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Episode 1: Book of Secrets




Our story begins in a dark tavern in the dodgy part of a port town. The only place to start a ripping pirate yarn, don't you think?

The surly (and probably criminal) patrons of this particular tavern had pooled together in the corners and crevices furthest away from the light, like peas rolling to escape a fork. They clutched their tankards and tried to impress one another with tall tales of the wondrous and terrible sights they'd seen on the open seas: mermaids and waterspouts, thundering volcanoes and towers hanging in the clouds. 

One sat alone, as close to the light as he could manage: an Englishman with enormous mutton chops and a hairless jaw. He fidgeted with his drink and flinched at every flicker of the lamp.

His gaze darted to the door when the newcomer arrived, then stayed fixed on the curiosity to be found there. It was a fresh-faced girl, not a day over seventeen, in the breeches and bare feet of a sailor. She leaned her elbows on the bar. "Barkeep!" she cried. "Got any grog?" 

The tavern owner, a weathered woman of advancing years and retreating teeth, frowned over her new customer. "Pretty girl like you shouldn't be out by yourself," she warned. "They say—" and here her voice fell to a whisper— "They say Smokeheart's ship has been sighted off the coast. We're in danger, every last one of us!"

"You don't say. How terrible!" said the girl, with keen interest. "Captain Smokeheart, was it? The infamous pirate?"

"Aye, lass." Another patron clomped up. He was a red-bearded giant of a man, and he swayed gently where he stood, though it was hard to tell if it was due to drink or legs unaccustomed to dry land. 

He spat on the floor. "They say Smokeheart's flag means certain death, y'know. She'll burn a town as soon as loot it. This could be our last brew, men!" He drained his mug and then set it down with a bang. "Get me another, Gertie, there's a good lass."

Another voice chimed in from the shadows. "They say she has a bargain with the mermaids, and they follow her ship to devour the enemies she throws overboard!"

And another: "She studied the arts of war and fire in far Cathay, and she knows fifty ways to kill armed with nothing but a sausage!"

"They say the Queen of Persia has a bounty on her head rich enough for you to live in luxury all the rest of your days!"

"They say she's sworn to marry Poseidon himself, and no mortal man can ever win her heart!"

The girl preened a little. "Well," she said modestly, "a girl could do worse than a god, don't you think?"

"They say," one said with a leer, "That she has the bosom of a ten-year-old boy, and—"

His companion elbowed him hard in the ribs, but it was already too late. The girl scowled and drew her cutlass. "Hey! You take that back," she said. "Some of us are just… late bloomers!" 

The tavern went still for three slow heartbeats, as those assembled deduced what you, clever reader, will have already worked out on your own some time ago: the girl was none other than Captain Lucy Smokeheart herself!

"Get her, mateys!" shouted the red-bearded man at the bar, drawing his own blade. "We'll split the bounty!" The rest of the patrons followed suit and rushed to take her.

Lucy Smokeheart, though, was more than a match for a few drunkards. She threw over a table and rolled it toward the corner, knocking four of her attackers into an irretrievable tangle. Then she leapt onto the bar and disarmed five in a row, blade dancing in and out so fast the eye couldn't hope to follow. They all swore and backed away, hands stinging.

The last three, perhaps possessing somewhat less rum and somewhat more greed in their blood, surrounded her. The red-bearded one sized her up. "So you're Lucy Smokeheart, eh? You don't look so fearsome to me." He spat on the floor at her feet.

"Fearsome is as fearsome does, gentlemen," she said, and then she kicked him in the groin. He howled and stumbled back. The other two fell on her, but their swords found nothing but empty air. 

She grabbed a tankard from the bar and took a quick swig, only to spit the liquid into the closer man's face. He dropped his cutlass and reeled backward, clutching at his stinging eyes. Then she struck the other one over the head with the empty vessel. He dropped to the floor. 

"Anyone else want to play?" Lucy cried.

Our lonesome man, the clean-shaven Englishman, tried to disappear into his drink. Alas for him, it did not work, and Lucy's attention fell upon him. "You," she said, and her eyes narrowed. She held the point of her cutlass to his neck, voice and hand unwavering. "You're Bald-Chinned Bill. You served on Captain Carver's ship, the Sunbird." 

He whimpered. "No, no, miss, you've got the wrong man! Spare me! I — I didn't even try to fight you, and I don't mean no harm! I don't know nothing!"

"Don't lie to me!" She grabbed him by the throat and leaned in close, her teeth flashing in the lamplight as she smiled. "Tell me everything you know about his last voyage," she said. "Or I'll kill you right here."

Bill panted and clenched his hands. "OK, OK, I'll tell you!" he said. "Just… not here." His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. "The shadows have ears."

Lucy shrugged. "Fine, whatever." She flipped a coin to Gertie. "Sorry for the trouble, Mrs. Henderson," she said, too quiet to be overheard.

"Well, at least nothing important broke," Gertie said. "Stay safe, now!"

The daring captain strode out the door, Bill trotting meekly behind her. He paused at the threshold, looking out at the night, which as previously mentioned was quite dark. His lips grew pale. "Can we… can we bring a lamp along?"

Lucy rolled her eyes. "You have got to be kidding me. You served on Captain Carver's crew and you're afraid of the dark?"

"The shadows are everywhere," he said. His voice was barely audible.

"Move," Lucy told him. "I can protect you from any shadows."

He carefully weighed whether he was more afraid of Lucy Smokeheart or the looming darkness. It was a close call, but Lucy was right there with a cutlass, and the shadows, at least, hadn't yet caught up to him. Maybe. As far as he could tell. Probable death won over certain death, though, so he trotted meekly along beside Lucy toward the wharfs, scuttling between the islands of light around each street lamp as quickly as he could. 

