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

Other than the rum, Cooper Flynn’s first day on the island of Parrot Bay had been very good.  His second day on the island was the complete opposite.  Let’s leave it at that.
I

t seemed like a good idea at the time.

Cooper Flynn swam up one swell and down the next, each stroke taking him away from Parrot Bay and toward the mysteries on Briar Island.  His eyes burned from the salt water, his wounds stung, his lungs were fit to burst.  Two things kept repeating in his head; I’m going to kill the Friar, and How did I end up out here?  With nothing else to occupy his thoughts, he kept returning to the conversation that spurred him to take the plunge…

A long night sleeping out under the stars had done nothing to brighten his mood.  The morning dawned and Flynn sat on the dock looking out over the water.  His hair was black, his eyes were black, and his thoughts were black as he considered the view of Briar Island, visible across from Parrot Bay in the morning sun.  He normally slept in the hold of his one-man boat, The Lone Wolf; however, his craft had been stolen the day before by the Friar, a flamboyant local captain whom Flynn had considered a friend up until he abandoned Flynn to fight the Qantiin assassin by himself, taken Flynn’s slowboy, and stolen Flynn’s boat, stranding him on the Island.

And now the Friar was over there on Briar Island somewhere.

It was a testament to the Friar’s powers of encouragement and force of personality that Flynn wasn’t just yet sure what disturbed him more, the loss of his boat, the source of his freedom and the one remaining link with his past, or the loss of his trust.  

I’m going to get The Lone Wolf back, one way or the other, he thought.  He had no intention of attempting recovery of the latter.  That ship, he thought to himself grimly, has sailed.  

Flynn heard somebody approaching from behind.  Without turning, he said, “How far is it over to Briar Island?”

“Five miles, more or less,” responded the voice of an aging seaman. “It looks closer than it is.”  Flynn turned to find himself speaking with a short old salt with a beard and a limp.  

“How long does it take to get there?”

The old fellow stroked his beard and smiled.  “Maybe a couple hours by boat, and maybe a lifetime, if you take my meanin’.”

“Who around here has boats?”

“I guess everyone on the island either has a boat or access to one.”

Flynn nodded.  “I need to find someone to take me over there right away.”

The old coot shook his head.  “I am sorry, I misunderstood.  I meant to say ‘no one has access to a boat’.  That’s what I meant to say.”   

Flynn looked over at him and his eyes narrowed.  The old sailor lit an aromatic pipe, watching Flynn’s reaction behind the flame of his match.  He finally leaned forward and said conspiratorially, “I aim to keep this old carcass in one piece.  Not going over there is good for my health.  Not going over there will be good for yours, too.”

There is a wealth of information in what he’s almost saying, thought Flynn.  If only I could correctly read between the lines, but I don’t have the time to work this out.  I might be able to find a shortcut if I could figure who pulls the strings on this old puppet, but I have half a feeling that the puppeteer is over there anyway.  Very well.  If he won’t tell me what’s really going on over here, maybe he’ll tell me what’s really going on over there.  “What is it about that island that keeps people away?”

The old man blew smoke through his nostrils like a dragon.   He favored Flynn with an enigmatic smile that could have meant anything.  “Other than the impassible mountains that ring the outside of the island, the monster that roams the inside of the island, and all the screaming?”  He cackled.  “Nothing.  Nothing at all.”

Flynn snorted.  So much for that idea.  “I heard my share of the stories the other night while being introduced to rum.  So far, the only monsters I’ve seen around here walk on two legs, not four.”

The old coot laughed and stuck out his hand.  “I’m Blind Bart,” he said, changing the subject without preamble or apology.

Flynn looked at him with his black eyes.  That’s the strangest introduction I’ve ever heard. Flynn thought, but he clapped hands with the old sailor anyway.  “I’m Cooper Flynn,” he said.  “I notice that your vision seems just fine.  If you don’t mind my asking…”

Blind Bart cackled merrily.  “I was a navigator,” he said, “but not a very good one.  I ran two ships aground before I got the hang of reading charts.”  He leaned forward and stage-whispered, “It helps when you hold them right-side up.”

