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Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate
Chapter Three: “The Friar of Briar Island,” Part One
by Johne Cook
The story so far...   

Cooper Flynn uncovered and defeated a Qantiin assassin on the island of Patience Bay, but not before losing his best friend, Sandle.  Flynn fled in the teeth of a storm to put some distance between himself and the assassins’ guild that now has a life-long contract on his head, and has spent two years on the run out on the open ocean, living off his inheritance and his wits.  Now seventeen, Flynn finds himself floating through life.  All that is about to change...
T

here’s nothing like dozing on the deck of a small boat in big water. Cooper Flynn was enjoying the privilege of youth, literally floating along in his life, when he sensed a distant thump, more of a concussion than anything. He was just beginning to wonder what that could be when water erupted with a thunderclap in a 20-foot geyser off his starboard bow.

His eyes snapped open and he sat up and looked around, trying frantically to get his bearings, suddenly feeling very foolish.

He was assailed by multiple waves of shocking information. To begin with, instead of wide-open waters, there were tall green islands and some jagged reefs coming up quickly in front of The Lone Wolf. He looked behind him and the news was even worse back there. Instead of being alone, he saw a large warship entirely too close for comfort. 

Not only that, the ship was flying the signature green flag of the Sylvan Navy. 

Flynn’s fleeting good humor vanished entirely, engulfed by cold dread. It was said that Haddirron sailors caught by Sylvans became slaves, keeping their thumbs but losing their toes. He had no intention of being someone’s captive without his full array of digits.

There were too many decisions to make and no time to work through it all. Think. He noticed that the warship wasn’t alone and appeared to be riding herd on three docile merchantmen. Hmmm... He had the beginnings of an idea and turned around to see where he was going. He was coming right up on the entry to the Volcanal and realized that he was going to have to make a choice almost immediately—heave to port and go up the straits, or veer to starboard and get out of the shipping lanes and off the beaten lanes into Cyl-knows how many little islands.

Flynn grinned, released the leather strap from the rudder, and steered The Lone Wolf hard to starboard, heading toward a couple of specks in the distance, avoiding the tricky reefs off the Volcanal. As he made his break, the warship fired one last cannon ball but they were well away by now and Flynn breathed a sigh of relief as the Sylvan man o’ war slid back astern and continued escorting its charges up the narrow straits.

Flynn picked an island at random and made port later that afternoon at the tiny island of Parrot Bay, closest of two islands south of the Volcanal. Flynn intended to take it slow, sensing that he had been on his own long enough to warrant caution as he went about picking up the trail of his friend’s killer. 

As they say, “Good intentions and two coins will buy you a mug of rum.”

#

Flynn tied the The Lone Wolf at a slip, stretched, shouldered his rucksack, and followed his nose toward the scent of meat roasting on a spit somewhere inland, staggering just a little as he re-acquired his land-legs. Ah, Civilization, thought Flynn as he looked around at the humble little village with its jumbled fishing nets, oars, and thatch huts. Such as it is, he amended.

His nose lured him to a small market that had open stalls and locals selling fish, pastries and breads, fresh fruits, and various meats on metal poles suspended over a business-like little fire. He stopped and dug out a coin for a flaky pastry topped with candied fruit while eyeing the meat for later. The dripping juices flaring up in the flames below made his mouth water.

He saw a pocket of boys surrounding something on the ground, shouting and yelling and laughing. He walked over to check it out, perhaps a little wistful that his own childhood had been...different. ‘Laugh,’ goes the saying, ‘and the world laughs with you,’ and Flynn had a smile growing on his face as he looked in on what they were playing with.

His smile vanished when he saw the slowboy on the ground, and the blood. The rage, so carefully damped, flared up anew in his black eyes.

#

His pulse quickened, Flynn looked around and noticed a number of people watching the scene: a preoccupied shop owner wiping her hands on a towel, an indolent ship’s captain with his feet up on a small table, and a small cleric standing in the doorway of a thatch chapel with his arms crossed behind his back. Her only interest is that the mob doesn’t approach her holdings and knock anything over. The seaman is watching the fight like some kind of personal floor show for his entertainment, but there’s something else there that I can’t put my finger on. What is the holy man waiting for? Well, I guess that makes me the savior. Sandle would be amused.
Flynn re-adjusted his rucksack and strode forward into the scrum. “Pardon me,” he said pleasantly, shouldering his way through the boys, “...excuse me, pardon me.” The boys fell silent as he insinuated himself into their midst until he stood over the figure on the ground with oddly slanting eyes. 