Before long, a half-dozen sailors caught up with the pair, led by a red-bearded giant of a man. "Good show, mates," Lucy said, nodding in approval. "Nice touch with the yelping, Mordecai."

"Thanks, Captain," the red-bearded one replied, beard bristling with pleasure. "They'll be talking about that one for weeks, I bet."

Bill stopped dead. "Wait! These men were — fighting — back in the — these are your men?"

"Mmm. Mostly." Lucy grinned. "Rule number one of pirating: Reputation is everything. You want a reputation, you have to work at it a little. Now hurry up, there are tons of things I'm sure you're just dying to tell me."

***

The moon was low and bright over the ocean, the air heavy with the mingled scents of tar and low tide. (For those of you who have the pleasure of being unfamiliar, low tide has a distinctive bouquet of dead fish, rotting seaweed, and salt.) 

Lucy's ship, a dark, lean thing, bobbed up and down in the bay. It was completely festooned in flowers: Daisies braided in the lines, roses pinned to the sails, irises and lilies in every cannon and porthole.

Bald-Chinned Bill stared, mouth open, chin gleaming softly. "That's… that's not your ship, is it?" He asked doubtfully. "It's just, it's not very piratey. What with all those…. flowers. Um. —No offense!"

"None taken," Lucy said, staring at the wild floral display. "Pudding!" she bellowed. "Pudding! What the blazes happened here?"

A portly Irish lad scrambled to look over the ship's the side and peered out at Lucy rather mournfully. "Sorry, Captain," he said. "It's just… the Governor found us again."

Lucy strode up the gangplank and onto the deck. "Again? How does he know—look, just tell me what happened."  

Bald-Chinned Bill trailed behind, somewhat bewildered.

Pudding rubbed at his ear. "It was a whole team of florists, and we just couldn't stop them from boarding. We tried, I swear! But with you ashore, and Lia Feng out—"

Lucy's scowl grew even more fierce. "I thought I'd finally sent that windbag the right message after his last little surprise for me."

Pudding coughed politely. "Apparently the wound has only… what did it say…" He squinted at a thick sheaf of paper. "It 'fanned the flames of his devotion for you.'"

"Oh god. He… he sent a note?"

"A whole letter. Whopping one, too. Twenty-three pages this time!"

"He outdid himself, then. There's no… poetry, is there?"

Pudding looked upon her gravely. "I'm afraid so. Another eighteen pages of it."

Lucy groaned. "But he's not here, is he?" She twirled, glaring into every nook, searching for the Governor's telltale velvet coat.

"No! No. Definitely not." Pudding shifted from one foot to another.

She took a deep breath. "Get the crew to throw all of this overboard. The mermaids'll enjoy them, at least. They like flowers." She waved a hand at Bill. "Take this one belowdecks. He's the one I was looking for. I'll find Lia Feng and be down in a minute."

Pudding saluted crisply. "Aye, captain." He pulled at Bill's arm. "Welcome aboard the Relentless, mate."

"Thank you," said Bill, faintly.

***

Pudding helpfully provided Bill with a fresh lamp, and the smooth-chinned man huddled close to it in a cabin belowdecks as he waited for certain doom. Or for Lucy to come and question him, which seemed as much like doom as anything else just at the moment.

There were tiny octagonal mirrors and red satin tassels hung all around, and the faint, smoky scent of sandalwood. And shadows, of course, dancing along with the flame, flashing from one mirror to the next. Bill closed his eyes and whispered prayers to every god he'd ever heard of, and no few he made up on the spot.

At last Lucy arrived, accompanied by a stout woman with long, graying hair pinned up with ebony sticks. "This is Lia Feng, my quartermaster," Lucy said.

"Nice to meet you," Bill said. He held out his hand to shake, but Lia Feng crossed her arms and stared him down instead.

Lucy flopped onto Lia Feng's bed. "Right. Tell me about Captain Carver's ship," she said. "When did you join his crew?"

"Fall of last year," Bill said. "An old mate of mine said he were a good captain, and I'd walk away with my pockets full of gold in two years' time."

Lucy took in Bill's shabby ensemble. "And did you?"

"Nah," he said. "We was going to be rich, the Cap'n kept going on and on about his priceless treasure… but… just, it didn't work out so well."

Lia Feng rapped Bill on the head with her knuckles. "What happened to the ship and the treasure," she asked sharply. "Why are you not a rich man today?"

Bill rubbed his head. "It all went wrong," he said. "The treasure — I don't know how the captain got it for sure, but there were rumors. A few of the men say he stole it from a terrible sorcerer, and terrible… terrible things happened on that ship."

"What kind of terrible things?" Lucy asked.

"It were the shadows," Bill said. He stared into the lamp's trembling flame. "Men started to — to see things. And sometimes they'd… just… be… dead." 

"Where is the Sunbird now? Is Carver still alive?"

"Not sure, Cap'n Smokeheart. A lot of the men left, got spooked, I guess."

Lucy hissed through her teeth. "And you? You were one such coward?"

"Never!" Bill pleaded. "I'd go with Cap'n Carver to the ends of the earth! Even sail straight over the edge of the world, if I had to! But he gave me a job of work to do in case anything happened to him, and it weren't a job I could do on board."

"Well? What was it?" Lucy prodded him.

Bill squinched up his face. "Why are you so interested, anyhow?"

Lia Feng scowled. "It is a family matter," she said.

Bill regarded Lucy with new eyes. "Family?" He rubbed his palms slowly back and forth over his threadbare knees. "We-e-ell," he said, "The men didn't reckon that the captain had any proper family, but once when he were sick with the Guinea Fever he said — he said his… his sister..." He paused for a moment as his inadequate brain ticked its way toward the next conclusion.

"You!" Bill exclaimed, leaping up. "I should have seen it before! Your eyes — your nose — you could be his… his… sister."

