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The world was never lost by accident.

It was designed.

Built.

Broken.

And rebuilt by the hands of men who believed they had the right to decide what humanity should become.

They called themselves The Architects.

Long before the infection spread, before cities burned and nations collapsed, they were already preparing for the end.

Not to stop it.

To control it.

They created experiments.

They funded Magnus Company.

They manipulated Dominion.

They watched civilizations fall like men watching pieces move across a board.

And now—

they had found the final piece.

Juliette’s child.

Not just life.

Not just hope.

Proof.

Proof that evolution had not ended with the outbreak.

Proof that humanity could become something else.

Something stronger.

Something they could either control...

or fear.

The Garden was gone.

Ricky’s kingdom had turned to ash.

Shepherd had vanished into the snow.

Voss had become an uneasy warning instead of an enemy.

And far to the north, Juliette and Gianluca Farioli were no longer running.

They were hunting.

Because survival was no longer enough.

Not after everything.

Not after everyone.

This time, they would find the people behind the collapse.

The names behind the graves.

The hands behind the world’s death.

And they would make them answer.

But the Architects were not hiding in ruins.

They lived in places untouched by apocalypse.

Protected.

Prepared.

Waiting.

Because they believed one thing above all else:

that the future belongs to those willing to build it—

no matter how many must die first.

They were wrong.

Because the future was already alive.

And she was coming for them.

This would not be a war for survival.

It would be a war for who gets to define humanity itself.

And in the frozen silence of the new world—

the final hunt had begun.
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Chapter 1 – The Hunt Begins
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The north was quiet.

Too quiet.

Snow stretched endlessly across the abandoned roads, covering old blood, broken vehicles, and the bones of a world that refused to stay buried.

Juliette drove in silence.

The old truck growled against the frozen road, headlights cutting through the white emptiness ahead.

Beside her, Gianluca Farioli studied the map spread across his lap.

Paper.

Worn.

Marked by too many hands and too many bad decisions.

He looked up.

“If Voss was telling the truth, the nearest Magnus outpost should be here.”

He tapped a point near the mountains.

Far.

Isolated.

Perfect for secrets.

Juliette kept her eyes on the road.

“And if he lied?”

Gianluca gave a small smile.

“Then I finally get to say I told you so.”

That almost made her laugh.

Almost.

Everything felt heavier now.

The silence.

The future.

The life growing inside her.

Every mile north felt like stepping deeper into something irreversible.

She rested one hand on her stomach.

Instinct.

Always instinct.

Not fear.

Never fear.

Protection.

Behind them, the Garden was ashes.

Ahead of them—

answers.

Or more lies.

Probably both.

The radio crackled suddenly.

Static.

Then a voice.

Old.

Weak.

Almost lost.

“...if anyone hears this... avoid Route Seven...”

Silence.

Then again.

“...they’re taking people alive...”

Gianluca straightened.

That mattered.

People alive meant systems still existed.

And systems meant power.

The voice returned.

“...black insignia... triangle mark...”

Then static.

Gone.

Juliette slowed the truck.

Triangle.

She looked at Gianluca.

“The Architects.”

He nodded once.

No doubt.

No comfort.

Only certainty.

Good.

She was tired of uncertainty.

They turned off the main road by sunset.

The outpost sat hidden between forest and mountain stone.

Concrete walls.

Watchtowers.

Old military bones covered by new purpose.

Magnus.

No question.

But something was wrong.

Too quiet.

No patrols.

No movement.

No lights.

Gianluca checked the rifle.

“I officially hate places like this.”

Juliette parked.

“Good. Means your instincts still work.”

They approached on foot.

Slowly.

Every step careful.

Snow made lies easy to hide.

The front gate stood half-open.

That was never a good sign.

Inside—

silence.

Vehicles abandoned.

Equipment scattered.

Signs of struggle.

Not battle.

Extraction.

Fast.

Forced.

Juliette moved through the compound like memory.

Every shadow dangerous.

Every doorway a threat.

Then—

they found the first body.

Magnus uniform.

Dead for days.

Not bitten.

Executed.

Clean shot.

Professional.

Gianluca crouched beside him.

“This wasn’t Dominion.”

Juliette already knew.

Too precise.

Too clean.

This was internal.

Someone cleaning their own house.

Then they heard it.

A sound.

Weak.

Metal.

From below.

Basement level.

Alive.

They followed it to a locked steel door.

Storage.

Or prison.

Juliette forced it open.

Inside—

one survivor.

Thin.

Beaten.

Hands tied.

Still breathing.

Barely.

A woman.

Military.

Magnus insignia.

But not soldier.

Scientist.

Her eyes widened when she saw them.

Fear first.

Then confusion.

Then something worse.

Recognition.

She looked at Juliette’s stomach.

And whispered—

“No...”

Juliette froze.

The woman tried to stand.

Failed.

Her voice shaking now.