If the slowboy’s face had been flattened by birth and not by mean-spirited locals, it was clear that it was not for the lack of trying. A young man with blonde hair and a black attitude had the slowboy’s shirt in his left hand and was standing over him with a clenched fist. The slowboy was whimpering and trying to cover his face behind his arms, tears mixing on his cheek with snot, mixing with blood.

“You don’t belong here among your betters!” shouted the bully.

Flynn walked up next to the young tough, made a clucking sound, and bent down. He laid his hand gently on the forearm holding the slowboy’s shirt, and sure enough, the offender released his hold. 

“Up you go,” he said to the slowboy, not unkindly, and took hold of the slowboy’s nearest arm. He leaned in and, with a practiced motion, pulled the slowboy to his feet. “Here we go,” he said. Flynn smoothed the slowboy’s shirt, cast a fraternal arm around his shoulders, and started to walk him back through the silenced crowd.

The boys were stunned at first, then a voice from the back of the throng said, “What’s he doing, Wrebi?” The blonde-haired tough guy clamped his hand on Flynn’s shoulder. “Where do you...”

Flynn stopped. “Do you want to keep that hand, friend?” he said quietly. Wrebi’s hand lifted as if of its own volition. Flynn nodded to him, flashed a brilliant smile, and they pressed forward again.

Flynn didn’t have to see it to know what was happening; Wrebi’s face was clouding over as he realized that he’d just been out-maneuvered a second time in as many minutes. His next move would be more overt, and when the hand clamped down on Flynn’s shoulder to yank him firmly back, Flynn was ready. “You can’t just—” Wrebi began. 

Flynn rolled with the movement and whirled around. Instead of fighting the inertia, he leaned into it and bricked Wrebi under the chin with his rucksack, snapping Wrebi’s head up and back, and lifting Wrebi up off his feet, knocking him flat onto his back in a cloud of dust.

Things got very quiet. Flynn stood over him. “You were saying, bubby?” 

“Oh, ha ha ha! Bravo!” bellowed the captain breezily from his chair, and clapped a couple of times before picking up his glass and topping it off from his bottle. Flynn’s eyes flitted from the captain back to Wrebi. 

The latter stirred from his place on the ground and sat up. Then, very clearly, he said, “Ow.” The crowd remained silent as he sat there and gingerly dabbed his bleeding nose. Wrebi moved his jaw from side to side and flexed it once or twice. Then he looked right at Flynn and spoke in a strangely conversational voice. “You know, if I don’t get the slowboy today, the monster will tonight.”

One black eyebrow arched, and Flynn said, “Monster.” His tone was deadpan skeptical.

The captain laughed heartily. “The monster of Briar Island,” he shouted, pointing with a bottle of rum at the next island to the west, just visible on the horizon. 

“Ask anybody,” said Wrebi. “Your friend’s hours are numbered.”

“The hours are numbered for every man,” said the cleric, striding forward. “Your hours would be better spent elsewhere, today,” he said in a low voice to the group, and made a small gesture of dismissal with his hand. The throng of boys dispersed without argument. Flynn stood there with his arm around the slowboy’s shoulder and watched the scattering with a curious eye. The Archbishop himself should have this much sway over his local wastrels, thought Flynn.

The cleric walked to stand over Wrebi. “Perhaps you should go help your father,” he said quietly. Wrebi’s eyes smoldered, but he stood up immediately without any back-talk. He swatted his pants legs to knock off the dust, turned his back, and walked away without a backward glance.

Flynn found all that very strange. He put his arm around the slowboy’s shoulder. “Alright, my friend, let’s go get you cleaned up.” 

The slowboy stopped and grabbed Flynn’s with a surprisingly strong grip. “Thank-you,” he said in a voice that was permanently muffled. 

Flynn was touched. Ah, civilization, he thought.

#

Flynn found an open-air café; and sat his slowboy down at one of the outside tables.

“How are you?” Flynn asked.

The slowboy nodded blearily, the trickle of fluids from his nose starting to dry. Flynn gently put a finger under the slowboy’s chin and raised it until he looked Flynn in the eye. “I’m Cooper Flynn,” he said, “and if anyone gives you trouble and I’m around, I’ll help you. Do you understand? As long as I’m around, you’re safe.”

After a moment, the slowboy nodded again. “Cooperflynn,” he said thickly.

Flynn heard the crunching of gravel behind him. He turned in his chair and watched the wiry little cleric approach. Flynn’s expression was guarded.

“I’m Cleric Hoster,” he said by way of introduction. “I admire what you did back there.”

Flynn nodded. He gestured toward a chair, but the cleric held up a hand. “I can’t stay long. Are you here with family or a ship?”