"No kidding," Lucy said. 

Bill hesitated, then he reached into his satchel. "In that case," he said, "I think I have something that was meant for you."

Bill handed Lucy a small bundle tightly wrapped in layers of oilskin.

She opened it, gently. Inside was a journal bound in leather, its pages soaked in salt and yellowed by the sun, but still legible. It was filled with sketches, tiny maps and diagrams, cramped and inelegant writing. She traced a line with her forefinger.

"It's his," she said softly. "This was my brother's."

Bill nodded soberly. "He asked me to give it to someone," he said. "'A nice lass, name of Lucy,' he told me. But when I went to find her in—"

"He doesn't know I've taken to the seas," Lucy interrupted hastily. "He thinks I'm still — it doesn't matter. So you went to find me and I wasn't there."

"Aye, but the shadows were. I left as quick as I could and I been moving from place to place ever since, hoping to keep ahead of 'em."

"Why are they after you?" Lia Feng asked. "You do not have the treasure, do you?"

"No," Bill said. "But the book knows where Cap'n Carver buried it."

Lucy bent to read a page by the dim light. "I can't make it out," she frowned. "What is this?"

"T'were all in codes and riddles," Bill said. "So anybody who stole it weren't able to read it, but just himself." The shadows in the corners of the room twitched and loomed. "Do ye think," he asked nervously, "That we could get another lamp in here?"

Lia Feng scowled. "You are afraid of the dark?" she asked.

"It's not just the dark," Bill said, plaintive. "The shadows can—"

A long hand of darkness stretched out from the wall and slid over his mouth, then another tightened around his chest, holding him in place. Bill's eyes bulged as he squirmed and kicked, but he could not escape its grasp.

Another limb lengthened and fell across the table. Lia Feng leapt backward and uttered a few sharp oaths in several languages.

Lucy snatched a mirror off the cabin wall and angled it so the light from the single lamp reflected onto Bill's mouth. The arm of shadow dissolved at once. Bill took in a deep breath. "Watch out," he cried, "They'll take your—"

Lucy flinched as the freezing fingers of darkness crept across her face. Then she couldn't breathe. It was like someone had covered her mouth and nose with wax. She tried to claw the shadow away, but there was nothing there for her to touch. Just when her vision was turning red at the edges, though, the shadow released her.

The three stared at one another, breathless and still. Lia Feng was the first to speak. "Where is the book?" she asked.

Lucy laid a hand on the table, where the book had been. There was nothing there now.

Bald-Chinned Bill grimaced. "They took it," he said. "There's no getting it back now."

Lucy's eyes narrowed. "Nobody steals something from me and gets away with it," she said. "Who is behind these shadows? You must have an idea."

Bill shrank into his chair. "I don't know who." 

Lia Feng stepped toward him and raised a threatening hand. 

"It's true!" Bill cried. "I don't, I don't know who sends the shadows. But…" he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. "I might know where."

Lucy bounded up to the main deck, dragging Bill behind by his wrist. Pudding was tossing armfuls of fragrant blossoms into the bay. 

"It's time to set sail," Lucy told him. "Bill here will show you where to go."

***

Lucy surveyed the island through her telescope. It was unremarkable, as islands went. The ocean nibbled at its wide beach; beyond that were mountains, green with jungle. On the southerly end, a steep cliff fell straight to the ocean. There were no docks nor wharves to be seen. Seagulls hopped along the beach pecking at the sand. Beyond that, the island was deathly still.

She snapped the telescope shut with a frown and turned to Bill. "What's so special about this place?" she asked him.

He scratched at his mutton chops reluctantly. "I don't really know," he admitted. "But this… this is where it all started."

"This is where the shadows started troubling the Sunbird." Lucy squinted at the island again. "Why here?"

"Maybe there's a shaman living here, or a witch," Mordecai said. "From the sound of it, those shadows are right black magic."

Lia Feng nodded thoughtfully. "Perhaps this is the home of a powerful magician, and your brother offered him some terrible offense," she said. "We must be very careful, Smokeheart."

"Pudding, I'm going ashore in a longboat, mind the ship while I'm away," Lucy said. "Mordecai, Baldy, Lia Feng, get ready to go ashore."

Before long, several sailors were swiftly rowing the longboat toward the beach. "What should we expect to find here, mate?" Mordecai asked. 

"I didn't come along when we were here before," Bill said, nervous. "I don't know."

"Look!" Lia Feng nodded at the beach, where a tattered fishing net lay half submerged in the surf. "People have been here."

"You're right," Lucy said. She pointed to the horizon, where a trickle of smoke had begun from someplace deep inland. "And it looks like that's where we'll find them."

The longboat nudged the sand. Lucy splashed over the side and toward the tree line. "Maybe there's a trail." Mordecai followed her without hesitation. A moment later, Bill, too, jumped out of the boat and began wading to shore.

"Stay close by and watch for us," Lia Feng told the remaining oarsmen. "We should be back by sundown."

***

As it happens, there was no trail through the jungle from the beach, though there was a churn of footprints through the sand leading to an impenetrable mass of vines and banana plants.

The group had a terse discussion, trying to figure out if the best way forward was through the growth, or trying to circle around to find a trail somewhere. "Whoever set that fire has to come to shore sometimes to fish, mates," Mordecai said. "There has to be a path somewhere."

Lia Feng scowled, as was her way. "Going around looking for it could take hours!"

"Better than being eaten by… whatever lives in that jungle. Snakes. Tigers. Cannibals!" Bill shivered. A bird shrieked from somewhere deep in the foliage.

"Cannibals?" Lucy brightened. "You think the smoke is from cannibals? I've never met a cannibal before!"

Bill hung back and placed a bewildered hand on Mordecai's elbow. "She's not… serious, is she? About wanting to meet a cannibal?"

