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            Five years after the Crimson Plague turned humanity into Shamblers, former paramedic Rowan Ashworth receives an encrypted signal from the fabled 'Citadel,' hinting at an airborne cure. To deploy it, she needs a rare fungal catalyst she already carries. Her journey through the ruins of the Pacific Northwest forces her to battle the infected and ruthless human factions, testing her medical oath against her survival instincts. She must decide if saving humanity is worth risking her own hardened life.

            This is the story of Rowan Ashworth, a lone medic navigating a world overrun by the infected. Every choice you make dictates her survival and the slim chance of humanity's rebirth. Will you embrace the ruthless cynicism required to survive this shattered world, or will you cling to the remnants of your humanity to save the last of civilization?

**Will you become the most feared scavenger in the ruins, or the final Savior of mankind?**

        

       
        
            INSTRUCTIONS

            
                This story has 57 scenes. Your choices can lead to bad endings, good endings, and only one ultimate ending, hidden deep in the journey for those who choose wisely.

If you reach a bad ending, select 'Try Again' to return to the previous scene, or 'Back to Beginning' to explore a new path.

If you find a good ending, congratulations — but your adventure doesn't have to end there! You can select 'Try Again from Checkpoint' to return to the last important scene that led to the good ending, 'Back to Beginning' to try a completely different route, or 'Thank You for Reading' to conclude your experience.

Once you find the perfect ending, you've completed the story! You can select 'Back to Beginning' to experience the adventure again or 'Thank You for Reading' to conclude.

RECOMMENDATION: To avoid losing your progress, use your eBook reader's bookmark feature to save the last page you have reached and be able to continue from where you left off.

Now that you know how the story works — are you ready to take the challenge and see where your choices lead? Tap 'Begin Story' to begin your journey!
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        Scene 1



The ruins of Providence Medical Center rose against the ash-gray sky like the skeleton of some ancient beast, its shattered windows staring down at the overgrown parking lot where nature had begun reclaiming what humanity had abandoned. Rowan Ashworth crouched behind an overturned ambulance, its red and white paint faded to rust and pale memory, watching the hospital's main entrance for any sign of movement. Five years since the Crimson Plague had swept across the world, turning the infected into shambling horrors driven by nothing but hunger, and still she found herself drawn to places like this. Hospitals. Clinics. Anywhere that might hold the supplies she needed to survive another week in this broken world.

She adjusted the strap of her medical bag, feeling the familiar weight of scavenged antibiotics, suture kits, and the precious few vials of morphine she'd found in a veterinary clinic two months back. The bag had been with her since before the Fall, back when she'd worn it with pride as a paramedic responding to calls that seemed so trivial now. Car accidents. Heart attacks. Overdoses. She'd saved lives then, following protocols and procedures, believing in the system. Now she saved only one life: her own.

The morning air carried the sweet-rot smell of decay that never quite faded anymore, mixed with the wet earth scent of the Pacific Northwest's endless drizzle. Rowan had learned to breathe through her mouth, to ignore the constant reminder of how many bodies still lay unburied in the cities. She'd also learned to read the silence, to distinguish between the empty quiet of a truly abandoned place and the pregnant stillness that meant something was waiting inside.

This silence felt wrong.

She was about to abandon the run when static crackled from the radio clipped to her belt. Rowan's hand flew to the device, her heart hammering against her ribs. The radio hadn't made a sound in eighteen months. She'd kept it more out of habit than hope, changing the batteries religiously even as she told herself she was being foolish. No one was broadcasting anymore. The military frequencies had gone silent in the second year. The amateur operators had lasted a bit longer before they too fell quiet, one by one, their final transmissions ranging from desperate pleas to resigned goodbyes.

But now, through the hiss of static, she heard something that made her blood run cold and then hot with an emotion she'd thought she'd buried years ago. Hope.

"...Citadel protocol active. Coordinates follow for any surviving medical personnel. We have developed an airborne countermeasure to the Crimson pathogen, but deployment requires a specific catalyst. Catalyst markers indicate potential carriers in the Pacific Northwest corridor. If you can hear this message, you may be humanity's last hope. Repeat, Citadel protocol active..."

