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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 17 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

Three legs of sea are behind you, and here is where they end. The trail on the torn whalebone runs out at a low stone arch, and beyond it the rock opens into a hollow so deep the bottom is only a rumor, lit by a green-cold shimmer that answers to nothing you know, not sun and not flame. Thessaly Vane's hoard lies at the bottom of it, the cursed fortune she tore the map in two to hide. You reached this threshold, whatever it cost you to get here. First Mate Sable Vance stands at your shoulder, quiet for once. Doc Emlyn looks at the glow below and does not like it. Somewhere close, Mordraga Kane is coming with the other half of the map, one way or another. Before you step through that arch, take stock of the people at your back. How did the voyage leave your crew?

- If your crew held together through all of it, tight and trusting (and if this is where you are starting, they did), turn to 2. - If it left them on strained terms, promises stretched thin, turn to 3.

2

Your crew standing is Loyal. Sable checks the load of her pistol and gives you a crooked grin. "All this way, Captain. Whatever is down there, we did not come to look at it from the doorway." Doc says nothing, but he loops a coil of good rope over your shoulder without being asked and tests the first step down with his boot. You have people who will hold whatever this hollow throws at you. That is worth more, at the bottom of the world, than any amount of the cold light glowing below. You duck under the low arch and start down toward the hoard, and the crew comes down after you without a single hand hanging back.

- Turn to 4.

3

Your crew standing is Strained. Sable checks her pistol without a word and does not meet your eye. Doc tests the first step down, and in the silence you can hear everything nobody is saying: the short rations, the promises stretched thin, the calls that went the wrong way to get you here. They will follow you under the arch. They are also counting what this last stretch is going to cost them, and whether you are worth the bill. You have a crew with a short fuse and a long memory. You duck under the low arch and start down toward the hoard, hoping the people behind you come all the way down.

- Turn to 4.

4

The way down is worse than it looked from the arch. The hollow is a great drowned throat of rock, and the cold glow comes up off a pool of black water at the very bottom, where the hoard sits on a spur of pale stone like an altar. Two ways lead down the wall. A dry stone causeway spirals along one side, solid but out in the open, in full view of anything below. And a flooded gallery cuts straight down through the rock, hidden and quick, but knee-deep in the same black water that fills the pool. Sable looks from one to the other and waits on your word.

- To take the dry causeway, solid footing in the open, turn to 5. - To take the flooded gallery, hidden and quick but wading the black water, turn to 6.

5

You take the causeway. It is solid under your boots, a real comfort after the sea, and it spirals you down the hollow's wall in the open cold light. Sable keeps one hand on the rock and one on her pistol. Below, the black pool grows wider and the hoard's glow grows brighter, and you begin to see that the water at the bottom is not empty. Shapes move in it, slow and patient, wading the shallows in a drowned green light of their own. You reach the hollow floor with dry boots and a clear view of exactly what waits between you and the prize.

- Turn to 7.

6

You take the flooded gallery. The black water closes cold around your shins and then your knees, and the passage swallows the light so that you feel your way down more than see it, quick and hidden and blind. Doc mutters that he does not like putting his legs in water he cannot see the bottom of, and you do not like it either. Then the gallery opens out at the hollow floor, and you come up dripping into the cold glow, and you understand at once why the shapes ahead have not troubled to hurry. They have all the time in the world. You have arrived where they live.

- Turn to 7.

7

Now you see them plainly, and every one of you stops breathing for a second. The Drowned Crew, more of them gathered in one place than any sailor's story ever prepared you for, fill the black shallows between you and the hoard the way a held breath fills a room. Their lanterns throw the same cold green glow every fireside warning gets right, and they move the way water moves when something underneath it is thinking: slow, patient, and never quite still. They stand between you and the spur of stone where the prize glows. Far above and behind, you hear it now: boots on the causeway, Kane's voice carrying down the rock. She is coming. Whatever you do about the guardians, you must do it before she arrives. Doc speaks low and fast at your ear. "Three ways past a thing like this, Captain. Fight it, if you must. Buy it off, and pay whatever it asks. Or give it nothing to want, and walk through clean. The Old Water only takes hold of what gives it purchase."

- To fight your way through the Drowned Crew, turn to 8. - To bargain with the Old Water for passage, and pay its price, turn to 9. - To try neither fight nor bargain, and give the curse nothing to grip, turn to 10.