Mordecai roared with laughter. "Of course she is! Our girl Lucy's a wild one."

Lia Feng and Lucy continued the search for a trail. "There has to be a way through, if only for wild animals," Lucy said. As if on cue, a monkey shyly peered out from behind a palm frond. He was a tiny thing with enormous eyes. "Hey there, little guy!" Lucy held out a hand.

The monkey hooted and leaped onto Lucy's shoulder. She rubbed the soft fur on his head with one finger. "You want to be friends?" The monkey bobbed his head and looked soulfully at her. "You want a snack?" She fished a little dried apple from her pouch and fed it to him.

"Not wild. He has a collar," Lia Feng said, and indeed, the monkey did. It was a thin strip of red leather with a brass tag hanging from it. Lucy tried to get a good look at the tag to see if there was any writing on it, but the monkey would have none of it. He darted from her arm to the top of her head, then down her back.

"Come on, fella, I just want to see where you belong!" Lucy grappled with the tiny thing, finally getting a solid grasp on its tail.

It screeched and bit her thumb. "Ow! You little traitor!" Lucy shook him off her back and stuck her thumb in her mouth. It scampered back to its perch among the palm fronds, then vanished into the jungle.

That's when the crew noticed the little boy staring at them solemnly from further down the beach. "Ahoy," he said, gravely. He was about waist-high, clad mainly in shells and strips of animal hide. He carried a basket mostly full of fresh-caught fish.

"Ahoy," Lucy said, with as much gravitas as she could muster, which wasn't a lot, as she had very recently had her thumb in her mouth. She bowed in an effort to salvage a little more dignity.

Lia Feng smiled kindly, which was perhaps more frightening than her usual scowls, and squatted down to be eye-level with the boy. "Where do you live?" she asked the boy. "Can you take us to your village?"

He shrugged. "I guess so," he said. "Follow me." He trotted away down the shore.

"I told you!" crowed Mordecai. "Around, around to avoid the dangerous beasties and poison snakes!"

"Shut up," Lia Feng told him, scowling. He did.

***

The path to the village was, it turned out, just around a bend in the coast. A spring trickled to the ocean, and the party followed the boy upstream until they hit upon a small group of thatched huts huddled together in a meadow. Poles driven into the ground all around the village's perimeter held burnt-out torches. 

Bill hung back in the jungle. "What if they are cannibals?" he whispered. "How do we know we're safe?"

"We are no cowards," said Mordecai. "We are warriors and pirates!"

Bill wilted slightly. "I suppose," he said.

The boy ran straight to a woman near the edge of the village, who was sitting on a woven mat peeling cassava. "Mom! Mom! I brought visitors!" he shouted, suddenly exuberant.

"I see that," the woman said. She stood with a clatter from her necklaces. She was a tall woman with serious eyebrows and long hair in multiple plaits. She looked over the surprise guests. "Sailors," she said, resigned. "I don't suppose you brought anything to trade?"

"No," Lucy said. "We're not merchants—"

"—not right now—" Lia Feng interjected hastily.

"—we're just here looking for someone." Lucy smiled. "Do you know anything at all about—"

Lia Feng stepped on Lucy's foot to get her to stop talking, then waved around the perimeter of the village. "You have too many torches for such a small tribe," she said. "Why is that?"

The woman pressed her lips together. "It's to keep the dark at bay," she said. "Bad things can happen in the dark."

"Shadows," Lucy said, her eyes glowing. "We've had a run-in with them ourselves. Where do they come from? Who commands them? Do you know?"

That's when the woman spotted Bald-Chinned Bill lurking behind a stand of fern trees just outside the village. "You," the woman said. "I remember you!" She strode over, her belt clacking angrily, and gripped Bill by the throat. "How dare you show your face here?"

Lucy looked on with interest. "I thought you said you didn't come ashore last time, Baldy."

"I— I didn't think I—" Bill gasped.

The woman tightened her grasp. Bill began to emit a horrible gagging sound. "He was here. But perhaps he does not remember. He was as drunk as the moon, and twice as stupid."

"I can believe it," Lia Feng said, nodding thoughtfully.

The woman turned to Lucy. "Does this man belong to you?"

Lucy mulled over this for a while. "Does he? Well, he came here on my ship, but I don't own him, he doesn't even really work for me…"

The woman sniffed with contempt. "He did wrong," she said. "He should pay for what he has done." She nodded toward her son. "Go get Ubutu. Hurry, now!"

She showed Bill her teeth. "He is our chief," she said. "He will make sure that you suffer for what you did!"

"What the devil did you do, Baldy?" Lucy asked him.

Bill quivered with terror. "I don't know!" he said. "I don't remember anything!"

The chief arrived, sauntering behind the little boy. He trailed an enormous cloud of smoke from an equally enormous cigar. "Welcome!" he boomed. "What have we here? Oria, do we feasting tonight with these strangers?"

The woman, Oria, delivered a scowl that would have done even Lia Feng proud. She released Bill and turned her angry gaze upon the chief. "Remember the Sunbird?" she said, hands on her hips. "This man was one of them!"

Ubutu lowered his cigar and blew a long stream of smoke toward the sky. "Fantastic," he said. "My day is looking up!"

Oria jabbed Bill in the chest with a long finger. "They insulted your honor! They stole your food! They were terrible guests, and this cannot be forgiven! What are you going to do about it?"

"We could cook them and eat them for punishment," Ubutu said mildly. "Is that what you're looking for?"

"You really are cannibals!" Lucy said delightedly. She clapped her hands. "Tell me, what—"

Lia Feng tugged on her sleeve. "Not now," she murmured. "Be ready."

"We can't let those people walk all over us," Oria insisted. "You must do something!"

Ubutu rubbed his thumb along his nose. "Fine, fine. We'll put them to trial. We needed something fun to do this afternoon, anyway."

