gates, but where was he before he came here? He consulted the article, then threw aside the paper that been helicoptered in. “Doesn’t say.”

“Dr Mendez passed Vargas,” Pico said.

“And his men too,” Guiro said. “Nothing in the blood, nothing in the soft tissues. Clean.”

“Dr Mendez was very thorough, as always,” Pico said.

“We watched carefully,” Guiro added. “We had flame throwers, just in case. But, no.” Disappointment tinged his voice. “They were clean.”

Carrillo nodded. “I still don’t like it. The scientists say three weeks, but what do they really know? Eighteen months since the first infection and the government cannot tell us where it came from. Not even the Americanos! Maybe Vargas had it when he came here and it just didn’t show. Too soon or something. Just starting. I don’t know.”

El Jefe realized the men were looking at him oddly. Not disrespectfully, of course, but oddly. He could not afford to let fears and doubts take root within him, to blossom into  destroying emotions. He could not expect the men to keep confidence in him if he did not have confidence in himself. Ruthlessly he tamped down his growing sense of dread.

He picked up the newspaper from the floor, refolded it thoughtfully, then placed it beside his still-full coffee cup. He stared straight ahead, his eyes glassy like those of a shark as he considered scenario after scenario, plan after plan. He was silent for several minutes, and it was a silence everyone present had the sense not to interrupt, even, surprisingly enough, the idiot donkey from Juarez.

“Clean?” El Jefe asked, looking to Pico and Guiro. “All three of them, you say?”

“Si, Jefe,” Guiro said.

“Dr Mendez was very thorough,” Pico added. “The nurses very careful. They always are. They know how malo it is if they are not. For all of us. But especially them.”

“Muy bien,” Carrillo said. “If Vargas did not come infected, he did not leave infected. He must have contracted the Rot in Mexico City.” He paused. “Or in Veracruz, and maybe there is a faster-acting strain of the plague now.” He paused again. “Or, maybe after leaving here...”

El Jefe stood from the little table and walked to the edge of the veranda. He rested his palms against the cool stone balustrade. He felt the solidity of the protecting walls. He gazed across the sere leagues that surrounded the Citadel.

“Tell Dr Mendez I want everyone in the compound screened for infection again. Everyone. Even me. There are no exceptions. None at all. Comprende?”

“Si, Jefe!” they both chorused. “Right away, Jefe!”

“Then I want you two to sweep the outlying villages,” Carrillo said. “Take as many men as you need to do the job.” He turned around and fastened his gaze on the youth who had had the temerity to act so inappropriately. “And take the new man with you.”

“Me?” Francisco asked.

“Him?” Pico asked.

Despite having supervised el maton for a week, along with Guiro and the other more experienced men, Pico did not know the boy well. What he had seen, however, had not impressed him. He did not think Francisco took his job seriously enough, and their job here was very serious indeed. There was no room in the ranks for a foolish donkey who did not know when not to bray.

Guiro merely frowned at the thought of taking a bambino with them into the wilderness.

“Yes, him,” El Jefe said, staring at Pico flintily.

The lieutenant nodded. “Si, Jefe.”

He turned his tiburon eyes toward Francisco. “Yes, you, muchacho. You will do what you are told. Is that clear?”

“Si, Jefe.” His voice was tight in his throat. El Jefe’s unblinking eyes were disconcerting. “I understand.”

“Do you think we brought you to this place of safety for a vacation? Do you think you can eat my food, drink my tequila and breathe my air without doing what I tell you? Whatever I tell you? Whenever I tell you? Do you think I cannot put you out more easily than I took you in?”

“No, Jefe,” Francisco said. “I just never thought about any of us going out once we were in. No one said anything about going out. It just never crossed my mind. I did not know that...”

“All right, all right, shut up,” Carrillo said, waving the boy to silence. He looked to his two lieutenants. “You find anything, you kill it, you burn it. And you make sure the new muchacho does his part. You know what I mean. If he has no stomach for it, leave him there with the peons.”

The two men nodded, then smiled at Francisco with no trace of sympathy. Francisco glared defiantly back, but he looked away after a moment. The two men reminded him of barracudas prowling for prey.