Flynn laughed.  “Well, Navigator Blind Bart,” he said, “I have to get over to that island whether it’s good for my health or not, and monsters-be-damned.  I fear that the health of a particular slowboy may depend on me, and that he may be over there.  I don’t abandon my friends.”

Blind Bart looked at him, stroked his beard, smoked his pipe.  “You’re still young, yet,” he said gravely.  

Flynn smiled briefly and  returned to the matter on his mind.  “Plus, there is the little matter of my stolen boat.”

“Ah, yes.  What happened to yer boat?”

The fury in Flynn’s eyes flared again.  “The Friar stole it! He sailed away in my boat with my slowboy and abandoned me to fight an assassin by myself.”

Blind Bart drove his stick into the sand and twisted it left and right, thinking.  He decided something in that moment, and he sighed.  “That’s a problem, Master Flynn.  The fact is, all boats on Parrot Bay are grounded until further notice.”

“And why is that?”

Bart looked at Flynn with frank guile.  “Impending storm.”

Flynn heard the missing ‘Sorry’ clear enough.  He looked up at the sun in the clear blue sky and nodded to himself.

A tune from his childhood, an old sea chantey, popped into Flynn’s head.  It stuck there while he considered his problem, and he found himself humming along:

all that stands between me and thee, 

are my captain and the deep blue sea

all that divides my lass and me -  

 my shallow master, and the deep marine

Flynn eyed the island, as he hummed to himself; my captain and the deep blue sea, he thought, my captain and the deep blue sea.

He nodded to himself as the idea ignited.  He rose and dusted himself off, grinning suddenly like a schoolboy.  “If there isn’t a boat here that can take me to Briar Island, I’ll bring Briar Island to me.”

“Oh, and how will you achieve that?”

“One stroke at a time,” said Flynn, and knowing what he was going to do brought out his sunniest smile.

Blind Bart stuck up his wrinkled hand.  “It’s been nice knowing you, lad.”  He sounded almost genuine.  

Flynn took off his shirt, folded it neatly, and laid it over Bart’s out-stretched arm.  Then he winked, turned, and waded out into the surf.  He dove forward beneath the waves and struck out strongly for the distant island.

Blind Bart tsked, draped Flynn’s shirt over the back of a carved wood bench, and stiffly seated himself, relighting his pipe.  He watched Flynn swim for a good long while, the smoke swirling around his head like a fog.

#

And so Flynn swam.  There’s something about swimming long distances that simultaneously confirms and denies the very existence of time.  One’s normal sensory cues become subverted as soon as you dive under the water, and you are at the mercy of an alien environment until you climb back out again.

If you climb back out again, thought Flynn.  When you’re in the water and cut off from your usual vertical orientation, your mortality seems very near, one stroke – one breath away from a watery grave.

Flynn had been swimming for what felt like hours when he heard the sound of oars and the creak of wood behind him.  He pulled up and treaded water so he could turn around.  A small rowboat approached from the direction of Parrot Bay.  He couldn’t see the pilot, but did see the rope that launched out of the boat, dropping neatly into the water by his arm.  Flynn grabbed it and pulled himself over to the gunwale and into the boat.

It was Blind Bart.

“I thought the boats were grounded…  incoming storms or some such,” said Flynn, breathing heavily.

Bart laughed merrily, his pipe leaning out of his mouth at a crazy angle.  He winked.  “They blew over.”   He reached over and helped Flynn clamber out of the water.  “We’re not getting any younger.  Let’s get you over there, shall we?”

#

They didn’t talk on the way to the island.  When they arrived offshore, Flynn stared at the sheer expanse of rock that seemed to rise straight out of the ocean.  It was well past noon and the sun was already threatening to duck behind the towering rock.

“How far around do the mountains go?”

