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How to Read This Book

This is not a book you read start to finish.

YOU are the hero, and every choice in this story is yours.

Read a section, then make a choice. Each choice sends you to a different numbered section, so pick one and jump straight there. In the ebook, just tap the link. In print, flip to that section number.

Some paths end in victory. Some end badly, sometimes on purpose, sometimes hilariously, and that is part of the fun. There is no penalty for a bad ending except starting again. There are 14 different endings hidden across this book, and no two readers find them the same way.

Ready? Your adventure starts now.

Begin Your Adventure -> Turn to Section 1

1

Days into the outbreak, and the radio still won't shut up about it. The same coordinates. The same three words, over and over, cheerful as a jingle nobody asked to have stuck in their head. "Come to source." Come to source. You have heard it so many times now that your own brain says it back to you while you brush your teeth with half a squirt of the last toothpaste.

Snacks are running low. This is the part nobody warned you about. Not the groaning outside, not the boarded windows, but the slow, grim math of a cracker sleeve shared six ways. Everyone in your group is a little gross, in the specific way you only get from a week of nervous sweat and zero showers. You have all agreed to stop mentioning it. You all mention it constantly.

And the quiet outside, when the radio finally hushes for a breath, is somehow worse than the noise ever was. Quiet means the Shufflers have drifted off somewhere. Quiet means you can't hear where they went. Your neck itches just thinking about it. You scratch it. It itches more.

Somebody has to decide what to do about that signal. Everyone keeps glancing at everyone else, hoping the next person will volunteer first. Nobody does. The radio crackles again, patient as a telemarketer. Come to source.

Turn to section 2.

2

The coordinates point straight back toward the water-treatment plant. The smelliest, swampiest, most obviously-a-bad-idea corner of the whole town. Which honestly tracks, because nothing good has ever come from a building whose name includes the word "treatment." You looked it up once for a school report. You remember two things: a lot of pipes, and a smell that got into your jacket and stayed there for a week.

Now the radio wants you to walk right into it, on purpose, following a voice that will not explain itself.

Your group argues about it for exactly four minutes. Somebody points out that "come to source" could mean help. Somebody else points out that it could just as easily mean a trap, or a broken machine talking to nobody, or something worse that learned to say three words. Everybody has a very strong opinion and zero actual information, which is the worst possible combination for a vote.

Then, while the arguing is still going, somebody just starts packing. A backpack zips. That, apparently, is the tiebreaker.

If you go looking for the signal, turn to section 3. If you decide the signal isn't your problem and dig in instead, turn to section 41.

3

Whenever you finally set out, right away, or after a few restless days of telling yourself you wouldn't, the swamp doesn't care how long you took. It waits the same either way. And the route to it runs straight past Marsh Street's territory. There is no going around. There is barely any going through.

Big Mo's people have this whole stretch locked down tighter than a lunchbox with your name Sharpied on it in three places. You can see the signs of it before you see any actual people. Shopping carts chained into a wall. A spray-painted line across the road that clearly means something. A lookout chair built up a telephone pole, with an actual cushion on it, because if you're going to guard a swamp you might as well be comfortable.

Somewhere behind that line is the only safe path toward the plant, and everybody in your group knows it. The question is how you want to play it. Walk up and say hello like you've got nothing to hide. Or slip around the edges and hope nobody with a cushion is paying attention. Neither one feels great. Both of them feel a lot better than swimming.

If you approach Big Mo's crew openly, turn to section 4. If you try to sneak around their territory instead, turn to section 5.

4

Big Mo hears you out with his arms crossed, cautious but not exactly hostile. He's younger than the stories made him sound, and calmer too, the kind of calm that comes from having already thought three steps past wherever you are. He lets you finish. He does not interrupt once. That, somehow, is more nerve-racking than shouting would be.

"Come to source," he repeats, when you mention the signal. He's clearly heard it. Everybody with a working radio has heard it. He rolls the words around like a candy he isn't sure he likes.

Then he offers backup. For a price.

"Everybody wants something these days," he says, and there's no meanness in it, just arithmetic. "Least I'm asking nice." What he wants is the coordinates. The exact ones. He wants to know where the voice is coming from as badly as you do, maybe worse, and he's not going to pretend otherwise to make you comfortable. His crew waits behind him, not crowding, just present, the way a fence is present.

If you agree to share the coordinates for the help, turn to section 6. If you refuse to share and ask for help on trust alone, turn to section 7.

5

Sneaking through the flooded margins of Marsh Street's territory is slow, wet, and tense. The ground can't decide whether it's ground. Every third step, your shoe makes a sound like a duck being deeply disappointed, and you freeze, and nothing happens, and you do it again.

Twice you nearly walk face first into a patrol. Big Mo's people take their perimeter very seriously and their flashlights not seriously at all. One of them keeps clicking a light on and off, on and off, mostly to bug the guy next to him. The other is telling a long story about a sandwich. You crouch behind a stack of soggy pallets and learn far more about that sandwich than you ever wanted to.