“They said you were dead.”

A pause.

“They were supposed to make sure.”

Silence.

Cold.

Sharp.

Gianluca stepped forward.

“Who?”

The woman looked at both of them.

At the child.

At the future.

And finally answered—

“The Architects.”

Juliette’s voice dropped to something dangerous.

“Tell me everything.”

The woman swallowed hard.

And said the words that changed the road ahead forever.

“They don’t want your baby.”

Her eyes filled with fear.

“They want the mother.”

Silence.

Real silence.

Because somehow—

that was worse.

Far worse.

Outside, the wind howled across the mountains.

And somewhere beyond the snow—

someone already knew they had arrived.

The hunt had begun.

But Juliette was no longer sure

who was hunting who.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Ghosts of Magnus
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The woman’s name was Dr. Elena Varga.

She looked like someone who had survived too much and trusted nothing.

Even sitting on the cold bunker floor, bruised and exhausted, she carried herself like a person used to giving orders—not following them.

Juliette stood across from her, arms crossed, eyes sharp.

Gianluca stayed near the door, rifle ready.

No one trusted easily anymore.

Especially not scientists.

Elena drank slowly from the water bottle Juliette had handed her.

Her hands trembled.

Not from cold.

From memory.

“They told us you were dead,” she repeated quietly.

“The Garden was supposed to end everything.”

Juliette’s voice came flat.

“Clearly, they were disappointed.”

Elena looked at her stomach again.

Almost like she was looking at a weapon.

Or a miracle.

Maybe both.

“They never cared only about the child,” she said.

“They cared about you first.”

Silence.

Juliette didn’t move.

“Why?”

Elena hesitated.

Because truth had weight.

And once spoken, it changed things.

“Because your immunity was never random.”

Gianluca straightened immediately.

“No.”

Elena nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

She took a breath.

“Years ago, before the outbreak became global, there were early exposure programs. Controlled environments. Testing adaptation thresholds.”

Juliette felt her chest tighten.

Fragments.

Fever.

Hospitals.

Memories she never trusted.

“You were one of them,” Elena said.

“Not by choice. Most weren’t.”

A pause.

“You were exposed young. Small doses. Observation. They tracked who adapted and who broke.”

Juliette’s voice dropped.

“You’re saying they made me.”

Elena looked down.

“I’m saying they started something they could never control.”

That was somehow worse.

Not fate.

Not luck.

Design.

Gianluca moved closer.

“And now?”

Elena answered immediately.

“Now they want to finish it.”

She reached into her jacket slowly.

Gianluca raised the rifle.

She stopped.

“Easy,” she said.

“if I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t still be tied to a chair.”

Fair point.

She pulled out a small metal keycard.

Black.

Marked only with a silver triangle.

The symbol from the radio.

The Architects.

Juliette stared at it.

“This gets us where?”

Elena’s voice lowered.

“The North Facility.”

Even the name sounded wrong.

Like something built underground.

Hidden.

Cold.

“It’s their main research station,” Elena continued.

“Not a bunker. A city.”

“A place where the old world never ended.”

That silence again.

The kind that made war feel personal.

Gianluca gave a humorless smile.

“Of course evil people live better than everyone else.”

Juliette almost smiled.

Almost.

Elena leaned forward.

“If you go there, you need to understand something.”

A pause.

“They are not survivors.”

“They are planners.”

“They let the world collapse because collapse was part of the design.”

Juliette took the keycard.

Cold metal.

Heavy.

Like holding proof.

Proof that monsters still wore clean clothes.

Outside, night had fully arrived.

The wind screamed against the abandoned outpost.

Something about that felt like warning.

Then—

headlights.

Three sets.

Fast.

Approaching.

Gianluca moved instantly to the window.

His expression changed.

“Visitors.”

Juliette stepped beside him.

Black vehicles.

No insignia.

No lights except what they needed.

Professional.

Predatory.

Elena’s face lost all color.

“No...”

Her voice barely came out.

“They found me.”

Juliette checked her weapon.

“How many?”

Gianluca counted quickly.

“At least twelve.”

A beat.

“And they’re not Magnus.”

Elena looked at them both.

Pure fear now.

“Those aren’t soldiers.”

Silence.

Her next words landed like ice.

“They’re Retrieval.”

Juliette turned.

“What does that mean?”

Elena answered with one sentence.

“It means they were sent to bring you back alive...”

A pause.

“...and everyone else dead.”

Outside, engines stopped.

Doors opened.

Boots in snow.

No shouting.

No warning.

Professionals didn’t need either.

Juliette loaded the pistol.

Calm.

Cold.

Done running.

She looked at Gianluca.

Then at Elena.

Then toward the darkness waiting outside.

Her voice came low.

Final.

“Good.”

A pause.

“Let them come.”

Because sometimes,

the only way to stop being hunted—

was to become the nightmare first.
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