Blind Bart sat at the oars, resting, puffing on his ever-present pipe.  “All the way around, I’m afraid.”

“There’s no shore, no dock, no way to make landfall?”

“It is as you see it all the way around the island.”

Flynn looked closer, thinking.  While there weren’t any places to go ashore, he noticed a number of dark caves along the shoreline.  He was thinking about that when Bart spoke.  “So what do you hope to find here, young Flynn?”, said Blind Bart.

“I hope to find my boat, for starters,” he said, thinking.  “That rock outcropping looks like a giant beast of some sort, maybe a bear.”

“Or a dragon?”

Flynn looked at Blind Bart.  “A dragon.  If you say so.  Take me to the dragon.”

Bart shook his head slowly but brought the boat around and started rowing.  “Dragon likes ‘em young,” he said.

“I’m seventeen,” said Flynn as if that contradicted Blind Bart’s statement.

The rock was mammoth and did, indeed, look like a huge dragon now that he looked at it.  As they got closer, Flynn noticed that the mouth of the rock beast was open with jagged rock ‘teeth’ jutting down from above, like it had its great mouth open, swallowing the ocean.  The opening was large enough to sail the largest man o’ war into and that’s right where Blind Bart was taking them.

“They call it the Dragon’s Maw,” said Blind Bart helpfully.

“Who is ‘they’,” asked Flynn, but they both treated that as a rhetorical question.

Bart stopped the rowboat at the shadow’s edge.  Flynn carefully stood up in the middle of the boat and peered inside the mammoth cave.  He heard water splashing on rocks but couldn’t see anything.  “Take us on in,” Flynn said.  The boat stayed there, rocking on the waves in the mouth of the cave.  “Hey, Bart…” said Flynn, turning, and was hit in the face by wadded up cloth.

It was his shirt.  Flynn looked up and Blind Bart’s eyes were twinkling.  This can’t be good, thought Flynn.  He noticed that Bart was puffing on his pipe with his left hand, but his right hand had picked up a pistol, and it was pointed negligently at him, less as a threat than as a conversation-expediter.  I’ll have to remember that one for another time, thought Flynn.  A weapon in the hand goes a long way toward making a point without messy argument.  

“This is as far as I go, lad.  What you seek is in there.  You’ll want your shirt later, I think.  I may be many things, but I’m not a thief.”

“I thought it was a little convenient that you showed up out there in the water when you did.”

Bart laughed wearily, and it was the first honest sound he’d made all day to Flynn’s ear.  “Convenient for you, maybe.  I still have to row all the way back to Parrot Bay before nightfall.  I was requested to make sure you made it here at this place and this time in one piece.  I should thank you for asking me for help doing my own job.  Ah, well, you’re here and I’m still alive.  I haven’t gotten to my advanced age without learning from my mistakes.”

Flynn broke out a grim smile.  “Let us hope you’ll live long enough to learn from this one, then.”  He turned, tied his shirt around his waist, sketched a casual salute, and dove into the shadowed waters of the dragon’s maw.

#

There were enough gaps in the walls of the dragon’s maw cave to let discreet sunshine in, and Flynn’s eyes gradually got used to the darker area.  He saw a large shape ahead of him, but something more mundane over to his right, so he swam over that way.  What the…it’s a dock!
The wooden dock was back over by one wall and extended a good hundred yards back into the cave toward the island.  He climbed up a wooden ladder out of the water, squeezed the water out of his shirt, and put it on.  He started walking toward the shadowed shape in the water.

His ears gave him the first clue when he heard the familiar rhythmic creak of a wooden vessel in the water.  It’s the Venture, the Friar’s ship.  What is that doing out here?  

He didn’t notice anybody on-deck at the moment, and kept walking.  He then got an even greater shock.

It was The Lone Wolf.

Flynn’s face broke out in a smile that would become a trademark, and which should not be remotely associated with anything resembling actual humor.  He’s close.  The Friar was here.