Flynn shook his head. “I’m here by myself, making my way around the islands on a bit of a sail-around.”

“Aren’t you a bit young for that?”

Flynn shrugged. “I’m seventeen and have been doing this for a couple of years already as I seek to make my way in this world.”

“You certainly seem capable. I assume you have some method of self-defense?”

Flynn’s right eyebrow rose, and then he nodded again. “I have a sword,” he admitted, starting to clean the slowboy’s face with a table rag.

The cleric smiled to disarm the sting of his question. “Do you know which end to use?”

Flynn grinned. “I trained with Master Artus Thannon over in Patience Bay.”

The cleric’s eyes narrowed and then he smiled in approval. “You’re a fair distance from home. I am familiar with Master Thannon. He is a legendary swordsman.”

This was a good time for prudence, thought Flynn. “Was,”  said Flynn. “I killed him with my bare hands for running through a friend of mine.” Sorry, Sandle. I know you’d want me to keep my head down. I’ll never find your attackers if I don’t start giving them a target to shoot for again.

“What? Thannon is dead?”

Flynn pantomimed a bow from where he sat. “He killed a great man. There is always a cost for murder, and he paid with his reputation, and with his life.” The cleric just shook his head, not following. “Master Thannon killed Tuy Meklanek, and paid for his evil with his own life.”

“You bested Thannon with a sword?!”

Flynn snorted gently. “With my bare hands. He had a rather...elevated opinion of himself at the time, and that was his weakness. I knew Master Thannon relatively well. He was my mentor with a blade, my weapons instructor, but that was a ruse. He was a covert member of the Qantiin.”

“The Qantiin!” The cleric took an involuntary step back, sketching the sacred four-sign over his chest. There was a brief silence as the cleric gathered his thoughts. “You should beware,” he said. “They do not forget, and they do not suffer killers to live.”

“A strange policy for an Assassins Guild,” observed Flynn, grinning. “I will keep my eyes open.”

“Pray Cyl that will be enough,” said the cleric.

Flynn waved his hand. “I leave that to your kind,” he said. “I’m not sure what I believe anymore.”

After a moment, the cleric nodded in silent agreement. “Where were you planning on taking him,” he said, gesturing toward the slowboy.

Flynn shrugged. “I hadn’t gotten that far,” he said.

“Leave him with me,” said the cleric. “In the meantime, have you eaten?”

Flynn shook his head. 

“I know just the place.”

They both stood and Cleric Hoster made to leave, but Flynn remained where he was. The cleric looked back to see Flynn helping the slowboy to his feet. For his part, Flynn noted that the cleric hadn’t given the slowboy a second glance.

#

Cleric Hoster took Flynn to a nearby public house, showed him to a table, then excused himself and carefully guided the slowboy through a door in back. He returned a moment later and nodded.

“You should try the fish and bread here, they’re quite good,” he said, and winked, then excused himself and left.

Flynn ordered and was looking around the place, taking in the breezes coming through the windows, when the captain who had been seated at the outdoor café walked in and spotted Flynn sitting by himself. Flynn watched him strut over with a bit of a swagger, hardly weaving at all.

“There you are!” the captain bellowed. “Have you got a name?”

Flynn looked around to see that he was being addressed. “I’m Cooper Flynn.”

The captain flagged down the spirits-tender, a local woman with breeches and braids and a rag tied at her waist. “Revena, would you do me the honor of introducing me to young Master Flynn here?”

She grinned. “Certainly, ‘your grace’.” She looked at Flynn and said, “May I introduce the Friar of Briar Island” and then winked and returned to the bar. The captain bowed with an elaborate flourish.

The Friar tossed a large, tri-cornered hat on the table. “Have you had a taste yet today?”

Flynn shrugged and said, “A taste of what?”

The captain laughed, pulled up a chair, waved for Revena, and sprawled in his chair. She arrived with a dark bottle, uncapped it, and waved the neck under his nose. He winked and she left it along with a couple of pewter mugs. He poured a good bit into each and pushed one across, then held up his mug toward Flynn.

Flynn leaned forward and stage-whispered, “I don’t know what you’re doing.”

The Friar slapped the table, laughing, then leaned forward himself. “Take up your mug and we tap them together. It’s like shaking hands without the sweaty grip.”

Flynn grabbed his mug and held it up, then gingerly touched mugs with the Friar, who looked at him. “You’ve got too much moxy to lead with that,” he said. “Toast it like you mean it!” and thrust his mug out more vigorously. Flynn got a glint in his eye and followed suit, and nearly got a shirtful of success.