The message looped, the coordinates burning themselves into her memory as she listened to it three more times. The Citadel. She'd heard whispers of it in the early days, rumors passed between survivor groups before those groups had fragmented, turned on each other, or simply died out. A secret government facility. A sanctuary. A myth to keep desperate people moving forward when there was nothing left to believe in.

Rowan's hands were shaking as she silenced the radio. An airborne cure. If it was real, if it could be deployed, it would mean the end of the nightmare. The Shamblers would fall. Humanity could rebuild. She could stop running, stop fighting, stop being this hardened creature she barely recognized when she caught her reflection in broken windows.

But the message had mentioned a catalyst. Specific carriers. Medical personnel in the Pacific Northwest.

She thought about the strange immunity she'd always had, the way she'd been bitten twice in the early chaos and never turned. The doctors at the refugee camp had called it a miracle before the camp fell. They'd wanted to study her blood, but there hadn't been time. There was never enough time.

Now time might be the only thing standing between her and whatever the Citadel represented. The coordinates placed it far to the north, weeks of travel through territory she knew to be crawling with both the infected and the human factions that had become just as dangerous. The Reapers controlled most of the old interstate system, extracting tolls in blood and supplies from anyone foolish enough to travel openly. The Collective had fortified the mountain passes, their utopian rhetoric masking a ruthlessness that rivaled any gang's. And everywhere, always, the Shamblers waited in the shadows, in the buildings, in the places where the living had once gathered.

Rowan looked back at the hospital, at the supplies that might be waiting inside. She'd planned this run for weeks, mapped the approach, identified escape routes. Inside those walls could be enough antibiotics to last her through the winter, enough painkillers to trade for food and ammunition. The safe play. The smart play.

But the radio sat heavy on her hip, the message still echoing in her mind. An airborne cure. A chance to matter again, to be something more than a survivor picking through the bones of civilization.

The hospital door hung open, darkness pooling behind it like an invitation or a warning. To the east, through the overgrown streets and past the checkpoint ruins, lay the first leg of the journey toward the Citadel's coordinates. Two paths. Two futures. And the weight of a choice that felt bigger than anything she'd faced since the world ended.




What would you do now?




1. Enter the hospital to gather critical medical supplies before making any decisions about the signal


2. Trust the signal and begin the journey toward the Citadel immediately




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 2



The weight of exhaustion pressed against my temples as I surveyed the compound ahead, its chain-link fences topped with razor wire that glinted dully in the overcast light. Whatever paths had brought me here, the objective remained the same: I needed to get through faction territory to continue north toward the Citadel. The journey had stripped away whatever softness remained in me, leaving only the hard calculus of survival and the stubborn flame of purpose that refused to die.

The compound belonged to the Ironclad, a faction I'd heard whispers about but never encountered directly. Unlike the roving Reapers or the ideological Collective, the Ironclad had built something resembling civilization in the ruins of an old lumber mill. Smoke rose from chimneys. I could hear the distant ring of hammers on metal, the sounds of industry that had become so rare in this broken world. They weren't just surviving; they were building.

That made them either the most dangerous faction I'd encountered or my best chance at resupply and safe passage.

I crouched in the treeline, studying their patrol patterns. Two guards on the main gate, changing every four hours based on my observation. Roving patrols along the perimeter, but with gaps I could exploit if I chose to sneak in. They had dogs, though, and dogs meant my usual tricks wouldn't work. I'd have to make contact, present myself as something other than a threat, and hope they valued what I could offer more than whatever they might take.

My medical bag suddenly felt like both my greatest asset and my biggest liability. Factions killed for less than what I carried. But they also traded for medical expertise, and doctors were rarer than gold in the world after the Fall. The question was whether the Ironclad would see me as a resource to be utilized or a resource to be consumed.

