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Serial: The Adventures of the Sky Pirate
Chapter Eight: “Comes The Watcher”
by Johne Cook
The story thus far...
Cooper Flynn has become the Friar’s right-hand man in the two  years that have elapsed since he joined the crew of the Venture.  Flynn rises to the occasion in battle when they attack a Sylvan warship.  But his real challenge comes when they are vulnerable and approached by a second Sylvan ship and he must use his wits to save the day.

His victory is short-lived, however, when he observes a spy onboard the Venture, and immediate follows the spy to the Haddirron Naval Academy to protect the privateer’s hidden base.
T

he Haddirron Naval Academy and outlying support community occupied an entire peninsula two hours down the coast from Haddirron City. At the end of every summer, a new class of polloi came streaming in from all corners of the empire to attend the premiere naval academy on the planet.

I was sent to the Academy for entirely different reasons. I had to find my target. If he was the right one, I knew what I had to do, and the results of that decision would change the fate of this place forever. Years of preparation would come down to a single moment and a single action.

The targets of our scrutiny were, of course, blissfully ignorant of all of this.

A stiff tail wind propelled me east and I made very good time, arriving a full week before the start of the new session. 

I landed at the hidden grotto and got my bearings. It took me a little bit to get used to my legs again. I stretched them for a few minutes and then stashed some effects about my person. With everything functioning again, I walked into the town sprawled around about the Academy. 

I passed a polished brass lamp and looked at the distorted reflection staring back at me. I tried on a smile, a scowl, and finally walked off wearing a bemused expression. 

I prowled about the outskirts of the Academy orienting myself with the area for the next couple of days until my target arrived. 

Cooper Flynn sailed in by himself in a very nice little sloop. He tied up to the dock at twilight when the waterfront was largely deserted. I sat with one leg over the edge of the dock mending a net as he tied up, apparently engrossed in my work. He stretched his legs and cracked his neck, then he tied his long black hair back into a knot and went searching for food. 

He kept a very low profile, but he was a rank amateur compared to my kind, and I had no trouble following him without being seen.

It is one of two things I do best.

#

I shadowed Flynn for two days, watching his every move. He spent most of his time walking among the commoners, buying rounds in the taverns, hanging out by the docks.

There are two things one must have to be accepted into the Naval Academy, a parchment with a written commission, and one’s name must be on a list kept by the Admittance Officer, a Petty Officer by the name of Baskins, whose sole qualification for the job seemed to be a soul without a speck of pity.

My information informed me that the target, Cooper Flynn, had neither of the required components. Also, there was not a single recorded instance of variance to the published requirements. That could mean two different things, however. I wondered if Cooper Flynn had thought of that.

Based on what I knew of my target already, I thought I had a pretty good idea what he was going to do; however, I was mistaken. On the third day, he sold his sloop outright and took a nondescript room not far from the market across the street from the side entrance to the Academy.

I puzzled over that for some time. It was notoriously difficult to win entrance to the Academy through legal means. I had never heard of anyone gaining access to the Academy through more clandestine means, and I have very good sources of information. Flynn either knew something I didn’t or was so confident in his own abilities that he didn’t need to keep a back-up plan. If he wasn’t the very first one to gain illicit admission into the Academy, he was stranded.

I relaxed after that. Flynn was playing right into my hands. If he failed, he would take himself out of the picture, and I would move on to one of the others. However, if he succeeded, he would be the one I was looking for, and I would be free to make my move, ending the life he knew forever. 

#

Admittance day dawned and Flynn was already hidden, watching over by the tiny admissions side gate, and I was watching him. There’s nothing harder than hiding in wait on another person who is also hiding in wait, but I am very good at what I do. I settled in to watch things unfold and bide my moment to decide, and to act.

The Haddirron Naval Academy’s grand front gate was built back one hundred feet from the shore. The ornate gate was normally open, affording a good view of the water from the buildings inside. Inside the gate was a curving commons area surrounded by outbuildings. The main hall had windows looking out over the water, and the buildings behind it were staggered, climbing a gentle hill, until one came to the Admiralty’s offices at the top of the hill, perched there like a wheelhouse overlooking a deck.

However, the polloi admittees didn’t come in through the grand front gate, they came in through a humble side gate only large enough to allow one person through at a time. 

Cooper Flynn’s first attempt to gain entrance to the Haddirron Naval Academy was over before it began.

