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Benny slithered through the crowd scanning for his target. 

The Air Harbors bustled with activity. 

Airships moored about the docks, while laborers unloaded cargo into the cesspool below. Denizens flocked to the markets, like ants to sugar. Faces of every creed shouted and laughed in languages from across the empire, making deals and exchanging goods. As he snaked through the traffic, auctioneers bargained to wide-eyed customers, while peddlers hawked their wares down the strip. Jewels from the East. Magical talismans from the West. And a few items Benny couldn’t distinguish. Were they mermaid fins? Or dragon scales? Who knew? 

Benny passed by a bakery. The smell of freshly-baked pastries filled the air. He grinned. The smell of opportunity. Anything of value could be bought, sold, or traded at the Air Harbors. Particularly information. 

Just have to be careful. People with secrets generally like to keep them. 

Still, he needed coin. 

The girls at the brothel didn’t work for free.

His mark, a portly man adorned in official clothing, sat at a restaurant on the wharf. Across from the politician, a brute of a man chugged his beer. After slamming the mug down, he wiped his face, then slid a box across the table. The government official pulled open the box, then placed a monocle to his eye. After examining the contents of the box for a moment, he reached into his overcoat and handed the buccaneer a pouch.  

Benny flicked his tongue. 

Got you. 

Fist would be very interested in this information. Benny squinted. 

What was in the box? 

Jewelry? 

Plans? 

An artifact?

Fist paid top coin for that kind of intelligence. Perhaps if he got close enough, he could catch a glimpse. If they got drunk enough, he might even be able to lift it. 

Benny slithered through the crowd, stopping at a nearby shop so he could eavesdrop on their conversation. The large man bit into his turkey leg, then pointed it at the official. 

“You’d think the girl had some gypsy blood in her. I tell you, sir, the things she did for me.” 

The politician cocked an eyebrow. 

“Indeed—” 

Something heavy fell on Benny’s shoulder. 

What the hell? 

Did someone just—

A hand spun him around. 

Benny winced, anticipating a blow, but nothing came. When he opened his eyes, he found a bearded man standing before him.  

“My old friend, Benjamin.”

Benny’s eyes widened. 

Shit. Not the Sikh.

The man wore a turban and exotic garments, including chainmail. To Benny, the outfit looked like a mix between a priest’s robe and a warrior’s armor. A modified scimitar hung from the man’s belt. 

“Armin. What can I do for you this fine day?” 

The Sikh smirked and gestured toward the alleyway. 

“Walk with me a moment, my friend,” he said in a slight accent. 

Benny glanced back to the politician’s table. “I’m kind of working right now.” 

Armin ignored the comment, and grabbed Benny’s bicep. The man’s fingers felt like iron claws in his skin. He pushed Benny forward, forcing him toward the alleyway. As they weaved through the throng of denizens, Benny watched his mark disappear into the crowd. 

Damn it.  

He turned back to Armin. “You know, I really was working.”

The Sikh grinned. “I know.” 

Benny rolled his eyes. 

Ugh. This damn bearded barbarian. 

“What do you want with me?”

“We recently took a trip beyond the Rim.”

Beyond the Rim? Interesting... 

Perhaps this meeting would be more profitable than he initially considered.
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“Beyond the Rim? That’s not a usual cargo run.” 

“Turned out to be quite the adventure.” 

The Sikh guided him past the public bathrooms. Benny wrinkled his nose at the stench. “Well that’s good.”

“Our crew nearly died.”

Okay, maybe not so good. 

Benny shrugged. “One can never be too safe beyond the Rim.” 

The bearded man stopped and leaned Benny against a nearby wall. “Benjamin, we are friends, are we not?”

Benny searched for an escape route. Luckily, this place had plenty of alleyways and backstreets to slip into.

“Sure, Armin. We’re friends.” 

“Good. Since we are friends,” Armin began, clenching his jaw. “Perhaps you can do me a favor.” 

