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Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate
Chapter Four: “The Friar of Briar Island,” Part Two
by Johne Cook
The story so far...
Fleeing a Sylvan man-o’-war, Cooper Flynn landed at Parrot Bay and immediately stumbled on a gang of young thugs beating up a slowboy.  Flynn rescued him, took him under his protection, and then was introduced to Cleric Hoster, the Friar of Briar Island, and rum.

Rum won.
F
lynn awoke the first time to a loud, rhythmic pounding. He thought it was the pounding of a storm, but as he blearily looked around, he identified it as the gentle rocking of his boat, magnified by the roaring in his head. What a difference a day makes.

He squinted at the empty rum bottle clanking around in the bottom of the boat and fumbled to pick it up. He stood up too fast, banged his head on the lower yardarm, and collapsed to the deck where he held his head with his free hand. 

Ow, thought Flynn, and then he winced. The act of thinking hurt too much, he decided, and resolved to go easy on that for awhile. Then he realized he was thinking about not thinking, and that only hurt his head all the more.

He gingerly climbed off onto the dock—a process that took a good ten minutes, what with avoiding the yard arm and all—stopped, remembered he was missing his money bag, set the bottle down, and carefully returned to the boat, another ten minute trip.

He moved slowly at first, looking deliberately around the small cabin, but became more frantic. Finally, he ducked under the yardarm—barely—and hopped over toward the dock. He caught his toe on the railing and sprawled heavily forward, landing face first on the dock.

#

Flynn awoke the second time to pain distributed throughout his body. He wiped blood from his nose and considered the absolute roar throbbing in his head. He decided he was Never Going to Do This Again. His next thought was how thirsty he was. He eventually staggered to his feet and started to quit the dock, returning just long enough to savagely grab the neck of the empty rum bottle.

He passed the café, wincing in the light of day and the clear blue sky, when he noticed the Friar sitting in the same chair as the day before. He had his feet up, whittling, and was humming some tuneless ditty. If Flynn was hurting, the Friar was as gregarious as ever, perhaps more so.

“Another country heard from,” bellowed the captain, causing Flynn to wince. He attempted to paste a smile on his face, sensed it was ineffective, and abandoned the effort. “Fin of the fish?” inquired the Friar, and pantomimed topping off a glass of what he was drinking. Flynn waved his hand in the universal “no, thank-you” gesture, was seized by internal volcanic forces beyond his control, and handed off the empty bottle to the bemused captain as he rushed to the bamboo railing in time to throw up onto the greenery.

“Maybe some water, then?” observed the captain cheerfully from somewhere behind him.

I am not as ready for civilization as I thought. “I’m trying to piece together what happened last night,” said Flynn groggily, wiping off his chin and taking a chair beside the Friar. “I don’t remember how I got back to my boat.”

“What do you remember?”

“I remember tying up yesterday, the mob of boys, the slowboy...” Flynn looked around, his brows furrowed. “Where is the slowboy, anyway?”

The Friar shrugged. “The last time I saw him, Cleric Hoster and you walked into the bar and then the slowboy went out back. You stayed in the bar when the Cleric left.”

Flynn put his hands to his head in pain. He played back the memory in his head; the Cleric collected the slowboy and took him to the doorway, then returned by himself. Flynn pushed himself out of his chair, staggered to the pub, brushed the door open, and stumbled right into a large crewman, spilling his ale. “Sorry, mate,” Flynn said, and pushed past to the back.

“Good morning, Flynn,” said Revena, drying a mug with a towel. He nodded to her grimly and pointed at the door where he’d seen the cleric disappear with the slowboy.

“Where does that go?”

She jerked her head to indicate he was free to open it, so he did. Instead of revealing a place of comfort where the slowboy might be reclining, being ministered to by kindly old women, the door opened to reveal some crude wood steps and a nice view of the jungle behind the tavern leading to a vacant hillside dotted with volcanic caves. Flynn looked quickly around—the slowboy was nowhere to be seen. 