"Trial?" Bill asked, nervous.

"What kind of trial?" Lia Feng asked. Her eyebrows made a flat, low line.

Oria shooed the little boy. "Go get the drummers ready," she said. Her eyes were afire with excitement. "And then tell your aunts and uncles to get the snakes ready, and the bamboo. And the coals. And don't forget the very biggest cooking pot!"

The boy nodded and scurried away.

"So this sounds like it'll be fun," Lucy said brightly. "Right, guys?"

Mordecai nudged Bill in the ribs, knocking the smaller man off balance. "See? That's our Captain for you!"

***

Oria and Ubutu shepherded the pirate crew through the center of the village and out to a clearing on the other side, which was a hubbub of impromptu construction and prop assembly. The villagers had constructed a rickety tower of bamboo, easily sixty feet tall. One worker lashed a long tube of bamboo to another with a fiber, tying off a knot with his teeth. Another carefully climbed down from the top, while three more held the structure steady.

The tower stood close to the jungle's edge, at the far end of a bed of simmering coals about twelve feet long and six feet wide. As they watched, a villager fanned ashes away with a banana leaf. A gout of flame erupted, then died down. 

Closest to where the pirate crew stood was an altar of weathered, grayish stone. It was a squat thing, low to the ground and flat on top. Once it had been ornately carved, but weather and moss had eaten away at the details; now it had pleasantly round but completely indecipherable features. An unremarkable leather sack writhed upon the altar.

Drummers began to pound out an intricate rhythm. The villagers settled comfortably onto mats, cushions, and hammocks and began passing out snacks and drinks. The boy who had found them on the beach took a coconut from his mother and slurped noisily at its straw.

Ubutu held his arms high and addressed his people. "We are here to see if these strangers should be punished or forgiven for their crimes against us! The spirits will be our judge!" The crowd cheered enthusiastically.

"I still want to know what crimes," Bill whined.

"Wait," Lia Feng said. "Only this one has been here before." She shoved Bill forward. "Why should all of us suffer for his crimes?"

Ubutu nodded magnanimously. "Fair enough," he said, with a puff from his cigar for emphasis. "We'll let the rest of you sit this one out."

Bill shook so hard his teeth rattled. "W-what do I have to do?" he asked.

Ubutu threw an arm around Bill's shoulders and squeezed him in an avuncular fashion. "You have to take the amulet from inside that sack of snakes — there, see it? Don't let them bite you — and then travel across the bed of coals to climb the tower and put the amulet on the idol. Got it?"

"Are the snakes… poisonous?"

"Of course!"

Bill fainted.

The villagers booed. "Oh, come on," Ubutu said. He prodded at Bill, but the smooth-chinned fellow was out cold.

Oria turned resolutely to the other pirates. "One of you must take his place," she said. "Who will it be?"

Lucy stepped forward. "I got this," she said. "Snakes, coals, tower, amulet. Is that everything?"

"There are more instructions," Ubutu said, "But we'll get to that when the time comes. You're ready?"

"Sure!" Lucy said. She stretched a little. "Let's get the show on the road!"

"Hold up just a minute," the chief said. "I want to put on some popcorn for this."

***

Lucy stepped up to the altar where the sack of snakes was located. She prodded the thick leather thoughtfully with a cautious finger, then untied the thong that held the top closed. A red-striped snake poked its triangle-shaped head out and tasted the air with its tongue. "Go on," Lucy told it.

The snake slid out of the sack and down the far side of the altar. There were shrieks from the crowd as onlookers scuttled far out of biting rage, but the snake was disinterested in their antics. It slithered steadily away, finally disappearing into the jungle.

In his hammock, Ubutu frowned.

Lucy gently shook a bottom corner of the sack to dislodge more snakes. A twist of them came out, and she sprang back out of biting range, waiting for them, too, to make their leisurely way back home.

After several minutes, the snakes had all dispersed, leaving behind only the empty leather sack and a green-feathered amulet. Lucy grabbed the amulet and held it up high for the audience. "Got it," she said. 

The villagers booed and stamped their feet on the ground. The pirate crew (except for Bill, who was still unaware of breaking events) cheered raucously.

"That's not how you're supposed to do it," Ubutu said, bounding up from his hammock. "You're supposed to try to grab it out of the mouths of the snakes!"

"You didn't say that," Lucy said. "So it still counts, right?" She shoved the amulet in her pocket.

"I guess so," he groused.

"Now on to the coals?" Lucy looked down at her bare feet. "Would have been a good day to wear shoes, huh?"

"We wouldn't have let you wear them anyway," Ubutu soothed her. "And there are a few more conditions you should know about, too." He steered her toward the coals. "You need a blindfold, because it is an affront to the fire spirits to look upon them." 

Lucy nodded amiably. "Fair enough." She took the strip of blue cotton from him and tied it around her own eyes.

"And one more thing," added Ubutu. "You need these." He shoved a trio of coconuts into her arms.

"What? Why?"

"It's symbolic," Ubutu said. "Oh, and—"

Lucy lifted the blindfold from one eye to look at him. "There's more?"

"You are forbidden to hold all three coconuts at one time once you step onto the coals," Ubutu said. "It is an affront to the fire spirits." A nearby villager snorted into her drink.

Lucy pulled the blindfold back down. "Right. Hot coals, blindfolded, coconuts. Are you done yet?"

Ubutu scratched at his belly. "I think… yeah, I think that's everything." He wandered back to his place to watch.

Lucy stood at the edge of the bed of coals for a moment, weighing a coconut in one hand. She tossed it up and caught it a few times, getting a feel for how it moved through the air. Then she threw the coconut into the bed of coals, just a few feet ahead of where she stood. For a long moment she stood motionless. Then she sprang forward, landing on the coconut, poised carefully on a single foot. She could feel the intense heat radiating from mere inches away.