#

Flynn hopped onboard his boat long enough to check it out, then sat on the deck and leaned back against the small mast and thought.  I can sail away from here right now and no-one would be the wiser, not Blind Bart, not the Friar, nobody.  He smiled, and the tension went out of his face.

Then his smile faded.  He was fooling himself.  That was the easy way out.  But there would be one who would be the wiser…myself.  He remembered when he’d looked the slowboy in the eye and given his word, the words echoing in his memory. “I’m Cooper Flynn,” he had 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.”
Flynn nodded to himself once, and knew that his decision had already been made.  He rose to his feet and cracked his neck luxuriously.  He retrieved his spare sword from down below and stepped over to the dock.  Prepare yourself—here I come.

#

Flynn’s bare feet were silent along the cool rock corridors.  There seemed to be tunnels everywhere carved out of the volcanic rock, and the floors were worn smooth by…whom?

There was something up ahead, some kind of commotion and a brightening.  From the light pouring into the tunnel, it looked like a large courtyard open to the sun opened up to his left.  He crept up to the opening and peeked around the corner.

A motley group of assorted men and women milled around and appeared to be listening to someone speaking on the end of courtyard.  Flynn ventured around the corner enough to see a large rock.  The speaker was on the rock.

Flynn’s lips compressed in a grim smile—it was the Friar.  There you are.  Who are you lying to now?
Flynn backed up and slunk around to the back of the tunnel and quickly slipped past the opening, continuing to follow the tunnel until he came to a torch-lit intersection with another tunnel that looked like it went to the left behind the speaker’s rock.  Flynn took the left tunnel and noticed various doors built into the rock.  He didn’t dare open any to investigate at this time.

Flynn found the corridor leading out to the rock where the Friar was speaking.  The scene reminded Flynn a bit of the Abbey, which reminded him of something the Abbot was fond of saying: “The wicked deal in darkness.”

Flynn took the two torches down and extinguished them.  Deal this, Friar, he thought, and quietly brandished his sword, backing into the darkened hallway.

The Friar finished his spiel and the motley group cheered, and the Friar turned and walked briskly back toward where Flynn waited.

Flynn quietly raised his sword over his head with two hands, and then frowned.  Something was amiss but he couldn’t quite…

The hair rose straight up on the back of his neck.  Two massive yellow eyes the size of tea saucers appeared out of the darkness just opposite him about chest-high.  The guttural rumble filling the hallway and echoing up and down the corridors weakened his knees and his resolve.

The Friar came into the corridor bearing a torch and stopped.  Flynn didn’t meet his eyes, however, as he was too horrified to move a muscle.  All he could do was look at the thing across from him.

There really wasn’t any other word for it—the Friar had himself a genuine four-legged monster here, and it was looking right at him.

Flynn’s exchange with Blind Bart came back to him with a sick finality: 
“What is it about that island that keeps people away?”

 “Other than the impassible mountains that ring the outside of the island, the monster that roams the inside of the island, and all the screaming?”  
The Friar laughed suddenly.   “Ah, Flynn, there you are.  Your timing is impeccable but your strategy is tragic; Monster hasn’t fed yet this week.”  He sounded positively jovial.

Flynn had time to think two thoughts in rapid succession; He was expecting me, and He calls his monster ‘Monster’.

#

Despite the coolness of the tunnel, sudden sweat popped up on Flynn’s forehead and started dripping down into Flynn’s eyes, causing them to burn from the salt.  He really wanted to lick his lips, wipe the sweat from his face, and run away screaming.   Instead, he spoke, very neutrally, very carefully.  “I seem to be caught in a compromising situation.  What do you say about retrieving this impetuous sword of mine before I try something really stupid?”

The Friar let that sit there in the air for a moment and then burst out laughing, his heaving shoulders moving the torch and casting weird shadows on the wall.   Monster’s muzzle drew back, revealing large and glistening fangs.

