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Chapter 1 – The First Sign

––––––––
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The forest was too quiet.

Juliette stopped mid-step, raising her fist. Instantly, the group froze. No words. No movement. Just instinct.

Josh slowly turned, scanning the trees behind them. “What is it?” he whispered.

Juliette didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes moved, calculating. Listening.

“Listen,” she said softly.

At first... nothing.

Then—

A faint sound.

Not the usual dragging shuffle of the dead. Not the mindless groaning they had grown used to.

This was different.

A pattern.

Step... pause.

Step... pause.

Controlled.

Juliette’s grip tightened on her weapon. “That’s not normal.”

Jorge frowned, trying to joke as always. “Maybe they finally learned how to walk properly?”

No one laughed.

From the tree line ahead, something moved. Fast. Too fast.

A figure burst from the shadows—one of the infected—but it didn’t stumble. It didn’t crawl. It ran.

“Contact!” Josh shouted.

Gunfire exploded through the silence. The creature zigzagged unnaturally, avoiding shots, reacting—reacting—to them.

Juliette stepped forward, steady, precise. One shot. Clean. The infected dropped instantly.

Silence returned.

But it didn’t feel like victory.

Slowly, Juliette approached the body. The others followed, weapons raised.

The thing lay still, but its posture... was wrong. Its muscles looked tense, almost prepared to move again. Its eyes—still open—didn’t look empty.

They looked... aware.

Yamaha crouched beside it. “This one’s different,” she said quietly. “Look at the legs... stronger. Less decay.”

Josh knelt on the other side. “It dodged bullets.”

Jorge shook his head. “No... no, no. Don’t tell me they’re upgrading now. That’s not fair.”

Juliette didn’t respond. She was staring at the ground.

Footprints.

Not random. Not scattered.

A line.

Multiple infected... moving in the same direction.

Together.

Her voice dropped to a whisper.

“They’re not wandering anymore.”

Josh followed her gaze. His expression hardened. “They’re going somewhere.”

A distant sound echoed through the forest.

Not a groan.

Not a scream.

Something else.

A low, almost rhythmic call.

And then—

More movement in the trees.

Not one.

Not two.

Many.

Juliette stood slowly, raising her weapon.

“Positions,” she ordered, calm but deadly.

The group formed instantly.

From the darkness, shapes began to emerge.

Moving... together.

The shapes kept coming.

Not scattered. Not chaotic.

Together.

Juliette’s eyes narrowed. “Hold your fire,” she ordered.

Josh snapped his head toward her. “Are you serious?!”

“Wait.”

The infected didn’t rush blindly. They moved in a loose formation, circling, adjusting... almost as if they were being guided.

Then they stopped.

All at once.

Every single one of them.

Silence fell like a blade.

Jorge swallowed. “Okay... I officially hate this new version.”

A sound echoed through the trees again—low, metallic, distorted.

Not natural.

Not from the dead.

Juliette turned slowly toward the source. “That’s not them...”

From deeper in the forest, a faint red light flickered between the trees.
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