Flynn spent the first hour looking the situation over. The keeper of the keys was a beery, bleary Petty Officer by the name of Baskins, chomping on a long-dead cigar. He had a list on loosely bound parchment and a perpetual growl that rose and fell with his temper but never abated entirely.

Flynn positioned himself by a fishmonger close enough to hear the Petty Officer, and I found a place where I could watch them both undisturbed.

Two things became clear almost immediately—the Petty Officer’s word was final regarding admissions to the venerable Academy, and he was a racist. 

He routinely said three things. He roared “Commission!” to the next candidate in line, after which he was to be presented with a parchment bearing written authorization to the Academy. After that, he yelled “Last name!” If there was a successful match, he would take a quill, dunk it in a large inkwell, scratch a check next to a name on his sheath, and finally step aside until the newly accepted sailor squeezed past. The last thing he bellowed was “Next!”

It was the unsuccessful matches where things got interesting.

A flaxen-haired youngling held a parchment in a trembling hand. The Petty Officer bellowed, “No match! Repeat your last name!”

“Siquor, Sir.”

“I’m not a ‘sir,’ and you’re not on the list!” Baskins snatched the parchment from his hand and tore the document in half without so much as looking at it. “Get out of here and I won’t have you arrested for impersonating the freshpolloi. NEXT!”

The next candidate was six-foot-eight if he was an inch. He wordlessly presented his papers and the bristling Petty Officer grabbed at the papers and then looked up. And then up some more.

“A Reachie,” he purred, his voice dripping poison.

The young giant nodded briefly.

“Back of the line, Reachie,” said Baskins brusquely, shoving his papers into the candidate’s gut and pointing savagely to the rear.

The giant carefully refolded his papers, stood there while sliding them into a pocket inside his coat, slowly bowed his head, and finally turned, walking deliberately to the back of the line.

Nobody stood in his way.

I’ve been to the Reach before. In the long and sporadic chain of islands between Haddirron and Sylva, there are inner islands, there are outer islands, and then there are the reach islands located almost equally between the two distant nations. They called themselves Reachers, while those with less manners called them Reachies. Many considered them scum instead of welcoming them as equals. 

Despised by Sylvans, looked down on by Haddirron, the Reachers’ only recompense was an intense natural beauty and the clearest water available in the midst of the great saltwater expanse between the two nations. 

Fiercely independent, the Reach islanders kowtowed to no man. I wondered what had prompted one of their kind to petition for commission into the Naval Academy.

For his part, Flynn had seen enough for the moment. He turned to the fishmonger, stuck his hand in his pocket, spoke to the fishmonger for a moment, and then produced his hand, shaking hands again with the fishmonger, leaving something behind when he withdrew his hand. Flynn clapped the fishmonger on the shoulder and walked away.

The fishmonger looked in his hand and his eyes grew wide. He looked back to Flynn. Flynn turned as he walked and waved broadly. The fishmonger raised one hand hesitantly, and then waved with an almost ridiculous vigor.

Flynn walked to the corner. It had the virtue of being opposite the side gate where the polloi gathered, parchments in hand, lining up for interrogation by the acerbic Petty Officer. Flynn leaned against the wall, lost in thought. He apparently came to a decision and pushed away from the wall, taking another walk around the marketplace. When he returned to that spot, he had a whittling knife, a substantial piece of wood, and a long piece of grass.

He sat on an empty keg with his back against the wall, stuck the blade of grass in his mouth, and started whittling.

Flynn watched, and listened, and whittled. As the hours went by, Flynn appeared to be paying even less attention to the proceedings, which I took to mean that he was ever more vigilant.

Noon passed, and then mid-afternoon. For all of Baskins’ faults, stamina was not among them. He chewed through freshpolloi like a man on a mission, and sent more than a few applicants away weeping, while those he admitted celebrated with quiet exultation. 

One young tough tried to force his way into the gate. Baskins took special glee in cutting his feet out from underneath him with one sweeping leg, delivering two sledgehammer shots to the jaw with his ham-like fist, and throwing him bodily back onto the cobbled street. The only thing he said was “Next!”

#

The admissions went smoothly for the rest of the afternoon. Flynn waited it out, developing a nice scattering of wood shavings on the ground by his keg. To the untrained eye, it looked at awful lot like he was taking a substantial stick and revealing a less substantial one, but I’ve never really followed the complexities of whittling, so I couldn’t say for sure.