“Screenings when you return,” Carrillo said. “Even if you don’t find anything.”

“Si, Jefe, but we will find something,” Pico said.

“We always do,” Guiro added. “If we find nothing to burn, the peons get lazy, unwatchful, careless.”

“We do not want that,” Pico said.

“That would be bad, El Jefe.”

“Good,” Carrillo said with a nod. “Go.”
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​​​Chapter 2   
The Sweep
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“Do we get any protection when we go out of the Citadel?” Francisco asked.

They had left the infirmary, where they had informed the weary doctor of Carrillo’s orders, and were nearing the barracks. Francisco walked between the two older men. With them, he shared a cruel aspect of features, but that was the only similarity.

He was slight of build, almost effeminate, and was a good head shorter. His hair was still raven black, lacking the side-gray of the others, and his cheeks had yet to know the touch of a razor.

“What do you want, muchacho?” Pico asked. “You want environmental suits like you see on television when government scientists show up in a village of the dead? Like in that film The Andromeda Strain? Is that what you think we should give you?”

“Well, yes, I suppose...” He shut up quickly when the two men laughed at him. There was no hint of camaraderie in their caustic laughs. 

“Is that how los secuaces de El Jefe should go out?”

“I just thought...you know...outside the compound...I mean, some kind of protection from the Rot. What if we—”

“Listen, muchacho, your protection is your machine gun, your pistol and the hombre standing nearest you with a flame thrower,” Pico said. “You see anything that needs to be killed, you kill it.”

“Then we burn it,” Guiro added. “Shoot it, burn it.”

Pico laughed. “And if it moves after all that, shoot it and burn it again.”

“Ashes to ashes,” Guiro said with no trace of humor. “All flesh becomes ash. Isn’t that what su madre taught you from the Bible?”

Francisco nodded. “And dust to dust.”

Guiro laughed. “And on the eighth day, God said, ‘Screw Earth.’ Bet your mother never told you that one.”

Francisco shook his head. His mother was dead, as were most of the people he knew, some victims of Rot, others killed during riots or victims of hunting parties.

When he arrived in Juarez, it was not a difficult matter coming to the notice of El Jefe’s men. If he had to survive on his own, and at that point he had no other choice, it made sense to get in with one of the criminal outfits running the country. El Jefe’s was the largest.

No one questioned his desire to join up. Not for the first time, however, he wondered if he had it in him to swim so close to the shark. It was safe here, and placed him in an opportune position, but it was also very dangerous. Still, he knew what he had to do and had joined with no illusions about the peril of it.

He thought of the villages they had passed through, him and a half-dozen others in the back of the old M35 truck during the long journey from Juarez, a hard and arduous trek filled with bruising bounces and choking dust.

Before leaving Juarez, the thick back-flaps of the old army truck were tied down. This helped only a little in keeping out dust, but it also prevented new recruits from seeing the path they traveled.

There was, however, a slight gap between the edges of the flaps. It allowed him to see a bit of the road and villages through which they passed. Only Francisco watched the road unrolling behind them; only Francisco cared. The other men dozed or stared blankly. 

Whenever the truck entered a village, peons lined the road, barely visible out the back. They all watched the truck rumble though, unmoving despite the choking dust roiling around them. All were silent. Their eyes were wide with hunger and hopelessness.

After the truck entered the desert, it went through two villages, but Francisco knew there were five in the general vicinity of Carrillo’s isolated Citadel. According to the maps he had seen, the region was comprised mostly of desert, deep washes and  rugged mountains. 

The terrain formed El Jefe’s first line of defense, the villages the second. It was in the villagers’ best interest to keep watch and kill anyone infected with Rot, though they were much quicker to do so when it was a stranger and not one of their own.

“There is always some soft-hearted fool who thinks he can hide a son or a mother who’s caught the Rot,” Pico said. “But it does not matter how carefully they hide the infected. They are always found out.”

“Always,” Guiro agreed. He traced the contours of the flame thrower he cradled. 

“They hide the infected from us, but they also hide them from the other peons,” Pico continued. “They are very stupid in thinking others will help them. When someone is not seen, even for a few days, that is the first sign something is wrong. Everyone is always watching.”