I am a fool, he decided blackly. He turned in time to see a very large fist, and then his face exploded.

#

Flynn awoke for the third time that day thinking he’d rather die than wake up feeling this bad again. He felt like just resting where he was for about two days until he felt better and staring up at the sky through the lazy palm trees. However, the image in his head of the slowboy lying on the ground somewhere, bleeding, was enough to prompt him to roll over and drag himself back up the crude steps into the tavern.

The Friar was still out in front when Flynn returned, groggy and bleeding. “You look worse coming out than you did going in—what happened?”

“He’s gone,” said Flynn, dabbing at this mouth with a rag.

“‘He’?”

“The slowboy from yesterday.”

The Friar tsked quietly and produced a pipe that he started to fill with tobacco. “You didn’t happen to bump into Degore in there by any chance?”

“Big guy, doesn’t talk much, fists like stone?” 

The Friar nodded, his eyes twinkling. 

“We met,” said Flynn dryly.

“Degore’s on my crew. He doesn’t like being touched.”

“He doesn’t seem shy about touching people back,” said Flynn, working his jaw. “You haven’t answered my question.”

“You haven’t asked a question,” said the Friar, snorting. “However, I have a question of my own that may relate. Have you heard the legend of the monster of Briar Island?”

Flynn shook his head.

“According to the story, there are no motherless sons here on Parrot Island. Whenever a child is left without parents around here, they disappear that same night, a tender morsel for the raving monster of Briar Island. Expeditions have been mounted to the island, but those who go never return, and our curiosity has been tempered by practicality. The story says that if you value your life, you stay well clear of Briar Island.” The Friar took a puff from his pipe. “I have a secret,” said the Friar. “I’ve been to Briar Island.”

 Flynn leaned forward despite himself.

The Friar said, “The truth is, nothing’s there but the best collection of brambles this side of Sylva itself. If there’s a monster there, he didn’t show himself to me, and he can have that overgrown rock.”

Flynn’s eyebrows furrowed. “What about the missing children?”

The Friar waved that off. “I think you can look closer to home for the answer,” he said. “Whether they are sold into slavery aboard Sylvan freighters, are killed outright to avoid an extra mouth to feed, or wander off and fall prey to sharp rocks and undertow, the people around here don’t mourn the lack of unattached children underfoot. It’s hard enough this far out to feed those who do have gainful families, much less those who don’t.” He took a drink and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve before leaning forward in confidence. “Then again, it may be that you rescued him from the lizard and delivered him over to the dragon,” he said. “Be careful whom you trust.” 

Flynn cocked his eyebrow. “‘Whom’?”

“You weren’t the only one to be raised around books,” laughed the Friar, his eyes following Revena’s daytime serving wench as she passed by on her way to the pub. He caught Flynn watching him and bent forward to clap him on the knee. “I’m the Friar, not the Eunuch,” he said with a wink. 

He stood and Flynn followed him out front and down the path. “Don’t worry,” said the Friar. “Your slowboy will turn up, I’m sure of it. There is only so far one can stray before running out of island.”

Flynn’s expression was unchanged. “That leaves me with the original matter on my mind—my missing money pouch. My entire inheritance was in there.”

The Friar opened his mouth to speak, but the voice that spoke next wasn’t his. “Perhaps your missing money has become more alms for the poor. You never know when the lost will become found.” The voice behind Flynn was familiar, yet different. “Ah, I see you took my advice about wearing your sword.” 

Flynn whirled around, his hand on his sword. “Cleric Hoster,” he said, and the words were out of his mouth before he noticed the man was no longer clad in the robes of a cleric, wearing, instead, the functional but elegant breeches of a weapons master, the effect enhanced by the sword strapped to his waist.

“I think we both know that’s not quite accurate,” said Hoster smoothly.

“Qantiin!” said Flynn, stepping back. He glanced over his shoulder, looking to The Friar for support.

The Friar was gone.