The crowd gasped and murmured.

She repeated the action: tossing a coconut just a short way ahead, then leaping onto her other foot. Its hairy shell was rough under her toes. She perched there, ankle shaking, trying to catch her balance. Her makeshift stepping stone shifted a little deeper into the coals, tipping her precariously forward. 

In a single fluid motion, Lucy lobbed the last coconut. In two ground-eating bounds, she leapt to the last coconut, and straight on to the cool ground at the far end of the coals. She took off the blindfold. "Piece of cake," she boasted.

The coconuts burst into flames behind her. The crowd jeered and sent for more snacks.

Ubutu shook his head. "You're no fun at all," he said. "You're supposed to bring the coconuts to the other side with you. Juggling!"

"You didn't say that!"

"I shouldn't have to say that! You're supposed to know how it works!"

Lucy tsked. "You can't expect a foreigner to come in and be familiar with your rituals and customs," she said. "It still counts!"

Ubutu puffed his cheeks out. "I guess," he said at last. The hammock swayed beneath him.

"So for the last part I have to climb the tower? And put the amulet on an idol?"

Ubutu nodded. "That's about the size of it."

"And…?" Lucy crossed her arms.

"Oh, the kids will be shooting at you with their bows and arrows," Ubutu said. "But don't worry, the arrows aren't too sharp. And most of them are terrible shots."

"What?!"

Ubutu settled deeper into his hammock. "Better hurry!"

While they were talking, Oria's son had put down his drink and readied himself for a little shooting. He took careful aim at Lucy, then loosed. The arrow whiffed by her ear. Hastily, she turned to the tower and pulled herself up a few rungs. 

Another arrow struck her in the knee and bounced away harmlessly. She scrambled up a few more feet, then looked down to see if she was out of range of the village children's archery practice. 

She was not. Another two arrows whizzed by, one just grazing her ribs. She shimmied up a pole. The children lowered their bows, finally unable to reach her. Lucy paused and stuck her tongue out at them.

The entire tower creaked and listed dangerously to the side. Lucy crabbed her way to the opposite side of the tower and threw her weight to the side, trying to keep the tower steady. It creaked again and slowly shifted to lean in the other direction.

"Just go up!" Lia Feng shouted to her. "Before it all comes apart!"

As if to prove her right, the piece of bamboo Lucy was standing on snapped under her weight. She held fast to the crossbar above her with her hands, then lifted her feet to hook her knees around the pole, too. The amulet hung half out of her pocket. For a brief moment, Lucy hung upside-down.

"Watch the amulet, Captain!" Mordecai called. "Don't let it—"

It fell, of course. Lucy caught it with a snap of her wrist, then swung herself up to the last level of the tower. The whole structure shivered.

The villagers held their breaths, as did the pirate crew.

At last Lucy stood triumphantly atop the tower, prepared to place the amulet in its designated spot. Except — "Where is the idol?" she called down to the chief. "There's nothing up here! Did someone forget?"

"No," Ubutu called back, grinning. "It's over there!" He waved into the jungle.

Lucy looked carefully into the trees. There was a giant stone idol located just at the edge of the jungle. It was an elaborately carved thing, easily as big as a man, all of it head.

"You have to throw the amulet onto the idol!" Ubutu said. Then his grin grew even wider. "You like throwing things, right?"

Lucy sighed, then eyed the distance between the tower and the idol. She licked a finger and stabbed the air to get a feeling for the wind. She threw the amulet.

It hung in the air, feathers askew, for just an instant. It hit the idol's head and bounced away.

Lucy dropped her forehead into her hand. "After all that," she grumbled.

There was a flash of movement from far below; a scrap of fur and a glint of light off brass. A small monkey climbed up the idol and placed the amulet carefully in its proper place.

Lucy slid down the swaying tower, laughing as she went. She strutted over to Ubutu's hammock, back straight, heels jaunty. "I did it!" she said. "Look, the amulet is exactly where you said to put it!"

"I said you should put it there," Ubutu said, his eyes narrowed. "Your monkey did it!"

"It's not my monkey," Lucy protested.

"Well a monkey, anyway! It helped you, so you cheated!"

"You didn't say a monkey couldn't help! Consider it an act of god. Or gods. Spirits?"

"But I said you had to do it, and you are not a monkey!"

"So we're cooking them, then?" Oria said hopefully. "The biggest pot should be hot enough in just another minute!"

"You think we'd make an easy treat? Think again!" Lucy put up her fists, and her crew followed suit (well, still except Bill, anyway). "We've played along so far, but don't think we'll go out without a fight!"

Ubutu's face contorted in a terrifying fashion. His lip curled up. He tried to smooth his face back into its stern lines, but it was too late. He snorted, then he chuckled, and finally he bawled with laughter.

He fell off his hammock and lay sprawled on the ground for a time. "No, no, we've just been messing with you," he said at last, wiping tears from his eyes. He heaved himself back into the hammock. "When the Sunbird was here the lot of them got stupid drunk, stole five of our best machetes, tore all the thatch off our longhouse, and… well, you can't blame us for wanting a little fun."

Oria giggled. "Damn tourists ruin everything."

"We can blame you all we wish," muttered Lia Feng, who was not fond of pranks.

Lucy took a deep breath. "Look, we didn't come here asking for trouble with you," she said. "We're just after information about those shadows. Is there a... magician on this island? A witch doctor or shaman or something?"

The chief rolled his eyes. "You white people, always trying to blame the townies for black magic," he said. "My people have nothing to do with that. You brought the darkness with you."

"I didn't," huffed Lia Feng.

"Well who in particular in behind these shadows? You know about them, obviously."

"What with the torches," Mordecai chipped in.