“I do not understand,” Francisco said. “It was not uncommon in Juarez for people to stay inside and—”

“Idiota,” Pico spat. “This is not Juarez! These people know what is expected of them. They know why they are allowed to live near the Citadel, and they know who their patrón is. They do not want to incur El Jefe’s anger. They will not help those who endanger their lives. If you are not seen walking the streets of the village every day, and by everyone, then what are you hiding?”

“The peons want to be seen,” Guiro said.

“They want everyone to see they do not have Rot. To not be seen is to be suspected. When we go to the villages, Jose wants all his friends to say, ‘Oh Jose? Sure, we see Jose every day. Jose may be un tonto, but he does not have Rot.’ Or Jorge, or Julio, or Marguerite...” He grinned. “Ah, Marguerite! She does not care what you say about her as long as you do not say she has Rot. A carton of cigarettes now and then is also appreciated. Very appreciated.”

Guiro gave Pico a distasteful look,

“When we conduct these raids, the peons are always quick to show us the ash-pits where they have burned family members.” Pico laughed. “Other people’s family.”

“And strangers?” Francisco asked.

Pico nodded. “No one welcomes strangers anymore. It is bad enough, the Rot coming like an arrow in the night. A stranger is not safe anywhere in these last days.”

“What if there are no new cases of Rot?”

“Sometimes no obvious cases of Rot,” Pico said.

“And yet we always find someone to burn.”

“But what if everyone is clean?” Francisco said. “What if no one in the village has Rot, obvious or not?”

Guiro made a final check of the flame thrower. “We always find someone to burn.”

Pico flipped the safety of his machine gun to off. “If we do not find anything, we have wasted our time. The peons would not find that very instructive.”

“Not instructive at all,” Guiro added.

Ten Range Rovers sped away from Carrillo’s Citadel, two for each of the villages. Francisco sat in the back with Pico, Guiro in front with the driver. Their target was Piedra Roja, a village, he was told, of about three hundred people, at last count.

Like Pico, Francisco was armed with an HK-MP5, but while he had a 30-round clip, and several more in a carryall, Pico’s weapon was fitted with the hundred-round drum. Guiro carried an M9 flame thrower strapped on his back. He cradled the nozzle as if it were a baby.

When they reached Piedra Roja the driver would haul a second M9 out of the back. The crew in the second Range Rover was identically equipped. They would sweep through the village in teams of two, machine gun and flame thrower working together.

“Do the villagers have any weapons?” Francisco asked. “Will there be any resistance?”

Guiro uttered a facetious laugh.

“¡Pendejo!” Pico snapped. “You better show more brains today or I will shoot you myself.”

“What gets shot gets burned,” Guiro said quietly.

Francisco nodded, then turned away.

Piedra Roja was situated between two rising hills. The road that passed through the village continued on between the two hills. If anyone were to approach Carrillo’s Citadel from this direction they would have to pass through the village. Anyone situated on either of the hills would easily see intruders trying to bypass the village.

“See? Up there?” Pico pointed to one hill, then the other. “See them up there?”

Francisco wondered if Pico were showing him how well the Citadel was defended or if he had seen his curious glance towards the hills. On each hill was a black dot, which he took to be a lookout from the village. He nodded.

“They signal the village if anything is seen?” Francisco asked. “Or they signal us?”

“Walkie-talkies,” Pico said. “Low power only.”

Francisco nodded.

“The village alcalde has a radio; he is responsible for his people, so only he speaks for them,” Pico explained. “Any traffic appears on the road, even our regular delivery trucks, and he lets us know. We take a look. If okay, they go on.” He grinned. “If not okay, we got a little surprise before they even get close to the Citadel.”

“What’s that?” Francisco asked,

The grin vanished. “None of your business.”

Francisco shrugged, as if he did not care.

The village was no different than any other planted in the wilderness. At one time, it had had a reason for existing, a watering hole between two important towns, a crossroads on a stage route, or even a brief flurry of prosperity when some mineral of value was wrested from the earth, but now it was a decomposing relic of failed hopes.