‘Monster’ was an impossibility, a jet black tiger with a head the size of a peach basket.  “I’ve never heard of a black tiger before.”

The Friar chuckled.  “Neither have I.  We have an arrangement.  I don’t mention that to her, and she doesn’t eat me.”

The Friar turned and called back behind him.  “Who’s got the haunch?”  He retrieved something from someone out of Flynn’s field of vision.  “Give her this and she’ll be your friend for life.”  The Friar produced what looked like a leg of lamb, complete with cloven hoof.  He reached up and removed the sword from Flynn’s hands and gave him the meat appendage.  Flynn’s heart was in his throat.  

“Based on that, she would seem to make friends quickly under the right circumstances.” Flynn licked his lips.  “What about her enemies?” asked Flynn.

The Friar looked at him with a wicked smile.  “Her enemies take rather longer to digest.”

Holding the haunch out in front of him, Flynn cautiously sidled up to…“She?”

“We took to calling her a ‘she’ because Monster is rather more feline than canine.  She doesn’t seem to mind.”

“How would you know?” Flynn asked rhetorically, trying to be calm while holding out his gift.  He watched as Monster’s ears relaxed.  She padded forward, sniffed the haunch, and looked at him for a long moment with unblinking eyes.  She approached and licked his right hand with a sandpaper tongue.  She delicately accepted the haunch, brushing against Flynn as if he was a familiar friend, turned, and disappeared back into the dark corridor, twelve long feet of silent, black nightmare. 

The Friar watched all that with great pleasure and clapped Flynn on the shoulder.  “She likes you.  Come along, I’ll show you around.”

Flynn was momentarily dizzy.  He basked again in the Friar’s sudden good graces.  He also wished he’d had the presence of mind to bring a hidden knife.

#

They walked under a rocky arch out into the late afternoon sun.  From Flynn’s perspective, the claustrophobic corridors gave way and the island opened up in front of them, a great space surrounded by jagged protective hills.  

Flynn saw a small, bustling colony spread out in front of him.  To his right were a series of clean and simple living huts with swept dirt streets and rock-lined paths.  The Friar said “This is Targen Colony, my crowning achievement.” To Flynn’s left was a large series of inter-grown trees that formed the basis for a sprawling complex of elevated platforms with bamboo floors and thatched roofs nestled in the massive branches.  “Yes, it’s all one tree, and it’s all one structure.  I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a ‘building’.  The locals call it the Briar Throne.”  Flynn looked around in frank amazement.

They walked over to the tree and up a bamboo ramp.  Flynn found himself on an elevated platform thirty feet in the air, sheltered by thick tree branches and leaves, and patches of thatched cover where appropriate.  

The Friar led him through a large dining area, past an open air kitchen area filled with exotic smells and laughing, milling locals of various island Indian origins, and out to a large, curved railing that extended in a large semi-circle around an open pool of incredibly blue water, fed by a waterfall that dropped fifty feet into the pool. 

On the other side of the pool was the largest tree yet, with various rope paths and circular bamboo stairs leading to a great, open-air elevated hall.  It had to be something like one hundred feet or so off the ground.  

The Friar went up one of the circular stairwells and Flynn followed.  He saw a great, open space with branches that supported a massive natural cathedral ceiling.  In the center of the room was a simple elevated chair.

The Friar stepped aside and gestured toward the room with his hand.  “I present the Briar Throne.”  Flynn’s eyes were huge as he tried to take it all in.  The Friar motioned Flynn forward and in a whisper he confided “It’s really made of bamboo,” and winked.

Flynn smiled despite himself, and they walked forward.  “That’s where the ‘ruler’ of the island postures on occasion and makes his silly pronouncements.”  They walked forward into the room and the Friar approached the seat of power, resting his hand on the arm.

“And who is this co-called ‘ruler’?” asked Flynn, looking around.

“Me,” said the Friar, mounting the steps and seating himself on the throne.


Next month: The conclusion to “The Friar of Briar Island” story arc.  I swear it.
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