A commotion at the main gate drew my attention. A small group was being escorted inside, their hands bound behind their backs. Prisoners. From this distance, I couldn't tell if they were Reapers, Collective, or simply unlucky survivors who'd wandered into Ironclad territory. The guards moved them roughly but not brutally, which told me something about the faction's discipline. Undisciplined groups beat their prisoners for sport. These guards were professional, efficient, controlled.

I noticed something else as I watched. One of the prisoners was limping badly, leaving a trail of blood in the mud. The guards noticed too, and instead of dragging the injured person forward, they called for a stretcher. Medical care for prisoners. That was a good sign, or a sign that they valued intact merchandise. In this world, the line between mercy and pragmatism had blurred beyond recognition.

The wind shifted, carrying the smell of woodsmoke and cooking meat toward my position. My stomach cramped with hunger. I'd been rationing my supplies for days, knowing that the next leg of my journey would take me through territory where foraging would be nearly impossible. The Ironclad had food. They had shelter. They had the resources I needed to survive long enough to reach the Citadel.

But resources came with strings attached. Always.

I thought about the message still burned into my memory, the coordinates I'd been following like a compass pointing toward salvation or damnation. The Citadel was real. I had to believe that. The alternative, that I was chasing a phantom through the wasteland while spending the last of my strength and supplies, was too bleak to contemplate. And if the Citadel was real, if the cure was real, then nothing else mattered. Not the factions, not the dangers, not even my own survival beyond reaching that destination.

Except that wasn't quite true anymore, was it? Somewhere along the way, something had shifted inside me. The people I'd met, the choices I'd made, the small acts of humanity I'd witnessed and sometimes participated in despite my better judgment, had cracked the shell I'd built around myself. I still planned to reach the Citadel. I still intended to see this through. But I was no longer certain I could do it alone, and I was no longer certain I wanted to.

The Ironclad compound represented a crossroads in more ways than one. I could attempt to negotiate passage, offering my medical skills in exchange for supplies and safe conduct. That would mean revealing what I was, what I could do, making myself valuable in a way that might also make me too valuable to let go. Or I could try to slip through their territory unseen, avoiding contact entirely but also avoiding whatever resources they might provide.

There was a third option, one I'd been avoiding since I first spotted the compound. I could try to join them. Not permanently, not truly, but temporarily. Embed myself long enough to resupply, to rest, to gather intelligence about the route ahead. The Ironclad might know things about the Citadel that I didn't. They might have maps, contacts, resources that could make the difference between reaching my destination and dying alone in the wilderness.

But joining meant trusting, and trust was a currency I'd spent years learning to hoard.

The afternoon light was fading, painting the compound in shades of amber and shadow. I had to make a decision before darkness fell. Moving through unfamiliar territory at night was suicide, and I'd already pushed my luck further than wisdom allowed. The Ironclad compound, with all its uncertainties and dangers, might be my only option for shelter.




Make a choice...




1. Approach the main gate openly and offer medical services in exchange for supplies and passage


2. Circle around to find a way through their territory without making direct contact




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 3



The laboratory door hung from a single hinge, its security glass shattered by something that had clearly wanted in very badly. I pressed myself against the wall, listening for any sound from within, but heard only the whisper of wind through broken windows and the distant drip of water from ruptured pipes. The sign on the door read "Hematology Research - Authorized Personnel Only," the words barely visible beneath five years of grime and neglect.

This was it. The records I'd found in the hospital's administrative wing had pointed me here, to a subsidiary research facility tucked away in what had once been a quiet industrial park. The documents had mentioned something called "Project Sanguine," a joint military-civilian research initiative that had been studying blood-borne immunity markers just before the Crimson Plague erupted. If any answers existed about why I'd never turned despite being bitten, they might be hidden in these abandoned halls.

I slipped through the doorway, my flashlight cutting through the darkness like a blade. The beam revealed overturned chairs, scattered papers, and the rust-brown stains that told a story I'd seen played out in a thousand locations since the Fall. Someone had made a last stand here. The bullet holes in the walls suggested they'd gone down fighting. I hoped it had been enough, that whatever they'd been fighting hadn't gotten back up.