The late afternoon shadows crept in and engulfed the alley before the end of the line crept up to Petty Officer Baskins. There were ten freshpolloi, then five, and then two. Flynn took his knife, drove it into the top of the keg, stuck the remaining sliver of wood into his mouth like a toothpick, and hopped down to lean against the wall, waiting.

It wouldn’t be long now. It looked like he wanted to be able to move quickly if need-be. I loosened my weapons and stood ready myself.

Petty Officer Baskins passed the second-to-last applicant without looking at parchment or list and then stepped forward, arms crossed.

“So, Mr. Reachie, we meet again. I rather thought you might have turned tail and run back to Sylva.”

That was a blatant falsehood and everyone knew it, but the big young candidate held his temper. “No, Mr. Baskins,” rumbled the young giant slowly in a voice so low as to almost not be heard.

“Very well, Reachie. Commission!”

His charge produced the parchment from his shirt, stood up straight with eyes front, and handed over the document.

Baskins took a look at it and his eyes widened at something thereon.

“Name!” he barked.

“Pitt.”

Baskins broke out in the first and only grin of the day. However, it was more feral and mean than humorous.

“Full name, Mr. Pitt.”

Pitt looked like he’d bitten something foul. He swallowed once with great effort. His eyes flicked down at the document in Baskins’ hand and then he returned to eyes-front, saying nothing during that exercise.

Baskins looked smug. “If that’s your name, I don’t blame you for not wanting to say it, lad.” He laughed long and loud, his boorish, braying laughter echoing off the close buildings and the tall Academy wall. 

The vendors stopped to take in the scene. Flynn moved the toothpick in his mouth from one side to the other with a practiced flick.

Baskins’ laughter finally ran down. “Well, Mr. Pitt, the day the Academy lets in a Reachie on my watch is the day I wear a skirt. Petition denied.” Holding the parchment up in front of Pitt’s face, he brutally tore the commission in two and threw the halves back roughly against Pitt’s chest. 

Pitt’s nostrils flared and his jaw clenched in the most fearsome degree but he kept his hands where they were. The segments hit and fell to Pitt’s feet while he remained studiously at attention.

It was not hard to see that he was at the ragged edge of his self-control.

Petty Officer Baskins took up his parchment list and make a great show of striking through the last unchecked name on the list. He then stood there with a defiant grin, arms crossed and chin out. 

Many careers had been broken on that chin that day before they even started. It appeared Mr. Pitt would be the last.

I leaned forward on the balls of my feet, ready to move fast if need-be. 

The moment of truth was at hand.

I was moving as Flynn pushed off from the wall. I slid into position behind a stall and brought my right hand to lay across my chest, closer to reach the different weapons I kept in sheathes behind my neck, as Flynn trotted cheerfully up to the conflict of wills which seemed frozen in tableau.

Mr. Pitt turned to go, leaving the torn document on the cobbles as Flynn trotted up. 

“Ho! There you are, Cuz!” said Flynn gleefully. “I made it just in time! Hey, you dropped this...” He quickly bent and scooped up the parchment, dancing out of the way as Baskins lurched forward to intercept.

Mr. Pitt stopped and looked over his shoulder.

Flynn sidestepped the reaching Baskins and said, “Hey, there appears to be a problem here.” He took the ripped parchment, looked at it with interest, and stepped forward to Baskins. “Petty Officer, there has been a mistake. I think you should recheck your list.”

He handed the two pieces to Baskins and stepped back, turning and winking quickly at Mr. Pitt while his back was turned to the Petty Officer. 

I was curious. I’ve seen many gambits at that gate, none of them successful, but this was a different approach from any I had witnessed before. 

The emotions on Baskins’ face went from rage, to surprise, to pleasure, to shock, to base animal cunning, to calculated greed. He lifted the parchment, revealing a heavy Haddirron gold laurel piece, and quickly covered it back up.

“You know what this is?” he asked in a curiously normal tone of voice, as if he was afraid that whatever he said would turn out to be a mistake, and desperately hoping it was not.

To his credit, Flynn played his part perfectly. “No, Petty Officer, what is it?”

Baskins’ eyes narrowed in decision. “Did you say ‘Pitt,’ young master?”

Flynn kept smiling and carefully dug his elbow into Pitt’s exposed back. Pitt turned his massive chest around. He hung his arms at his side in the posture of a man who didn’t want to have any movement be misconstrued, and therefore ended up looking stiff and awkward. “Yes, Petty Officer. Pitt.”

