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      Cosmo blinked as he was led into the throne room by a burly orc. Big, muscular, and grumpy seemed overkill for intimidating Cosmo—who being a gnome could only lay claim to being one of the three.

      The evil queen was sprawled out in her throne. Ridiculously sinister black attire had its effect ruined by how totally bored she appeared. It was hard to be imposing when you were half asleep.

      "And what is this one guilty of?" asked the queen.

      A solemn-looking elf stepped forward. He looked uptight, as if desperately trying to compensate for his monarch's slouch, standing so rigid he nearly trembled with the effort.

      "Cosmo Cogspinner. He stands accused of fraudulently selling elixirs to the village of Elnok to cure them of the phage," said the elf, named Svenal.

      Cosmo unleashed his best smile. "I'll point out that nobody in Elnok now has the phage."

      "Because they transformed into toads," the elf said reprovingly, with a stern look.

      Vanya, the queen, gave an airy wiggle of her fingers to show she was, improbably, even more bored than she was seconds ago.

      "Sounds cured. What else have you got?" Vanya asked.

      "Forgery. When captured, he presented a badly hand-written note saying it was a pass good for the dismissal of one crime," said Svenal.

      "One just got dismissed, didn't it? Thank you, Your Majesty, for honoring it," Cosmo said, working that smile extra hard. It was starting to tremble almost as badly as the elf.

      "I'll go with his logic on this one. Not fraud if it happened. You're two for two, Svenal. I do hope you have something more and this hasn't been a total waste of my time?" Vanya asked.

      "He won twenty crowns from his guards at cards. They feel he may have cheated," Svenal said, looking rather uncomfortable. "That charge was more of an addendum to influence judgment on the others."

      "Gnome, stay. Others, leave us," Vanya said with a lazy yawn and stretch.

      The others hastily made their way out of the throne room. They were no sooner gone than Vanya was out of her throne, stepping forward to peer down at Cosmo. The queen was human, and she towered over the gnome.

      "Tell me, Mister Cogspinner. Are you a liar?" Vanya asked.

      "This one of those trick questions, Majesty? Like I tell you yes, and you leave through the other door? I'm not really that kind of gnome, the puzzle-door sort," Cosmo said.

      "Yes, that is exactly the sort of answer I was hoping for," Vanya said, turning away and sitting on her throne once more, crossing her legs. "Judging by your accent you aren't a Pipopolis native. Spinnerton?"

      Cosmo was rather impressed, and worried. From what he'd heard Vanya was only recently on the throne and was by all accounts a lazy, foolish, and utterly unaccomplished young woman. Her posture had totally changed since the others left the room, and he'd only met one or two humans in his life that could place a gnomish accent.

      "You know your accents," Cosmo said.

      "I need someone that can tell a truth from a lie, Mister Cogspinner. I need someone that knows the thin line between them," Vanya said.

      "We just concluded I'm a law-abiding citizen," Cosmo said, taking a step backward. "And really, I've more perfectly legitimate potions to sell."

      "Mister Cogspinner, I'm an evil queen. Do you know the best part about that? It doesn't actually matter if you are guilty or innocent," Vanya said, flashing her own best smile.

      Cosmo thought that she'd gotten that intimidation thing straightened out in a hurry.

      "How may I serve, Your Majesty?"

      "First, the standard provisions. While arbitrary execution is always on the table, I do value the service of the useful, and I reward that service accordingly. I trust this has you feeling both afraid and greedy?" Vanya asked.

      "More afraid, Majesty. I haven't gotten to the greedy yet. Short legs, takes me awhile," Cosmo said.

      "Well, catch up, Mister Cogspinner. My city is under a great many threats, but one is particularly insidious. It panics the people, ruins the wealthy and powerful almost overnight, and threatens the entire kingdom."

      "And you want to turn it into a toad?" Cosmo asked hopefully.

      Vanya stared at him for a long moment with her brow furrowed. "No, Mister Cogspinner. A novel solution, but I fear in this case it would be ineffective. Have you heard of the Pipopolis Times?"

      "It sounds very ... err ... chronological," Cosmo said.

      Vanya again gave Cosmo one of those stares. "You are full of interesting observations, Mister Cogspinner. I suppose that it was chronological. It was our newspaper, printed sheets containing all the news and opinions of the day condensed for public consumption. The Assembly shut it down five years ago."

      That was before Vanya's reign. Cosmo thought that might have been during the era of Good King Eadok. Pipopolis was located halfway between the great city-states of Brightpip and Darkpip, and tended to alternate between good and evil rulers. If there was one thing the people of Pipopolis could agree on, it was their complete inability to agree on anything.

      "And you dislike the Assembly, Your Majesty?" Cosmo asked.

      "No being insightful, Mister Cogspinner. Not with me, I won't stand for it. The paper was run by certain titans of the industrial variety and the Assembly thought it made them far too powerful. You, I expect, will be less frightful. You are to restart the paper," Vanya said.

      Cosmo gave a weak smile and was about to utter some words of protest, but Vanya held up a hand.