The research wing was a maze of corridors and locked rooms, most of which had been pried open by previous scavengers or the infected. I moved carefully, checking corners and listening at each doorway before proceeding. My experience told me this place should be empty, that anything valuable would have been stripped years ago, but experience had also taught me that assumptions killed faster than Shamblers.

I found what I was looking for in a room marked "Sample Storage." Unlike the rest of the facility, this door was still intact, its electronic lock long dead but its mechanical backup engaged. The lock picked easily enough with the tools I carried, and the door swung open to reveal rows of refrigeration units that had stopped working years ago. The samples inside had long since spoiled, reduced to biological sludge that reeked of decay. But the files, the paper records that someone had meticulously maintained even as the world collapsed around them, those had survived.

I spent hours reading by flashlight, my hands trembling as I turned pages that painted a picture I wasn't prepared for. Project Sanguine had been studying a specific genetic marker, one that appeared in roughly one percent of the population. The marker had initially been of interest because it seemed to provide resistance to certain fungal infections. When the Crimson Plague emerged, researchers noticed that individuals with this marker showed a dramatically different immune response to infection. They didn't die. They didn't turn. They fought off the pathogen completely.

The researchers had called them "Catalysts."

My blood ran cold as I read further. The Catalyst marker wasn't just immunity. It was something more, something the researchers had barely begun to understand before everything fell apart. Individuals with the marker produced a specific protein in response to the Crimson pathogen, a protein that remained stable in their bloodstream indefinitely. A protein that, when properly processed and aerosolized, could theoretically neutralize the plague in any infected host it encountered.

I was reading about myself. About why I'd survived. About why that damned radio message had mentioned specific carriers in the Pacific Northwest.

But there was more, scrawled in hasty handwriting on the final pages of the research notes. A warning. The protein extraction process was fatal to the Catalyst. The early trials had proven that. To create enough of the aerosolized cure to have any meaningful effect would require draining a Catalyst completely, and even then, the yields might not be sufficient. The researchers had been working on alternative extraction methods, on ways to harvest the protein without killing the host, but they'd run out of time.

The Citadel knew about this. They had to. The message had mentioned the catalyst specifically, had known to look for carriers in this region. They weren't just offering hope. They were hunting for a sacrifice.

I sat in the darkness of that dead laboratory, the weight of revelation pressing down on me like a physical force. All this time, I'd been carrying the key to humanity's salvation in my veins. All this time, I'd been surviving, running, fighting, never knowing that my blood might be worth more than my life. The Citadel's cure was real. But deploying it might require me to make the ultimate choice.

The files mentioned something else, a secondary facility where the alternative extraction research had continued. The location was partially redacted, but I could make out enough to suggest it was somewhere between here and the Citadel's coordinates. If that research had progressed, if someone had found a way to harvest the protein without killing the Catalyst, then maybe there was still hope. Hope for humanity. Hope for me.

Or I could go directly to the Citadel, confront them with what I knew, and demand answers before offering anything. The direct approach had risks, but it might be faster. And speed mattered when every day brought more death, more infection, more of the world slipping away into crimson-eyed madness.

The papers crinkled in my grip as I made my decision. The path ahead had just become infinitely more complicated, but at least now I understood the stakes. I wasn't just a survivor anymore. I wasn't just a medic with a radio and a destination. I was the Crimson Catalyst, and the choice of how to use that power, whether to save humanity or save myself, was mine alone to make.




What seems the better path?




1. Search for the secondary research facility mentioned in the files


2. Continue directly toward the Citadel with this new knowledge




Choice 1
Choice 2




    


    
        Scene 4



The blade found its mark before I could react, sliding between my ribs with a cold precision that spoke of practice and patience. Marcus, the man I'd trusted, the survivor I'd shared rations with for the past three days, twisted the knife with a smile that never reached his eyes. I'd known better. I'd always known better. But somewhere along the endless miles of ash and ruin, I'd let my guard down, let myself believe that maybe not everyone in this dead world was a predator wearing human skin.