#

 “Where is he” said Hoster by way of preamble, and Flynn’s nimble mind focused like a magnifying glass for the first time that day. Hoster is far too calm, which means he’s not calm at all. Flynn put his palms together and fought to control his thoughts. Where is who? The Friar? He was right behind me when Hoster walked up, so it’s not him. The slowboy? He must be referring to the slowboy. But that makes no sense on the surface because Hoster was the one who stashed him somewhere right under my yardarm. So someone else removed him from where Hoster stashed him and Hoster thinks it was me. The selfish suspect everyone but themselves. 

Flynn thought back to the view behind the tavern and suddenly seized on the image of the caves away on the volcanic hillside: an ideal place to temporarily hide a hostage. Hoster doesn’t know where the slowboy is now and thinks I’ve got him. Therefore, somebody else knew where the slowboy had spent the night and had kidnapped him from the kidnapper, somebody unafraid of the Qantiin. But that meant there was at least one other player in this little drama, someone with enough confidence to pull off a double-cross and make it look easy. Who could it be? 

Flynn knew he needed to buy some time. He smiled broadly at Hoster. If there was one thing he was good at, it was creating unnecessary confusion.

He turned his back on Hoster and started pacing. “Do you think you are the only one interested?” he said. “Do you think I just happened to show up here in time to rescue that particular slowboy as my first action on this Cyl-forsaken parrot-dropping of an island?” He turned and looked at Hoster from underneath black, scheming eyes.

A thoughtful look crossed Hoster’s face. He turned and walked away ten paces. He stopped and stood there with his back to Flynn. He turned his head and asked again over his shoulder. “Where is he?”

Flynn smiled, thinking a great deal, saying nothing.

Hoster followed all this without blinking. He carefully approached until his face was a scant six inches from the side of Flynn’s right ear. Very quietly, Hoster breathed “Where. Is. He.”

Flynn cocked his head confidentially. “Guess,” he said.

Hoster nodded to himself with the most economical motion, flashed a completely insincere smile. Then he spun, uncoiled, and lunged, his sword appearing in his hand as if by magic.

As fast as Hoster was, Flynn was faster, getting his sword out in time to block the furious slash.

Hoster tried to beat aside Flynn’s sword but Flynn remembered Patience Bay and was ready for that tactic. Before Thannon ran Tuy through supplied his memory. That distracted Flynn just long enough for Hoster to dart forward and stab Flynn in the top of his left leg.

A wave of power roared through Flynn’s being and he stamped forward, slicing open Hoster’s left shoulder. Flynn smiled grimly at this minor triumph, but a wave of pain was already spreading like a flood through his leg. I can’t win by exchanging cut for cut. The way to this one is through guile. He doesn’t know how much I don’t know.
Hoster broke off the attack and paused to clean the blood off the tip of his sword with a cloth at his waist. Flynn recognized the move as a tactic to get into his head, and spent the interim thinking how to exploit what he knew. 

Hoster was a study in calm when he spoke. “We lost track of you and the parchment in the storm when Thannon didn’t check in. We thought you had disappeared. We were...displeased.” He looked up and met Flynn’s eye. “If I can’t have the slowboy, I’ll have that parchment,” he said flatly.

“You can certainly try, ‘your Grace,’” said Flynn, goading him. Something was flitting around the edge of Flynn’s awareness, but he couldn’t quite get it.

Hoster lunged again, fast as a striking snake. Flynn flicked the tip aside and laughed. “You disappoint me, Hoster. If I hid the slowboy, what makes you think I didn’t hide the parchment, too? That’s two bids to me. Care to go for three and the match?”

Hoster grunted in rage, the first sign of slipping self-control, and dragged a savage stroke from high and outside. Flynn stepped quickly to the side, but the blade tore his left sleeve and ripped an angry red line across his shoulder. Oh, good. Now he’s angry. Enrage the trained killer. Clever plan.