Baskins seemed positively gleeful. “Well, that’s it then. This is a mistake on the official rolls. My sincere apologies.” With that, he grabbed his quill, dipped it in his ink well, and wrote in the name of the big young man with the funny name. He dropped the torn parchment on top of the pile and then made a grand show of stepping aside to allow Mr. Pitt access to the Academy.

I leaned forward, intent on the moment. This was it.

Flynn nimbly stepped forward in front of Mr. Pitt and jingled his pouch meaningfully. “You have room for one more name on that list, I think.”

Petty Officer Baskins leaned forward and said confidentially, “You have another of these?”

Flynn leaned forward as well. “I don’t need another of these, and neither do you.” He winked.

Baskins’ eyes flashed something fearsome and he gritted out a smile that was all edge and no humor. “I think you do.” He put one beefy hand on the knife sheath at his waist.

I think Mr. Pitt and I were both tensed like heavy wound springs.

Confidentially, Flynn murmured, “I think you should look again before somebody gets the wrong idea.” His smile was suddenly cunning and his black eyes blazed with a ferocious intensity.

“And why is that, pray tell?” gritted Baskins, whose smile was being stretched by the warring factions of stress and greed.

Flynn leaned closer in and I had to act quickly to hear his whisper. “Because you accepted a very sizable bribe to allow a disgraced Reachie freshpolloi into your academy, and I have witnesses. Many witnesses.”

Baskins knuckles were turning white where he grasped the hilt of his knife, and he spat out the single word like an oath. “Oh?”

Flynn slid nimbly to Baskins’ side and wrapped his arm around his shoulder. Flynn clapped him on the back and turned to look at the fishmonger across the way.

I was beginning to feel the tension of being coiled to strike for so long. 

The fishmonger was right there in the moment and immediately smiled and waved enthusiastically back toward Flynn. To my eye, it seemed he’d been waiting all day for this moment. The fishmonger’s joy was so contagious that the tentmaker next to him also started waving, as did the netmender next to him. A flash of something went through the market square, and we all knew this was something special, a moment frozen in history for those who were lucky enough to be present at this odd event. 

Flynn looked gleefully at Baskins and slowly waved his left arm toward the square, revealing that the entire market was waving and chattering.

Petty Officer Baskins’ knuckles were shaking, and I had a throwing knife in my right hand without thinking about it, ready to throw at the slightest opening, when Baskins suddenly removed his hand from the sheathe.

He turned to Flynn and spoke in his sunniest voice of the day. “Oh, here it is. Welcome to the Academy...” 

Flynn beamed in victory.

Under his breath, Baskins murmured, “You’ll both wash out in the first week and I’ll still have a full years’ wages. That will be the end of that.”

“You’re probably right,” said Flynn out of the side of his grinning mouth, quietly, waving cheerfully back to the fishmonger and friends, “but at least we can wash out on our own terms, and can say with a clear conscience that we tried our best at the Academy before returning home.”

“Very well,” whispered Baskins. “But I will remember you.”

“I’m counting on it,” whispered Flynn, and he winked in a very knowing way.

Baskins cleared his throat. “Name?” he said loudly as he picked up the scroll.

“Cooper Flynn, two ‘n’s,” he said calmly, waving Mr. Pitt forward.

As they passed, Baskins reached forward and grabbed Flynn’s arm, and almost got a blade in the throat, oblivious to my screaming reflexes demanding the removal of this threat. Flynn was mine to deal with, and I didn’t take kindly to amateurs.

Baskins murmured, “What’s this big galoot to you, anyway?”

Mr. Pitt brushed past, breaking the hold by simple incidental contact. “He’s my cousin,” rumbled the man mountain as he passed.

Flynn shrugged his shoulders, grinned, and grabbed his rucksack from a bush around the corner.

The Petty Officer bit the gold laurel as Flynn passed. “Welcome to the Academy,” he said out loud. Then, under his breath he said, “…for as long as you last.”

I returned the knife to my sheath and melted into the darkness. I’d have to find another time to make my move. I was secretly exulting.

He’d gained entrance. He was the one, and he was mine to dispense.

#

I found a place where the wall was only twenty feet and scaled it easily. I silently fell in behind them as they walked and talked.

Rather, Flynn did the talking. 

“That was some fast thinking back there, ‘cousin,’ said Flynn. “I’m impressed.”