"It's the sorcerer," Ubutu said. "Over on the other side of the island. We usually stay out of each other's way, but… better safe than sorry."

"How do we find this sorcerer?" Lucy asked eagerly.

"There's a trail through the jungle," Ubutu said. "Just head south."

Mordecai smirked. "Of course there's a trail!"

"It will be getting dark soon," Oria said. "I would never go there after dark, if I were you."

Lucy nodded thoughtfully. "Mordecai, Lia Feng, get Bill back to the Relentless," she said, "and have her swing around toward the south of the island. I'll signal to you if I need you for anything."

"Aye, Captain," Mordecai said.

Lucy bowed to the chief and assembled villagers one last time. "Now if you'll forgive me," she said, "It's been a lot of fun, but I have a sorcerer to visit before sundown."

***

Lucy wound her way along the trail, up into the gentle mountains. It smelled rich and wet and green, and everywhere she looked was another spectacular blossom or bright-winged bird. A thousand insects sang love songs as the day cooled toward sunset and the evening breeze picked up.

Finally she came upon a rambling hacienda looking over the ocean. It was all wrought iron flourishes and Spanish tile. Once upon a time, someone had hacked away at the jungle in order to build the thing; the jungle had long since hacked its way back again, and the place was a teeming ecosystem of vines and fronds and creepy-crawlies.

A woman was pruning a rose bush twined around the entrance. She was wide in the hips, blonde, and very sunburnt. Little pieces of peeling skin curled up from her nose and shoulders.

"Hello," she called, without turning around. "One moment, I'll be right with you." She lopped a last few blackened roses off the bush, then turned to Lucy, mopping her upper lip with a white cloth. "In the north we don't have the heat like this," she apologized. 

"Oh, are you from Canada?" Lucy asked.

"Swedish," the woman snapped. "Manners, manners. The proper way to start a conversation is with introductions! I'm Ilsa Jurgensdotter. And you'd be Lucy Smokeheart then?"

"I am." Lucy blinked for a moment. "How did you—"

Ilsa smiled kindly. "You're very famous! Word spreads, you know."

"Well... look, there's supposed to be some kind of sorcerer living around here, do you know anything about that?"

"A sorcerer, you say?"

"A dark one," Lucy said ominously. "The kind who deals in shadows and unpleasant visions. Possibly had an important item stolen not long ago. So! Any sorcerers about?"

"There is only one sorcerer on this island," Ilsa said.

Lucy brightened. "Well that's sure to be the right one, then," she said. "Where is he?"

Ilsa scowled. "One does not simply walk into a sorcerer's home," she said. "It is not done."

"Well then what is done?" Lucy asked.

"Come in for dinner," Ilsa said. "I have some lovely fish, and a little sauerkraut. And… have you ever had ice cream?"

"What's that?" Lucy asked, trailing Ilsa into the house.

"Oh, are you in for a treat!"

***



The hacienda was dim and cool inside, and very grand. A well-lit chandelier hung above the main hall, and a gracious stairway curved up to other parts of the house. A curious layer of mist swirled around their ankles as they walked. "It's from all the ice," Ilsa explained. "I couldn't bear to live here, otherwise."

"How do you have that much ice? Is it the sorcerer's work?"

"Mmm," Ilsa nodded. "Yes, definitely."

"When can I meet him? Are you his housekeeper? Or — begging your pardon, are you Mrs. Sorcerer?"

"I am the sorcerer, stupid girl!" Ilsa snapped. She quickly smoothed the temper away from her face. "But my dear, you've come all this way, let's have a chat over dinner, shall we?"

She clapped her hands twice, and a monkey appeared; a tiny one with a red collar around its neck. It avoided looking at Lucy. "Make the table ready," Ilsa told him. "Two for dinner." The monkey loped away.

Ilsa turned to Lucy. "You will stay for dinner, won't you? I promise I won't poison you or anything like that. We're just two friends enjoying a nice meal."

"I suppose," Lucy said, cautious. The two walked into the dining room. It was decorated with bright paint; an open archway led to a balcony overlooking the ocean. 

"Sit, sit," urged Ilsa. They sat at a glass-topped wicker table covered with little dishes of fish, mayonnaise, mustard, sauerkraut, dark bread, and other treats; as they settled across from one another, the monkey delivered even more food. Lucy nibbled at some fish dipped in mustard, found it to her liking, and took a good deal more.

"So you're here about your brother's journal, I imagine," Ilsa said.

Lucy nodded and mumbled through her stuffed mouth. "Yes, of course." A long, furry tail brushed across her calf. Lucy reached down under the table surreptitiously and found a small, warm paw in her hand.

"As it happens, your brother took something very important from me. A… a family heirloom. I'd like it back. But the journal… well, you know. It's in code." Ilsa leaned back in her wicker chair. "You will help me, of course," she said. "We will help each other! We can find this treasure of your brother's, like friends! Crewmates! And then we will share it."

"Mmm," Lucy said, noncommittal. Beneath the table, a tiny paw had pressed something smooth and flat and heavy into her hand. Lucy caressed the oilskin with her thumb, and schooled her face to give nothing away.

Ilsa waved a quelling hand. "Don't worry, I am not greedy, I would never demand an even split," she said. "I care nothing for money, I want only one small thing from the treasure. One tiny thing! It is so insignificant, so worthless, you would never miss it, I swear you would not!"

"I think," Lucy said, "that I'd rather find it on my own." Her lips quirked up into her usual grin, just for a second.

"Without the book?" Ilsa scoffed. "Impossible!"

"Maybe," Lucy said, nodding gravely. She looked out over the balcony, where the sun was setting on the ocean. The shadows grew taller and darker with every moment. "But… maybe not," Lucy said. She flashed a grin at Ilsa. "Thank you for the food," she said. "Your cooking is delicious."