“A favor? Sure. Whaddya need? Information?” Benny licked his lips. “Ya know, I am the information guy.”

The Sikh relaxed his grip a bit. 

“Well, you see, that client knew certain things about our crew. About our captain. The gentleman knew we took jobs beyond the Rim. Told us we came recommended by name.” Armin raised an eyebrow. “Since this information is not widely advertised, I thought you could shed some light on the matter.” He smirked. “My friend, the information guy.” 

Walmsley. He must be talking about Walmsley. 

Roughly a month ago, rumors trickled in about the disappearance of Earnest Walmsley, the founder of Atlantis. Apparently, the old explorer took a crew beyond the Rim in search of treasure. But they never returned. At least not until now. Which meant Armin’s crew probably killed or abandoned the old bastard. 

That information could be worth something in the right circles. But first he’d have to give Armin the slip.

What was the name of their ship? The Angelion? No, no. An ex-priest captained that ship. Armin’s captain was a woman. A mighty fine woman at that. What I wouldn’t do to run into her at the brothel. An image flashed in his mind. Armin’s captain beating two of Fist’s men to a pulp in Timepiece Tavern about a year back. Benny winced. On second thought, that bitch is crazy. 

Shit, what was the name of their ship? The Avalon? 

No.

The Evangeline. 

Yes... 

The Evangeline.

Yes, that seemed right. I’m sure Fist would love to know that Captain Windrider was back in town. Now if he could just find a distraction. 

Benny pressed against the wall and felt something in his back pocket. What was that? Tobacco? No. Smoked all of that playing cards with the boys. 

Wait a minute... 

The deck of cards. 

Benny pursed his lips, suppressing a smile. 

“Armin, I wish I could help you,” he said reaching into his back pocket. “But I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

The Sikh placed a finger on the hilt of his blade. 

“Are you certain, my friend?”

Benny pressed his tongue against his teeth. “I don’t know. I—” 

Just another second or two. 

The bearded warrior unsheathed part of the blade. 

“Quickly, I am a busy man.”

“I...”

Got it!

Benny flung the pack of cards at Armin’s face. 

The deck burst open, scattering cards everywhere. 

Armin flinched, giving Benny just enough room to slither free. 

He sprinted toward the market. 

Heading toward the lower streets, Benny slipped back into the thoroughfare and snaked his way through the crowds, ignoring the shouts and yells that followed his rough progress. Glancing behind, he saw Armin giving chase. The man’s eyes fixed on Benny like a cat after its prey. 

Bollocks. 

Don’t suppose we’re friends anymore. 

Bollocks. Bollocks. Bollocks. 

Elbowing his way to the other side of the street, Benny created distance between himself and the Sikh. He splashed through puddles and navigated the maze of streets, picking his route at random. His lungs burned and his knees ached. 

What I wouldn’t do for a cigarette right now. 

Benny turned down Main Street. Denizens flooded the cobblestoned walkways. As he filed through the crowd, he surveyed the area. 

No Sikh in sight. 

Finally. 

Benny stopped and wiped the sweat from his forehead, then placed his hands on his knees. He huffed and puffed for air. 

Damn, that was close. 

Too close. 

A shadow entered his periphery. Benny glanced up and found a woman standing before him. 

No. 

Not a woman. 

A man? 

That’s got to be the prettiest damn man I’ve ever seen. 

The gentleman wore full morning dress—cane and all. Wavy hair jutted from his top hat. The dandy scrutinized Benny for a moment, then removed his hat and slightly bowed.

Benny turned around. No one was behind him.

Who the hell is he looking at?

The gentleman winked at him, then placed the top hat back on.

Benny cocked his head.

What the hell? Did he just wink at me? 

The dandy lunged forward. 

Benny instinctually sidestepped. The man lost his balance and fell forward. 

Benny furrowed his eyebrows. 

What the... 

His eyes widened. 

Shit. One of Armin’s cronies. 

Gotta keep going.
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