Now, the village’s only value lay in being yet another barrier between Carrillo’s high fortress and a diseased and hostile world. The village was like the thick walls of the Citadel itself, but a wall of flesh and blood, its inhabitants safe in the shadow of a capricious predator only as long as they remained in the predator’s good graces.

This time, the peons did not line the street, but neither did they hide from sight. They did not conceal themselves from the Citadel men or from each other. They lounged on porticos, leaned against walls or loitered by alleys.

Francisco had expected some trace of sullen hostility, but saw no reaction in their gazes, not even fear. He had seen dead men with such eyes, but the villagers blinked and their gazes followed the vehicles as they pulled up.

They did not look human, he thought, but like the small dogs used for training in the arenas at Juarez, whipped into submission, awaiting death. But at least, he reflected, none seemed afflicted with Rot. Despite what Pico and Guiro had said, perhaps no one would be burned today.

As the two Range Rovers, ground to a halt, a little man ran out of a general store that also claimed to be City Hall and have ice-cold cervezas. Francisco doubted the beers were cold. On second thought, he doubted the store still had any cervezas. The little man had a smile such as might have been painted on a doll’s face.

“Senors Pico and Guiro, a very great pleasure to see you,” the man cried as he approached. “You bring honor to Piedra Roja with your presence. How may we humbly serve the men of the exalted El Jefe?”

Pico and Guiro signaled the other teams to start their sweep of the village. They watched the little man’s approach with no trace of emotion. The driver returned from the rear of the Range Rover, cinching the M9’s straps with one hand, cradling the nozzle in the crook of his arm.

“Senor Lopez is the alcalde of Piedra Roja,” Pico told Francisco. “He is an important man.”

“Muy importante,” Guiro said.

Francisco gave the little man an uncertain nod.

Lopez forced his grin wider.

“Senor Lopez is the eyes and ears of El Jefe in Piedra Roja,” Pico continued. “Is that not true?”

“Si, si,” Lopez hastily agreed.

“He lets us know if anyone enters the village.”

“Si, si.”

Pico glanced up the slopes of the hills flanking the little pueblo. “Or if the lookouts see anyone crossing the desert.”

“Si, si. All very true, senor.”

“Any strangers been around?” Pico asked. “Seen any vehicles on the roads or trails?”

“No, senor, no one.” Beads of sweat appeared on his brow. “No, I would have reported that immediately. I am very good about that. We are very watchful. We are always watching. We never stop watching.”

“Any Rot?” Pico asked.

The little man nodded. His eyes were full of sadness, but his ingratiating grin remained. The abuella of Mario de la Vaca. It was very sad. We did what must be done...I will show you the pit, yes?”

“How did it happen?” Pico asked.

“La voluntad de Dios,” the alcalde said with a shrug. “Or the curse of Satan. ¿Quién sabe?”

Pico laughed, the driver and Guiro echoing his laughter. Lopez also laughed, but the sadness never departed from his eyes nor the grin from his face. A weak smile was the best Francisco could manage.

“Very practical man, our alcalde,” Guiro said.

“He blames God and the Devil in the same breath,” Pico said. “He always hedges his bets.”

“¿Quién sabe?” the little man asked again.

“He does not know who sends the Rot to plague us,” Pico said. “But he knows where his salvation is, don’t you, Senor Alcalde?”

“Si, senor,” Lopez said. “In doing all that El Jefe tells us to do. El Jefe is our only hope and salvation.”

“You see, Francisco? The world is ravaged by Rot and the Americanos seek to destroy us, but none of that matters to the alcalde and his people. They know everything will be all right as long as El Jefe smiles upon them.” Pico glanced at the mayor. “Is that not true, Senor Lopez?”

Lopez nodded eagerly.

“Very well,” Pico said. “Show us the pit where we shall see the ashes and bones of Mario de la Vaca’s abuella.”

“Si, Senor Pico,” Lopez said. “Si!”

Pico and the driver followed the mayor of Piedra Roja.

“You come with me,” Guiro said. “Stay beside me and do what I tell you, when I tell you. Understand?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Good. Come on.”