Mr. Pitt looked at him out of the corner of his eye as if to suggest he thought that sentiment ought to be the other way around.

“I’ve never met a sailor from the Reach before. This is a great honor for me.”

Mr. Pitt’s eyebrow twitched.

Flynn babbled on. “If there’s ever anything I can do to thank you, let me know. I’m in your debt.”

Mr. Pitt stopped and stared at him, his look inscrutable. Flynn bounded back to his side, took his arm, and steered him forward to the freshie barracks.

As they approached the front, Flynn said, “Let me take this one–I insist.” 

He stepped forward and sketched a casual naval salute at the dorm keeper seated at a desk just inside the open half circle entrance. “Plebes Flynn and Pitt reporting for rooming assignments, we’re not on the list, Petty Officer Baskins will vouch for our commissions, no—don’t bother to get up. Mr. Pitt will take our belongings to the assigned place and I’ll be back as soon as I check in. Pleased to meet you, looking forward to knowing you better, it’s great to be bunking in the ole…”—he looked at the sign over the entrance—“…Captain Jake.”

He danced back and nudged Mr. Pitt toward the entrance, handing him his rucksack. Then he leaned forward and stage-whispered “Oh, and watch out for this one—talked my ear off on the way here.” He winked and clapped Mr. Pitt on the back and pantomimed shooting a flint pistol at the dorm keeper. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and sauntered off into the night, whistling.

The dorm keeper looked up at Mr. Pitt from his parchment. “Is he always like that?”

Mr. Pitt looked wistfully after Flynn and then returned his attention to the keeper. He shrugged and stooped to enter the barracks. 

The dorm keeper snickered once and returned to his paperwork.

#

I found my opportunity not half an hour later outside the women’s barracks. There was a vine-covered lattice over the path leading behind the barracks and extending along the wall. A female plebe walked back toward the barracks, when a figure stepped out of the shadows. I felt my opportunity was close-at-hand, and loosened my weapons for quick access. I can be very quick when I need to be.

“Well, Darden, what a coincidence. Welcome to the Academy. I wasn’t aware you’d be following me here,” he said with a casual salute.

Former First Mate Walenda Darden stopped dead in her tracks. We knew who she was, of course. Considering her mission, it would mean one thing if she recognized him, and another if she pretended that she didn’t.

“Cooper Flynn?! What are you doing here?” she snapped, and that answered one question as far as I was concerned. I backed off and enjoyed the show.

Flynn smiled expansively. “Why, the same as you,” he said. He sketched a jaunty salute and sauntered off, whistling off-key.

Her eyes narrowed and she gritted her teeth. “I highly doubt that,” she muttered, and then scurried back to the barracks.

I was torn on whom to follow, but she wasn’t my primary concern, so I followed Flynn.

As it happens, I made the right choice because the opportunity I’d been waiting for presented itself almost immediately.

Flynn sidled up to the end of the path where the trail took a sharp left-hand turn back into the Academy proper. He stopped and started feeling the wall there as if he was looking for something, his back to the path.

I kept to the shadows and was glad that I had oiled my blades. I soundlessly removed a throwing knife and measured the distance, the windage, the force I would need for a clean strike.

I cocked my arm and flipped the knife around so I was holding the blade.

The figure detached itself from the shadows and stealthily followed. Flynn turned and stepped around the corner. The figure started to slide around the corner after him.

I struck.

The blade whirred through the air. The handle caught him in the temple, dropping him to the ground, stunned.

I made it to his feet in three strides, sheathed the knife, and dragged him by the heels back into the shadows from where he had come, revealing a doorway hidden in the vines. I stepped outside and waited as Flynn retraced his steps, his head cocked. So he had heard something, but didn’t know what. Good. A little extra caution would stand him in good stead in this place.

As for Petty Officer Baskins, I had delivered enough of a message for our first encounter. He would rue his decision if there was another.

#

I was convinced that we had our man. I needed to return to the island and make the announcement, spread the word, start the planning in earnest. We had much to do and little time to do it.

I scaled the wall again and started walking back to the grotto. I resisted the temptation to rush—the Academy didn’t need any more unexplained rumors at my expense from this watch.

I took my time getting to the coast. Once there, I walked briskly down the stones to the secluded grotto. 

I was ready to go.

Leaving my body in a concealed location, I took up my wings and flew west into the prevailing wind.
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