The Friar bellowed in laughter. “That’s more like it, lad! You’ll do!”

Cleaning his arms with the rag, Flynn looked at his companion. He was swarthy, had a gold tooth, mustache, and goatee, and had his hair tied back in a nape-knot at the base of his neck in the current style.

Flynn sized up the man. “I take it you’re from a different order than Cleric Hoster?”

The Friar squirted his rum onto the dirt floor and then started slapping the table, howling. With an effort, he regained control, leaned forward, and said, simply, “Yes.” His voice cracked as he said it, and he started laughing again. When his laughter died down, the Friar said, “My title is, what is the word, ‘ironic’.”

Flynn politely raised an eyebrow, receiving a chuckle in return.

“A friar is one who depends on alms, charitable gifts, for his livelihood of service. I, also, depend on the ‘gifts of others’ for my welfare. In fact, I relieve Sylvan ships of their burden as they pass through our straits, making it harder for them to re-provision Sylvan military ports of call as they press their claim of sovereignty over these islands.”

Flynn leaned forward, eyes sparkling. “You’re a pirate?!”

The Friar slammed his mug on the wood tabletop, sloshing out more of the foaming brew. “A licensed privateer, I’ll have you know!” the Friar roared. “I work for the Queen of Haddirron!” and then inclined his head in mock bow and leaned back with a magnanimous smile.

Flynn wondered if the Friar worked for anybody but himself. Thus engrossed, he took his first sip from his mug and nearly spit it out. Wiping his mouth with his shirtsleeve, he said, “What is this we’re drinking? And as a follow-up question, how much does it cost?”

The Friar leaned forward and said “It’s fermented molasses and sugar, and we make it with whatever else we have around; banana, coconut, palu-fruit. A steely-eyed bargain at two coppers per mug.” The Friar raised his mug in honor of itself. “It is the elixir of choice among respectable scoundrels. We call it ‘rum’.”

Flynn nodded, filing away the ‘we’ reference, noting that the Friar was also part of a rum-making concern in addition to his other ventures. Flynn began to get the feeling that the Friar had fingers in any number of local ‘industries.’ While kicking these thoughts over, he produced his money sack from his rucksack, pulling out four coppers and pushing the bag off to the side of the table before taking another draft. The Friar made a show of not staring at the bag and Flynn pretended not to notice.

“Ah, rum,” said Flynn, and the Friar grinned widely and called for another round.

#

Flynn lost track of time as they drank, told stories, ate local fare, and generally carried on. He hadn’t realized how insulated he’d become while out sailing around. Their table became an instant hot spot and people that he didn’t know faded in and out of the picture in a delightful haze of social approval. He hadn’t felt that accepted, part of a group, since Sandle was alive. Flynn started talking about his friend and by the time he was done, there wasn’t a dry eye—or mug—in the place.

At one point, Flynn blearily tried to leave and return to his boat, but the Friar was having none of it, and promised that he’d get Flynn back safely. Flynn lost track of consciousness after that and the impromptu crowd dispersed by some unspoken agreement. The Friar poked him in the shoulder but Flynn was busy snoring. Revena stopped by the table. “Do you need any help to take him back to his boat?”

“This stripling? I could carry his entire family on my back,” he boasted, and then grinned widely.

“If he still had one,” she reminded him, then winked to show she didn’t mean any slight.

“That girl’s too observant by half,” muttered the Friar, his attention drawn again to Flynn’s pouch. He looked around the now empty pub and took out a collection of coins and dumped them on the table, then he attached the pouch to his belt. He got Flynn’s arm over his neck and effortlessly stood and half-carried, half-dragged Flynn out the door, tossing a “G’night, Revena!” over his shoulder as they pushed through the door.

The street outside was lit by a row of lanterns and an intermittent moon. He carried Flynn through the center of the street, nodding to people and proclaiming loud greetings along the way. He reached the turn going down to the dock and stepped aside into the underbrush, coming to a large palm tree.

“Psst,” he said.

“Took you long enough,” said a voice from the darkness. “This had better be very, very good.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find this entirely worth your while,” said the Friar, and reached to his belt, retrieving Flynn’s pouch. “I promised to get this one back to his boat. Of course, if his pouch goes missing somewhere between here and there, we can’t be held responsible for the actions of the sinister element around these parts.” He stuck out the pouch.

Wrebi stood forward to accept the pouch. “I’ll see he gets what’s coming to him,” he said.

The moon briefly lit the Friar’s face and then went back behind a cloud, and he was reclaimed by the darkness.
To be continued in Part Two of The Friar of Briar Island.
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