While Pico and the driver set off with the mayor to view the ashes of the village’s sole Rot victim, Francisco and Guiro followed the main street, walking down the center. They were watched by the loungers on porches and men in alleys and doorways. Their gazes were dull, faces drawn and deeply lined. Occasionally they saw ragged, hollow-eyed children, sometimes clinging to the hands of gaunt women, but more often alone or in packs, like hungry wolves on the prowl for lame bunnies.

“I expected them to be afraid of us,” Francisco said.

Guiro shrugged.

“They are sheep,” Francisco continued. “But they...”

“Shut up,” Guiro growled. “You talk too much. Look like you mean business. Do not let the peons see you—”

Guiro halted. He peered down a narrow alley between two old adobe buildings.

“What is it?” Francisco asked.

“Someone ran into the other end of the alley.”

“I did not see anyone.”

“Hiding in shadows.” Guiro gestured down the alley. “Go down there. Keep your eyes open, your wits about you. I’ll go around and flank.”

Francisco wanted to protest, knowing no one was there, but he held silent. The other man was already put out with him. No need to annoy him further.

Guiro darted around the corner, moving with an easy lope, flame thrower on his back swaying slightly, nozzle resting casually in both hands. Francisco felt gazes upon his back, but he did not turn. He entered the alley.

Halfway down, it occurred to him how easy it would be for Guiro to spew jellied gasoline at the far end. An accident caused by the new man’s own stupidity. Who would believe any different? Who would care?

Francisco gripped his machine gun. The alley was wide enough for him to turn about, but not much more. Turning, he would have to tilt the muzzle up, the butt down. Flames would engulf him before he could level and aim the weapon.

Or perhaps Guiro’s shadow was real.

The alley widened behind a building set back from the others, and Francisco breathed a little easier. The space held overflowing trash bins and garbage cans that had not been emptied for months. A rickety wooden stairway zig-zagged to a second story with a boarded-over door. The air was cool, dark and sweet with decaying garbage.

He sensed the flying rock before seeing it and dodged without thinking. It glanced off his shoulder. He felt no pain. It was, he realized, more a pebble than a rock. He fired. The bullets perforated some garbage cans.

Guiro stepped out of the narrow portion of the alley Francisco instinctively turned toward him, then back.

They gazed at the shot-up overflowing garbage cans. Clouds of flies were thick and their buzzing echoed off the walls. Guiro gestured with the nozzle. Francisco stood at an angle between the other man and the cans and bins.

“Come out of there,” Guiro said.

Something moved among the refuse, but no one came out of hiding. Francisco tightened his finger, used five bullets to stitch the wall above the hiding place.

“Come out of there,” Francisco said. “Next time, I don’t aim high.”

More movement, then a slight figure emerged. The boy was translucent flesh clinging to thin bones, garbed in black trousers, a black tee, and Nikes that had been new a decade earlier. His hair was like roiling soot.

The boy was young, maybe ten or eleven, but he had old-man eyes, with only a faint glimmer of the mischief that should be in the eyes of all young boys, the kind that had inhabited Francisco’s, until he went to work for the devil. The boy opened his left hand, letting a half-dozen pebbles drop to the dirt.

Francisco relaxed. “Get out of here, muchacho.”

The boy turned, started to run.

“¡Alto!” Guiro barked.

The boy froze.

“Shoot him,” Guiro said, his voice flat.

“What, are you crazy?” Francisco demanded. “He’s just a kid. Just doing what boys do.”

“Shoot him,” Guiro repeated.

“He doesn’t have Rot,” Francisco said. “It was a stupid prank, but he didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Do it,” Guiro said. “Shoot him now.”

Francisco looked at the kid. His eyes still reflected horrors he had seen, but the dim gleam of mischief was gone, replaced by fear.

He had not expected to be caught, had foreseen no consequences to such a juvenile act. He had sought only to break the tedium. The men from the Citadel on the hill had always been grim, but never cruel. They were doing their jobs, nothing more. To the boy, there was no reason to think today would be any different.

Francisco lowered his weapon. “No. I won’t do it. Not for doing nothing.”

The boy let out a grateful sigh.