My legs gave out beneath me, and I collapsed against the concrete wall of the drainage tunnel we'd been using for shelter. Blood, warm and insistent, pumped between my fingers as I pressed against the wound. The medical part of my brain, the part that had saved hundreds of lives in another era, catalogued the damage with clinical detachment. Punctured lung. Possible liver laceration. Significant internal bleeding. Without immediate surgical intervention, I had minutes at best.

Marcus was already rifling through my bag, his movements unhurried, confident in the knowledge that I posed no further threat. He pulled out the antibiotics first, holding them up to the dim light filtering through the tunnel's grated ceiling with something approaching reverence. Then the morphine. The surgical tools. Everything I'd risked my life to gather, everything that had kept me alive through five years of hell, passing into hands that had pretended friendship while planning murder.

"Nothing personal," he said, not bothering to look at me as he inventoried his spoils. "Supplies are supplies. You understand."

I did understand. That was the worst part. In his position, with his survival calculus, I might have done the same thing. The world after the Fall had no room for sentiment, no space for the luxury of ethics. You took what you needed from whoever had it, or you died. I'd told myself I was different, that my medical training set me apart, gave me value that protected me from the worst of humanity's devolution. But value meant nothing when you turned your back on the wrong person.

The radio crackled on my belt, the Citadel's message playing its endless loop for no one who could still hear it. Marcus glanced at it, considered for a moment, then shrugged and left it. Too bulky. Not worth the weight. He didn't know what it meant, couldn't understand the significance of the coordinates burned into my dying brain. The cure. The hope. The chance to make all of this suffering mean something. All of it bleeding out onto cold concrete in a forgotten tunnel beneath a dead city.

I thought about the people I'd failed to save. The patients who'd died on gurneys while I pumped their chests and screamed for equipment that wasn't coming. The refugees who'd trusted the medical personnel to protect them when the camps fell. My partner, James, who'd taken a bite meant for me in the early chaos and begged me to end it before he turned. I'd hesitated then too, let my feelings get in the way of the necessary action, and he'd suffered for it. Turned into one of them. Shambled away into the horde while I stood frozen, unable to put down the thing wearing my friend's face.

Marcus finished his inventory and shouldered my bag, adjusting the straps with the easy familiarity of someone who'd done this before. He was a professional, I realized. This was how he survived. Not through skill or strength or even cruelty, but through the patient cultivation of trust followed by its inevitable betrayal. He'd probably killed dozens this way. Would kill dozens more. And I'd be just another nameless victim, my body left to rot or rise in this dark tunnel far from anything that mattered.

"For what it's worth," he said, finally meeting my eyes, "you seemed like one of the good ones. The world could use more people like you." A pause. "Just not as much as I need these supplies."

He walked away without looking back, his footsteps echoing off the curved walls until they faded into silence. I was alone with my blood and my regrets and the mocking static of a radio message I would never answer. The Citadel's cure would have to wait for someone else. Some other Catalyst, if any existed. Some other fool willing to believe that humanity deserved saving.

The darkness crept in from the edges of my vision, soft and almost welcoming. I'd been so tired for so long. Tired of fighting. Tired of running. Tired of making choices that only ever seemed to lead to more suffering. Maybe this was better. Maybe this was the release I'd been denying myself since the beginning, when I should have died with all the others but somehow kept breathing through sheer stubborn refusal to accept the obvious.

My last thought, as consciousness finally slipped away, was of the sunrise I'd watched from the roof of Providence Medical Center on my last shift before the Fall. Orange and pink and impossibly beautiful, painting the city in colors that made it look like something from a dream. I'd taken a photo with my phone, planning to show it to James later. The phone was long gone now, lost in the chaos like everything else. But the memory remained, a small bright thing I could hold onto as everything else went dark.

The Crimson Plague had taken so much from the world. Now it had taken me. And somewhere to the north, the Citadel's signal continued its endless broadcast, calling out to carriers who would never arrive, promising a cure that might never be deployed. The hope of humanity, bleeding out in a drainage tunnel, betrayed by the very human instinct for survival that had kept me alive long enough to matter.