8

You draw steel, and the crew forms up at your back, and the Drowned Crew turn their drowned green lanterns toward you all at once. Sable puts a shot into the nearest, and it staggers, and it does not fall, and the hole in it closes like water. These are not sailors you can drop. But they are slow, and the hollow is full of things a clever captain might use: the rising tide sucking at the pool, the fragile green lanterns that give them their light and maybe more than their light. You have a breath, no longer, to decide how you fight a thing that will not stay down.

- To wade straight in and cut a path through by main force, betting on the crew at your back, turn to 11. - To fight clever, using the hollow itself against them rather than trying to down them, turn to 12.

9

You lower your steel and do the one thing Doc has spent the whole voyage telling you not to try without thinking it through first. "It hears you," he says, very low. "And it never hands you a thing without reaching back into your pocket for the fee, and it picks its own moment to reach. If you do this, you do it honest, or not at all." You stand at the edge of the black water and speak to the Old Water in it, and the drowned green lanterns dim and hold, and you feel the whole weight of the hollow's water shift, patient and enormous, waiting to hear what you are offering.

- To offer it an honest price for passage, whatever it takes, and mean it, turn to 13. - To try to cheat it, promising it the hoard itself and meaning to keep the prize once you are through, turn to 14.

10

You do neither. You remember the one rule the Old Water obeys, the thing Doc said on the way in: it only takes hold of what gives it purchase. Give it nothing to want, and it cannot claim you. There is a third way through the Drowned Crew, one that trades no blows and strikes no deal. But there is more than one way to try to give a curse nothing to grip, and one of them is a good deal cleverer than the other. Sable watches you sideways, not sure yet which way you mean to go.

- To put down every want you carried into this hollow, and cross the drowned tide with nothing in you it can hold onto, turn to 15. - To blend in instead, shuffling and moaning like one of the drowned so the guardians take you for one of their own and let you pass unnoticed, turn to 34.

11

You wade in swinging, steel bright in the cold green light, and the crew comes down into the shallows with you. The black water drags at your legs with every step. The Drowned Crew turn as one to meet you, slow and certain and unhurried, closing in from every side of the pool. There is no room now for cleverness, only for holding the line and pushing through. Everything hangs on whether the crew behind you holds together or comes apart.

- If your crew standing is Loyal, your people wade in shoulder to shoulder, driving the guardians back with steel and shoulders and sheer stubbornness, opening a lane through the shallows toward the spur of stone. Turn to 16. - If your crew standing is Strained, your people falter the instant that cold green light touches them, the line buckles, and the Drowned Crew close the gap you cannot fill. Turn to 35.

12

You stop trying to down them and start using the hollow instead. The tide is sucking hard at the black pool, dragging at the guardians' legs every time it pulls. And their drowned green lanterns hang fragile on driftwood poles, the source of their cold light and, Doc thinks, maybe the leash that binds them here. Two clever paths open in front of you at once, and Kane is closer with every heartbeat.

- To time your rush to the tide's pull, going when the water drags them off balance and driving through the gap, turn to 17. - To go for the lanterns instead, smashing the nearest to see whether breaking the light breaks their hold, turn to 36.

13

You offer it honest, and the Old Water sets its price without a word and without mercy, the way it has for as long as anyone has been fool enough to ask: a mark. The black water climbs your arm to the wrist and leaves a small cold ring of drowned green in your skin that no scrubbing will take out, and you feel, distantly, that some part of you now belongs to this place the way the guardians do. The Drowned Crew part before you, opening a black lane through the shallows to the spur of stone. You are marked now, carrying a piece of the curse at your wrist, and you cannot yet say what it will cost you when the Old Water decides to collect the rest. But the way is open. You wade through.

- Turn to 18.

14

You make the offer with a lie folded inside it. You promise the Old Water the whole hoard, every cold-glowing piece, and you mean to be over the far rim with it before the promise comes due. For a moment the drowned green lanterns waver as if considering. Doc's hand closes hard on your arm. "It heard the lie, Captain. It always hears the lie." The black water holds very still, waiting to see whether you are fool enough to run on a promise you never meant to keep.

- To press on with the cheat, trusting your feet to be faster than the sea, turn to 37. - To take Doc's warning, drop the lie, and offer the Old Water an honest price after all, turn to 13.

15

You put down more than your hands. You put down your wants. You put the hoard's cold glow
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