Hoster spoke, spitting the words out like pits. “Of all the places to run, you turned up here, and found the slowboy for good measure. And then you brought both of you straight to me. It was too delicious. One more proof that Cyl is inferior to my Master.” Hoster unleashed his surprising strength, beating Flynn’s sword to the left, to the right, and back again to the left, whack-whack-whack.

Interesting. He reverts from intrigue to strength and not vice-versa, Flynn thought. I’ve got him right where I want him—out of his mind with rage and starting to lose his control.
“The pleasure of Qan is manifested in your naïveté,” said Hoster, and attacked Flynn in earnest, making attempt after attempt at Flynn’s head and chest. Flynn absorbed every attack but started to acquire an alarming collection of minor cuts along chest, shoulder, and forearms.

“Qan?” said Flynn, buying time, doubled over and breathing heavily. At that, Hoster stared at him before a slow, sly smile worked its way across his face. He wagged his index finger once, twice, and laughed once to himself. A feral grin crossed Hoster’s face and he unleashed the fiercest attack yet. In a flash of insight, Flynn realized that he’d given something irreplaceable away. Bad move. That fiction was the only thing holding him back.
Flynn gave up ground steadily and Hoster pushed him toward the water’s edge. Flynn took a slash across his chest and another to his left forearm and teetered on the edge of the bank overlooking the ocean. Flynn was breathing heavily and his strokes were getting slower and slower in his leaden arm. He was just considering a desperation leap for the water when Hoster stepped back and rested the point of his blade lightly on the ground. 

And then inspiration blossomed in Flynn’s mind, the break he was looking for, and his eyes sparkled with the knowledge of what he had to do. The Qantiin was going to be undone by Qan training.

“Qan,” said Hoster, “the rightful heir of the Intangible Throne, now held by the interloper...”

Flynn lurched forward as if falling and rolled over the flat of Hoster’s cutlass, ripping it out of Hoster’s hand and slamming the hilt to the ground. Flynn continued rolling forward in one fluid motion and drove his own blade up, driving his blade straight through Hoster’s heart, the stroke killing Hoster while he was reveling in his monologue. 

“...Cyl!” he said with a convulsive gasp, that one word serving to finish one sentence and linger on as a curse. He then toppled forward onto Flynn, pinning him to the ground.

#

Well, at least I didn’t lose consciousness this time, thought Flynn, and he started to laugh, perhaps a little longer and louder than the situation warranted, especially for one trapped under a corpse. All things considered, however, Flynn suddenly felt better than he had all morning.

Then he threw up.

It took some time for Flynn to push the body of the imposter cleric off of him, a process complicated by Flynn’s injuries. Flynn was surprised to discover he was bleeding from more places than he remembered.

He got up on one knee, ripped cloth from Hoster’s shirt and started tying off his various injuries. He lurched to his feet, sheathed his own sword, collected Hoster’s sword, and staggered back to the small church the assassin had ironically called ‘home.’ Let’s see how an undercover Qantiin lives, he thought.

Holding Hoster’s sword, he entered the church and found the cleric’s chambers behind a curtain in back. Taking one of the burning candles from the sanctuary, Flynn brushed aside the heavy felt curtain and stepped in. The first thing he saw was his own money pouch on Hoster’s desk. How did the cleric get my pouch? It was with me and the Friar on the table in the pub the last time I saw it. 

He saw the dove cage and the scrap of paper on the table by the cage. The note was in some kind of code. He tucked it into his pocket, quickly searched the room, and turned to go. 

Two Qantiin down, but how many to go? If only I could create a little unrest in my unseen enemy...wait. What was it Hoster said, something about a throne? If that’s the language they understand, speak to them in the guise of spiritual conflict. 
On a whim, he returned to the desk, tore off a comparably sized scrap of parchment and wrote a short note on it: “Cyl remains on the Intangible Throne. He regards the Imposter with His steely gaze and plots the end of Qan, two crows crushed in his strong right fist. Beware the Interloper.” 

Flynn brought the black dove out of the pen, wrapped the parchment around its leg, and tied the note there with the string from the desk. Limping outside, he threw the bird up, underhanded. The dove got its wings out quickly and flapped away, turning and heading southwest.