In the end, I was just another body in the ruins. Just another story that ended too soon.



You have reached a bad ending...


[image: Bad Ending illustration]

Betrayed by a fellow survivor, Rowan dies alone in a drainage tunnel, her medical supplies stolen and her mission unfulfilled. The Citadel's signal continues to broadcast, but the Catalyst it seeks bleeds out in the darkness, one more victim of humanity's capacity for cruelty in desperate times.




Try Again
Back to Beginning




    


    
        Scene 5



The mountain settlement stretched before me like something from a half-remembered dream of civilization, its wooden structures climbing the terraced hillside in defiance of both gravity and the chaos that had consumed the rest of the world. Smoke rose from a dozen chimneys. Children's laughter echoed from somewhere beyond the main gate. And the walls, thick timber reinforced with salvaged steel, stood complete and unmolested by either Shambler or raider. Haven. They called it Haven, and for once, the name wasn't bitter irony.

I'd arrived three weeks ago, half-dead from exhaustion and a wound that had gone septic during my last desperate push through Reaper territory. They'd taken me in without question, their medics working through the night to drain the infection and bring my fever down. When I'd finally regained consciousness, I'd found myself in an actual bed with actual sheets, a luxury I'd forgotten existed. The woman who'd introduced herself as Elder Chen had explained their philosophy while I recovered: everyone who reached Haven was given a choice. Stay and contribute, or rest and move on. No obligations. No catches.

I'd meant to move on. The Citadel's coordinates still burned in my memory, the promise of the cure still pulled at something deep in my chest. But the days turned into weeks, and the weeks revealed something I hadn't expected to find in the world after the Fall. Community. Purpose. A reason to wake up each morning that didn't involve calculating how many more miles I could travel before my supplies ran out.

They needed a doctor desperately, and I needed to remember why I'd become one in the first place.

The clinic I'd helped establish occupied a converted storefront near the settlement's center, its shelves stocked with medicines scavenged from a hundred different sources and organized according to a system I'd developed in my first coherent days after arrival. I saw patients daily now, everything from childhood illnesses to farming injuries to the psychological wounds that never quite healed in a world of constant trauma. The work was exhausting in the best possible way, leaving me tired but fulfilled in a manner I hadn't experienced since before the Plague.

My radio sat on the shelf above my bed, silent now. I'd stopped listening to the Citadel's broadcast weeks ago. The cure they promised, the sacrifice they required, it felt distant here. Abstract. Haven had its own walls to maintain, its own children to protect, its own future to build. The world outside could burn. This small piece of it, at least, would survive.

But I couldn't quite silence the voice in my head that whispered of duty and destiny. On clear nights, I'd climb to the watchtower and stare north toward where the Citadel waited, wondering if my blood really held the key to ending the nightmare. Wondering if my choice to stay here, to help these people, was wisdom or cowardice. The weight of possibility pressed down on me in those quiet moments, heavier than any pack I'd ever carried.

Elder Chen found me there one evening, her weathered face thoughtful as she settled beside me on the platform.

"You're thinking about leaving again," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I'm thinking about what I'm supposed to be doing. What I should be doing."

"And what is that?"

I told her then. Everything. The radio message, the research files, my immunity, what it might mean. She listened without interruption, her expression revealing nothing. When I finished, the silence stretched between us like a held breath.

"So you believe you could save everyone," she finally said. "All of humanity. If you're willing to die for it."

"I don't know. Maybe. The science was incomplete."

"And if you stay here? If you live?"

"Then I save the people I can reach. A few hundred instead of millions."

Elder Chen smiled, the expression transforming her stern features into something almost maternal. "My grandmother used to say that God counts individual souls, not populations. The person you save today matters just as much as the millions you might save tomorrow." She stood, brushing dust from her trousers. "You've given us something precious, Rowan. Hope. Healing. The knowledge that someone cares enough to stay. Whatever you choose, know that your time here has already changed lives."
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