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Chapter 1: The First Symptom
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In the university medical service office, Dr. Roberto Mendoza adjusted his glasses while reviewing an old file. The air conditioning hummed quietly, and the entire campus seemed to be dozing that September morning. A soft knock on the door pulled him from his thoughts. In walked a tall guy with messy hair and a pale face.

“Doctor, I’ve had burning when I pee and nonstop discharge for three days,” the student murmured, clenching his fists against his thighs.

Mendoza had him step into the small exam room, closed the curtain, and asked him to drop his pants. The exam was quick and precise. He took a swab sample and sealed it in a tube. The guy’s name was Juan; he was in his fifth semester of mechanical engineering and swore he’d only been with one girl at the welcome party.

“I don’t always use a condom, doctor, but she looked clean,” Juan added in a low voice, avoiding eye contact.

Mendoza nodded without judgment. He prescribed antibiotics and explained the treatment in a calm voice. As Juan left, he walked hunched over, as if carrying a secret heavier than the illness itself. Mendoza logged the case in the system and stared at the screen. One single patient. Nothing unusual on a campus full of hormones.

That same afternoon came the second case. A law student named Teresa, with the exact same symptoms: pain on urination, yellowish discharge, swelling. She also mentioned a recent party but changed the subject when Mendoza asked for details. She bit her lip and crossed her legs while waiting for the rapid lab results.

“It was just one night, doctor. I don’t want my parents to find out,” she said, her eyes shining with shame and something else.

Mendoza felt a strange tingle at the back of his neck. Two cases on the same day. One from engineering, one from law. Different faculties, different schedules. He noted down the names and closed the file. The campus continued its normal rhythm: students laughing in the central courtyard, couples kissing against the trees, the smell of coffee drifting from the cafeteria. No one suspected anything yet.

The next day, the lab confirmed gonorrhea in both. Mendoza called the head nurse and asked her to check the previous week’s records. Three more cases appeared on the list: a business administration student, one from psychology, and another from communications. All with the same pattern—burning, discharge, adamant denial of having multiple partners.

“Looks like something’s moving through here,” Mendoza commented to the nurse while they had coffee in the break room. She just raised an eyebrow and kept typing on her tablet.

The rumors began circulating in whispers. In the library, two freshmen girls murmured about a “secret party” no one would name fully. In the gym, a group of soccer players laughed among themselves that several teammates had “gotten some good action” last week. No one said where or with whom. Just knowing smiles and quickly averted glances.

Mendoza walked across campus that afternoon to stretch his legs. The sun sank orange over the red-brick buildings. He saw a group of four girls sitting on the grass near the library, laughing loudly. One of them—dark-haired with long hair—shot a direct look at a guy walking by. He stopped, smiled, and hurried on with quick steps. Mendoza felt a pang of curiosity. There was something in the air that smelled like contained desire.

Back in his office, he reviewed the files again. Five confirmed cases. In his mind, the chain was beginning to form: Juan with someone, that someone with Teresa, Teresa with the business administration guy. No proof, only suspicions. He decided to speak with the dean of medicine before the issue grew on its own.

Dean Alejandro Vargas received him in his spacious office overlooking the central garden. A fifty-year-old man in an impeccable suit with a calculated smile. Mendoza laid out the numbers. Vargas listened without interrupting, drumming his fingers on the dark wood desk.

“This can’t be coincidence, Roberto. Set up a medical committee this very week. I’ll sign the authorization myself,” Vargas said, leaning forward with bright eyes.

Mendoza left the office with a mix of relief and unease. The committee would form the next day: him as lead, two residents, an epidemiologist, and a university psychologist. The goal was clear: trace the origin, treat the infected, and stop the chain before the scandal left campus.

That night, Mendoza stayed late reviewing faculty maps. He marked the buildings where cases had appeared in red. Engineering, law, business, psychology. All converging toward an invisible point at the back of campus, where the grass grew tall and the spotlights didn’t reach. He shook his head. Just his imagination.

Meanwhile, in the closed cafeteria, a group of guys from different majors shared tables. One of them—the communications student—raised his soda glass.

“Honestly, it was worth it even if everything burns now,” he said quietly. The others let out short laughs and nodded. No one mentioned the exact place. Just a head gesture toward the back of campus and a silent promise to return.

Mendoza turned off his office light at nine. He walked to the parking lot under the yellow streetlamps. The campus felt more alive at night, with shadows moving among the trees. He heard distant laughter, a muffled moan that might have been his imagination—or not. He got in his car and started the engine. In the rearview mirror he saw his own tired face. For the first time in years, he felt a pull in his stomach that wasn’t hunger.

The next day, the committee met in the medical service conference room. Mendoza presented the data on a whiteboard. Five confirmed cases, seven suspected. The epidemiologist, a short-haired woman named Laura, drew lines between names.

“We need to interview each one. Discreetly, but directly,” she proposed.

The psychologist nodded. The residents took notes. Vargas entered at the end of the meeting, listened in silence, and gave his approval with a curt gesture. The investigation was officially underway. No one yet knew the outbreak had a very specific epicenter, nor that four girls controlled everything.

Mendoza returned to his office and saw the sixth patient. This time an architecture student with red eyes from crying. Between sobs she told him she’d been with two guys in a single night. Vague details, but enough for Mendoza to picture bodies tangled in the dark.

“I don’t know what happened to me, doctor. I just wanted to feel alive,” she confessed, wiping her tears.

He prescribed the treatment and recommended silence. She left with the prescription in hand and a promise not to tell anyone. Mendoza stayed alone, staring at the used swab. The burning of gonorrhea was nothing compared to the fire beginning to spread across the entire campus.

By afternoon the rumors already had their own name in the hallways. “The back party,” some whispered very quietly. Others just smiled and changed the subject. Mendoza overheard one of those whispers while walking toward the library. He paused for a second, pretended to check something on his phone, and kept walking. The secret was there, pulsing just beneath the surface.

That night before bed, Mendoza opened his laptop and checked the records once more. Ten cases already. The committee was just beginning, and the outbreak was growing. He removed his glasses, rubbed his eyes, and thought about the architecture student. Her tears and her confession. Something inside him stirred—a dark curiosity he didn’t want to name yet.

The campus slept, but in the back area, where the grass was taller and the buildings blocked the light, four silhouettes moved stealthily. A stifled laugh floated on the breeze. Mendoza didn’t know it yet, but the first symptom had just lit the fuse of something much larger.

The medical committee had work ahead. And Dr. Roberto Mendoza, without realizing it, had just stepped into a game where the rules were written with bodies and secrets. Tomorrow the interviews would begin. Tomorrow everything would change.
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