Flames leaped outward. Francisco staggered and threw his arm across his eyes against the glare. His cry was lost in the whoosh of the jellied gasoline. 

When his sight returned, he saw burning garbage and fire crawling up bins. In the midst of the flames danced a slim form. 

A frenzied howl filled the alley. It came, Francisco realized, from the dancing flame figure. The pain would end in a moment, but that moment would last an eternity. 

He flipped the switch from auto to manual and sent a single bullet into the boy’s head. The figure dropped. It still burned, but no longer thrashed and screamed.

Francisco whipped toward Guiro, flicking the selector back to automatic. Beyond the older man he saw villagers. Curiosity had triumphed over fear. The men, women and children stared at Francisco. When Francisco turned his gun in their direction, they drew together, but did not flee.

“He was only a boy, Francisco.” Guiro turned toward the villagers, as if surprised by their presence. “Get out of here. There is nothing you can do.”

They quivered as if possessed of one body, but they held where they were. They stared at Francisco.

“Go.” Guiro’s voice was oddly soft. “There is nothing more to be done. You can bury the body after we leave.”

After a last accusing glare at Francisco, the villagers filed out. Francisco, hearing a sound behind him, turned and saw a second knot of villagers shuffling away. A few looked over their shoulders, casting smoldering glances at the gunman, but most imply left. As the other man from the Citadel had said, there was nothing they could do.

When they were alone, Guiro grinned. “Now they will know you mean business. They will not forget you.”

“You killed that boy, not me.”

“You pulled the trigger.”

“After you flamed him.”

Guiro shrugged.

Francisco’s finger trembled. Guiro seemed unconcerned, no tension at all in his body. Francisco lowered the weapon.

Pico and the driver came into the alley. They looked at the smoldering body. “What happened here?”

“It was a boy,” Francisco started to say. “He—”

“What gets shot, gets flamed,” Guiro said.

“Did he have Rot?” Pico asked.

Francisco shook his head. “He threw a rock, that’s all.”

Guiro smirked.

“All right, I guess you have the stomach for it.” Pico looked at the corpse a moment longer, then turned away quickly. “Finish up your sweep of the village and get back to the vehicles.”

Francisco wanted to say more, but Pico and the driver were already gone. He looked at Guiro.

“Let’s go,” Guiro said. “Everything should go easier  for you now.”
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​​​Chapter 3   
Scientist in the Wilderness
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In less than a half-hour the four teams finished their sweep through Piedra Roja and met back at the Range Rovers.

The remains of the village’s sole Rot victim had been shown to and had met with Pico’s satisfaction. A visual examination of the others revealed no traces of Rot.

The only incident had been the shooting of the boy in the alley. It had been unexpected, even surprising, but Pico was content to accept it as it seemed, for the time being.

During the drive away from Piedra Roja, the only sound had been Pico receiving terse radio reports from the other teams. Guiro sat in the back, dozing. Francisco stared out the side window. A silence settled upon them.

Then the radio blared loudly. Pico shouted a command to the driver and the vehicle abruptly veered off the rough track. The other Range Rover continued back to the hilltop compound. The abrupt motion banged Francisco’s head against the window.

Guiro jerked awake, instantly alert. "¿Que pasó?"

“Team Two found a man camped in a gully not far from Mesa Alta,” Pico replied. “He is an Americano.”

No one spoke as they sped across the desert, forsaking roads and trails. A grim and pensive mood settled upon the men, one Francisco found infectious.

He knew the American authorities had been after El Jefe for a long time. Not even the advent of the mysterious disease called Rot had deterred them from their goal of capturing Antonio Carrillo. A million dollar bounty would be paid to anyone able to place El Jefe into the Supermax Prison in Colorado.

But this was, according to Pico, just one man. El Jefe sat behind the Citadel’s thick walls, protected from both Rot and American justice. What could one man do? Questions flashed through his mind, but Francisco knew better than to give them voice. Besides, no one had spoken to him since leaving Piedra Roja. That was fine with him.

They passed within view of another village, about the same size as Piedra Roja, which Francisco took to be Mesa Alta. Three thin columns of black smoke rose lazily into the burning blue sky from its midst.