They're close. Close enough that you can hear one of them chewing. Your knees start to file a complaint about the crouching. A reed tickles your ear, and you have to decide, very quietly, that you will not sneeze, no matter what, because a sneeze right now ends everything.

If you push through fast and risk being spotted, turn to section 8. If you wait the patrol out, patient, turn to section 9.

6

Big Mo agrees with a single nod, like a door clicking shut, and assigns two of his people to escort you partway. Real backup, actual grown extra hands, one of them carrying a length of pipe with the easy confidence of someone who's used it on something before.

It also means Marsh Street now knows exactly where you're headed, down to the last decimal. That's the trade-off of telling the truth to a man who runs his neighborhood like a snack cartel. You got help. You also handed over the one thing you had that nobody else did.

The two escorts introduce themselves in about four words total and then stop talking, which you respect. Before you go, they hand you some borrowed gear: a better rope, a dry bag, a flashlight that actually works, which around here counts as treasure.

Then one of them tips their head toward the far-off rail bridge, a thin dark line strung out over the water, and mutters that high and dry beats a stranger's leaky boat any day of the week. Coming from someone who just handed you rope and a working flashlight, it sounds less like a suggestion and more like a plan. See where you're going, don't swim there.

If you head for the water's edge and decide how to cross when you get there, turn to section 10. If you let your escorts steer you to the rail bridge, the route their rope and working flashlight were basically made for, turn to section 12.

7

Big Mo respects the nerve more than you expected. You brace for him to laugh you out of the swamp, and instead he goes quiet, studying you like a math problem that turned out easier than it looked.

Then he sends help anyway. Unpaid. No coordinates handed over, no strings you can find. "Because the last thing this town needs," he says, "is more secrets." He says it like a man quoting a rule he made up five seconds ago and already believes with his whole chest.

His people don't argue with him, which tells you plenty about how things work around here. Two of them peel off to come with you, grumbling about the mud but not about the mission. One of them tosses you a dry bag underhand without being asked. You catch it. Barely. It is, weirdly, the friendliest thing that's happened to you in days, and it came from the guy everyone warned you about. You file that away for later.

As you go, one escort points off toward a rowboat tied up in the reeds at the water's edge and notes that a dry bag is exactly the sort of thing you pack when you plan on getting wet. Keep something dry, take the wet road. It is, you have to admit, hard to argue with a hand-off that basically comes with instructions attached.

If you head for the water's edge and size up the crossing yourself, turn to section 10. If you follow your escort's nod toward the boat tied up in the reeds, the dry bag they gave you practically asking for it, turn to section 11.

8  -  LOSS

The patrol catches you before you're even halfway past their territory. To be fair to them, you were not being especially sneaky at that point. There was a moment involving a trash can lid and gravity that you'd rather not describe.

They're not rough about it, exactly. More like extremely disappointed hall monitors who happen to live in a swamp. They walk you back to camp at an unhurried pace, one of them shaking his head the entire way, as if your sneaking has personally let down the whole neighborhood.

At camp you get the lecture. It's a long lecture. It covers trespassing, safety, and the general foolishness of young people, and it's delivered by someone who is clearly enjoying having an audience. Then they relieve you of anything useful "for safekeeping," which is a very polite word for it.

By the time you talk your way loose, the trail toward the coordinates has gone stone cold. So has the light. Tomorrow, you tell yourself. Tomorrow, and quieter shoes.

THE END.

Loss: escorted home by the neighborhood watch, snack-taxed and grounded. You'll try again tomorrow, with quieter shoes.

9

Waiting the patrol out costs real time and real patience. It also costs you one extremely cramped hiding spot behind a dumpster that smells like it has feelings about being a dumpster, and those feelings are complicated and mostly damp. You breathe through your mouth. It does not help. Nothing helps.

The patrol takes its sweet time. The sandwich story reaches a dramatic conclusion. The flashlight-clicker gets told to knock it off. Somebody does a lap, pauses right next to your dumpster to retie a boot, and you go so still you're pretty sure you stop existing for a second.

Then, finally, they drift off toward the far end of the perimeter, still bickering, and the gap opens up clean in front of you. It worked. It worked without anyone knowing it worked, which is the best kind. You unfold yourself out of the hiding spot one stiff joint at a time and slip through the second they're gone.

If you move fast now that they're gone, turn to section 10. If you stay cautious a moment longer, just in case, turn to section 10.

10

One way or another, with Marsh Street's help or without much fuss at all, the group reaches the edge of the flooded lowlands. And there it is. Water and reeds stretching out toward the plant on the far side, flat and silver and almost pretty in the gray light, glinting in a way that looks downright scenic right up until you remember what is probably in it.

The plant sits low on the horizon across
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