She gripped the book as tight as she could, ran three long steps to the balcony, and vaulted to the cliffside below.




***

The shadows followed immediately after, and then a hot weight struck the back of Lucy's head, and little paws clung to her hair. Lucy scrambled blindly forward toward the cliff's edge. She got her bearings at the edge of the precipice, taking in all at once the steep drop into the ocean, the shadows sliding toward her, and, blessedly, the Relentless anchored not too far out at sea.

She grasped the book to her chest and dove over the edge. When she hit the waves, the shadows moved along the ocean floor, unable to reach her. She bobbed back up and kicked her way toward the Relentless. The monkey screeched in terror from its perch upon her shoulders.

She made good speed. Soon Pudding threw her a rope and helped her clamber over the side. "You all right, Captain?" he asked.

"Fine," Lucy said, "Just wet." The monkey clung to Lucy's neck and shivered.

"Did you get the book?" Lia Feng asked.

"Sure did," Lucy said. She presented the oilskin-wrapped bundle out with a flourish. "It's all here, men. We'll find my brother and get rich all in one go!"

The crew broke into rousing cheers. "Grog, grog!" Mordecai called. "Time to celebrate!"

"Not so fast," Ilsa said. Through some trick of light and shadow, she took shape in a dark space in the rigging.  Her shadow image smiled. "I can see we will come to no agreement," she said. "If you won't give me your help, then I'll at least make sure you cannot get in my way." 

Her fingers began to weave an intricate pattern. A cold wind cut through the ship, leaving hoarfrost on every beam and plank. Pudding recoiled from the suddenly-icy cannon at his back.

The wind ripped the book from Lucy's fingers, and then the bundle of papers shredded apart. The wind whipped the pages up and around in a flurry toward the clouds.

"There we go," Ilsa said cheerfully. Then, "I do believe this concludes our business together," she said with a polite nod. "Have a nice day." Her shadow dissolved, leaving behind only ordinary ropes and sails.

Then the whirlwind ripped itself apart, each page flying in a separate direction. Lucy flung her hand into the tornado of pages, but only caught one before they were out of reach of the Relentless. As Lucy touched the page, the paper flamed into white light. She felt a quick, searing pain in her palm. The paper vanished entirely. She winced and looked to see how badly she was injured.

Her skin was unharmed, but a pattern once traced in ink on paper had instead settled into her skin. She rubbed at the marks with one finger, but they did not smear or fade. She was as surely marked as if she had been tattooed.

[image: Image]

"The pieces," Lia Feng said, "They leave their ink wherever they fall."

"Then we'll retrieve all of them and put the book back together," Lucy said. "We'll find the treasure and we'll find my brother if it's the last thing I ever do. I swear it."

"And I," Lia Feng said.

"Me, too," Pudding said.

"But how can we even get those other pieces?" Mordecai asked. "They're gone on the wind. It's a fool's errand."

Lucy stared at the flock of paper fragments now fluttering in all directions over the horizon. "Set sail," she said. "We're going to visit the Governor."
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Well! That was fun, wasn't it? But let's not stop the good times yet! The Daring Adventures of Captain Lucy Smokeheart is a year-long adventure told in monthly ebook installments. But it's also a treasure hunt and a joyful collaboration.

Each episode has a puzzle embedded in it; if you solve every puzzle, you'll be able to work out where the treasure is hidden at the end of the year. In reading this episode, you may have noticed an image. It is… that very puzzle!

Visit http://lucysmokeheart.com/solve to take the next steps toward the hidden treasure. While you're there, maybe sign up for the mailing list so you'll be notified when the next episode becomes available, too?

But don't stop there! Did you see that part about a 'joyful collaboration'? Lucy Smokeheart is an experiment in adaptive storytelling — in call-and-response. I've planted a seed, but audience feedback is going to shape what kind of tree grows from it. 

Love or hate a character, a subplot, a setting? Something you wish was in the story or you wish you never had to read about again? Want the puzzles to be easier, or harder? Let me know! I'll be modifying Lucy according to your responses to make this the funnest, rompiest, most daring pirate adventure that ever was.

Join in the conversation about this episode at http://lucysmokeheart.com/blog — or if you'd like to reach out to me privately, you can email lucysmokeheart@gmail.com or look for me on Twitter. I'm @andrhia. It's very nice to meet you.
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I thought about putting my official bio in here. "Andrea Phillips is an award-winning transmedia writer, game designer, and author, blah blah blah." 

But that would be boring for both of us, wouldn't it? And anyway, you've bought into Lucy Smokeheart, which means you've become very, very special to me. You deserve more than a few dry paragraphs about my professional accomplishments. 

Oh, sure, I suppose I should tell you a few official things, like how my book A Creator's Guide to Transmedia Storytelling was published by McGraw-Hill in June 2012. I could bury you with lists of awards I've won and impressive projects I've worked on. If you're into that kind of thing, you should just visit my website, Deus Ex Machinatio. (Or andreaphillips.com, if you'd rather. It all goes to the same place.) That's where I keep all of my official business stuff. 

Stick around while you're there, though! I blog about games, culture, feminism, movies, and sometimes work in progress or newly launched.

If it's me personally you're curious about, though, then here are five things about me people tend to think are kind of interesting:

My eyes really are that color, but my hair is not. 

My mother was a bomber mechanic and my dad was a social worker. 

I lived in the Philippine Islands for several years as a young girl and can still sing the San Miguel Beer jingle in Tagalog. 

I never quite outgrew being afraid of the dark, so when I'm in a hotel alone, I sleep with the bathroom light on.

People have been telling me I should be a writer when I grow up since I was in the fifth grade. 

Annnnnd that about wraps this up. Hope you're having fun with The Daring Adventures of Captain Lucy Smokeheart. See you next month!
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