Pico pulled out his cell phone, tapped the screen and looked at the coordinates sent by the leader of Team Two. He pointed, then said something to the driver. Francisco held on as the vehicle roared up an incline, jumped the crest and powered down the other side.

They saw two Range Rovers pulled head to head at an angle. The men had a seated captive. One of them waved.

Pico and Guiro jumped out before the vehicle halted, Francisco quick behind them. The driver stopped a distance from the others and stayed behind the wheel.

The captive was seated cross-legged on the ground, fingers laced behind his head. He was older, perhaps in his fifties, brown hair graying on the sides, with a neatly trimmed moustache and goatee more gray than brown. He wore thick khaki trousers and a long-sleeved khaki jacket with epaulets and many pockets. Blood seeped from a arc-shaped cut across his forehead.

Behind the man was a pole-tent, a small cook stove, a bench upon which were arranged soil samples and scientific equipment, and a folding portable desk and chair. Beyond the camp was an old Jeep, painted ochre and very battered.

“We spotted him after the sweep, but before heading back,” said the team’s leader, a man called Beto.

“No one reported him?” Pico asked.

Beto shook his head.

Pico glanced in the direction of Mesa Alta.

Beto smirked. “They will have to choose a new alcalde now. They tried to hide a case of Rot.” He glanced at the old man seated on the ground. “And now this. We will have to go back for the lookouts.”

Pico nodded his approval. He turned toward the captive. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

The man started to rise, but the nearest guard roughly pushed him back with the butt of his machine gun.

“My name is Hutchins,” the man said. “Dr Edward Hutchins. I don’t understand what the problem is. I have the authority to be here from your government.”

“You are an American?”

Hutchins nodded. “That’s right, sent down here to help. I’m here with the permission of the Mexican government.” He reached towards his left top pocket, but the guard knocked away his hand. “I can show you my papers. I have authorization from—”

The guard slammed the butt of the weapon against the American’s head. Dr Hutchins started to topple. He unlaced his fingers, steadied himself with one palm against the rocky soil, then returned his hands to behind his head.

Pico snapped his fingers.

The guard reached into Hutchins’ pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper. He passed it to Pico.

“As you can see, I have—”

“You are a doctor of epi...epi...” Pico faltered  over the unfamiliar word. “What are you doing here?”

“Epidemiology,” Hutchins said. “I study diseases and how they are spread. My purpose in coming here is to try to find infection vectors for M1-N1.”

Pico frowned.

“What most people call Rot,” the doctor said.

The guards nearest the captive took at least a half-step back, all almost unconsciously. Pico lashed out at the men, berating them for acting like foolish, scared children. He turned to Hutchins.

“Why here, Doctor?”

“The conditions are ideal for my research,” the doctor said. “It’s the way the winds blow, you see. The surrounding mountains funnel them across the desert leaving deposits in specific predictable locations.”

“Muy loco,” Guiro muttered.

“Why are you watching Mesa Alta?” Pico asked. He gestured toward where the rising threads of black smoke were beginning to dissipate. “Who in Mesa Alta knew you were camped here? Who is helping you?”

“No one, and I am not watching the village,” Hutchins said. “In fact, I’ve gone out of my way to not make any contact with the villagers. I’ve done my best to make sure they did not know I was here.”

Pico’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why were you taking such great pains to hide from them?”

“I am not hiding from them. not exactly” Hutchins saw the way Pico glared at him, like a rattlesnake regarding a mouse. “Well, yes, I was, but not for any nefarious reason.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want them down here pestering me, asking me a lot of fool questions,” Hutchins said. “I didn’t want them here getting in the way. I don’t need them for my work, so I would just as soon they leave me alone.”

“Is that all?”

“Well, no, not entirely,” Hutchins admitted. “I thought if they knew I was researching M1-N1, they might overreact, might panic, thinking there was some danger of infection.”

Pico nodded. “I can understand that. Is there danger?”

“No, of course not, but panic would not be good for them, and certainly not for me.” Hutchins said, encouraged by Pico’s response. “It is not a good time to be a stranger anywhere, and it would be worse if they knew why I was here. From panic, it is but a small step to violence.”
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