Flynn watched it fly away, envious of the bird for one crazy moment. You have a home to return to, he thought. The pain of that revelation cut him to the quick, inexplicably wounding him deeper than the edge of any sword.

#

Flynn started walking back toward the tavern when a shadow slithered around the corner of the church in front of him. Wrebi appeared and he and Flynn noticed each other at the same time. After the initial shock, Wrebi’s face broke out with a wolfish grin of pure pack cunning. He sees my wounds, my weakness, thought Flynn. Wrebi bent his knees and picked up a large rock with one hand by feel, his eyes never leaving Flynn’s.

“Your timing is impeccable,” observed Flynn coolly, thinking furiously. He was in no shape to win a second sword fight.

“Missing something?” asked Wrebi.

It all fell into place for Flynn in that moment. The Friar had said he’d been the one to carry Flynn to The Lone Wolf, but Flynn’s money pouch had gone missing somewhere between the tavern and the ship. If the Friar didn’t have it, somebody else did. What if the Friar needed to be elsewhere while Flynn was carried back to his boat? How might he persuade Flynn’s enemy to do him what appeared to be a kindness? Pay him with Flynn’s own money pouch. But how did Hoster get the pouch? Unless Wrebi had gone to Hoster’s... 

Flynn thought back to the prior day and how the barest gesture sent Wrebi away with his tail between his legs, and it seemed clear enough—Wrebi was an apprentice of some sort to the Qantiin, giving him his first-fruits, in this case, Flynn’s pouch.

Flynn looked at Wrebi, smiled broadly, and then looked around him over Wrebi’s shoulder. “Cleric Hoster, I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.

Wrebi tensed up and turned around to look, giving Flynn the opening he was looking for. He stepped forward, pulling his sword free of his sash. Wrebi heard the silken sound and started to face Flynn just in time for Flynn to bring the bottom of his hilt down, hard, on Wrebi’s forehead. 

Wrebi dropped to the ground for the second time in two days and lay there, groaning, holding his head. 

Flynn stood over him. “I wondered how my pouch got into Cleric Hoster’s hands. It was you, wasn’t it, Wrebi? Perhaps being the hapless secret apprentice made you look around for somebody to make you feel better. How does it feel now? I leave you to think that over as you bury your Qantiin mentor.” 

And then Flynn hobbled away, leaving Wrebi to consider his choices.

# 

Flynn limped back to the pub and looked up Revena. “Some water, please,” he said. 

She took one look at him and quickly brought the water. “What happened to you?”

He sighed with pleasure as he gulped down the water and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. He thought of all the things he could say but ultimately settled for a cagey “I fell down.”

Revena arched her eyebrows looking at the rents in his bloody clothes. “Ah,” she said, nodding. She looked him up and down in silent appraisal, then pulled down a mug. He started to protest, but she waved it off. “A slug will take the sting off,” she said. “Just don’t overdo it and you’ll be fine.”

He groaned. “Unlike last night?” She winked. He sketched a tired grin in return and accepted the mug. “As the Scroll says, ‘everything in moderation,’ I suppose. Ahh, that is good,” he said. “Have you seen the Friar recently? I lost track of him just before I, uh, fell down.”

“I thought he was with you,” she said, wiping a rag along the top of the counter. “Rather, I thought you were with him.”

He took another sip. “Why?”

“I was on my way back from the market not long ago when I saw him sailing out of the harbor in your boat. I thought you were onboard as well.”

“What?!” Eyes wide, Flynn slammed his mug down and ran out of the pub and down to the slip as fast as his wounded leg would allow. He rounded a corner and stared. 

The Lone Wolf was gone.

The Adventures of The Sky Pirate 
to be continued next month in 
Part Three of The Friar of Briar Island
Up next:
Cooper Flynn chases the Friar of Briar Island looking for his boat, his slowboy, and his 
vengeance.  What he finds will change his life.
Johne Cook
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