      "You are, I am sure, about to say you are totally unsuited for this task. I counter with how totally suited I am to order executions. I'll see you are provided with assistance," Vanya said.

      Cosmo had to give it to the young queen—she knew how to recruit talent.

      "Yes, Majesty," Cosmo said.

      "You will face dangers. Beware the free press. Go and send the boring people back in," Vanya said with another finger-waggle.

      Cosmo wasn't an idiot, and he went as fast as his tiny legs would carry him.
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      "Eight ..." Svenal said, as the elf carefully and oh-so-slowly dropped another silver coin with a clink into the pouch.

      "You realize that being slow and annoying doesn't actually work when you are counting out my money? It just makes me savor every moment that much more," Cosmo said, bouncing up and down happily.

      "Nine ..." Svenal said with the solemnity of one who wouldn't be denied his stubborn sort of fun.

      "Ignore him. We all do," came a voice off to Cosmo's side. Cosmo looked up. The woman looked almost human, if it weren't for the forked tail and overly imperious bone structure. Some kind of demon, then.

      "Ten ..." Svenal said.

      Cosmo reflected that if he was going slowly, at least he was going in the right direction.

      Svenal passed over the pouch of coins with a ponderous slowness.

      Cosmo tucked the pouch into a pocket.

      The demon beamed a smile that some people would have found fairly devastating. "I'm Vex. I'm going to be watching out for you. Succubus, and a secretary, I'm very talented."

      "Talented at being a bad influence on Her Majesty," Svenal said.

      "Our evil queen. So everything is reversed. Bad influence is good, and that means I'm amazing to have around," Vex said, gesturing to Cosmo. "Come on."

      Given how the day had started Cosmo was quite happy for any escape from the palace that didn't have him in chains. Vex led him through the servants passages, not that there seemed too many servants.

      "Dead around here," Cosmo said.

      "Royalty is kind of an accessory these days. Assembly makes all the real decisions. Boy, did I make the wrong decision about where to try and get ahead," Vex said.

      "She do this often? Give random people jobs?"

      "Mostly she just slouches and sighs a lot," Vex said cheerfully.

      The streets outside the palace were busy. Pipopolis was a crowded city. It had that scruffy look that suggested its best days were far behind it, but as any real student of history could tell you, Pipopolis never actually had any.

      "You seem to know your way around," Cosmo said.

      "I'm a local. Born and raised in The Deeps. That's the lower city. Lots of demonspawn there," Vex said. "So why don't you know the place? The city is made for a conman. Everyone here is stealing or selling something."

      "I'm really not a conman. I mean, not intentionally. I'm an engineer—most of us gnomes are engineers."

      "Big city? Lots of technology?" Vex asked. The crowds were growing as she led the way into the manufacturing district. Golems slumped along the streets in grimy coveralls, their footsteps shaking the ground.

      "Magicity. These days it's almost all magicity. You want a proper cog, real machinery, you've got to stick to the countryside," Cosmo said.

      "Ah. You're one of those people that think old things were better than new things, because you're old," Vex said.

      "Magic is unreliable, dangerous, and ... dumb."

      Vex came to a stop outside a structure. The towering, gray edifice was stained dark with soot from the surrounding factories. "Pipopolis Press" was emblazoned in faded letters along one wall.

      The main entrance hadn't been so much locked as bricked up, thick heavy stone completely sealing off any way into the building.

      "And fun, right? I should be a mage," Vex said, tapping on the bricks blocking the entrance. "Too bad I'm not one now. I didn't know they'd done this."

      "Someone really wanted to make sure this place was shut down," Cosmo said, looking over the building. "Let's go around. See if there's another entrance."

      "If they wanted to make sure this place was shut down, they should have burned it," Vex said with a sniff.

      The building had nothing in the way of windows. Really, it was built a bit like a fortress.

      They had some luck as they came around the back. There was a loading dock designed for carts to use. Several sets of wide doors had once swung open, although they too had been blocked up. At least, all apart from one. Something had torn both door and bricks apart and left a gaping hole.

      "Looks like someone decided to loot the place," Vex said.

      "Look at the bricks. They're scattered outside and not inside. Something broke out, not in," Cosmo said.

      "Cool," Vex said, crouching down to enter through the hole. No kneeling was needed for Cosmo to follow behind her.

      The interior was lit with the sort of garish, white light that made everything it touched that little bit uglier.

      "Magicity-powered lights," Cosmo said, hearing the distaste in his voice and doing his best to add just a little bit more to make it extra-clear how he really felt.

      The effort seemed wasted on Vex, who was holding her hand up and giving a little shudder. "This place makes even me look bad. We can do something about this, right?"

      "Just how much authority do I have here?"

      "I mean, the queen told you that restarting this place was your job. I figure you have unlimited power, boss—at least until you piss off somebody actually important," Vex said.

      Cosmo had spent his whole life trying to turn bad hands into good ones. All it took was a little bluster, a little creativity, and a really good bluff, and any hand could become a winner.

      "We might have to keep the lights, at least for now. We need to figure out how this place works and how it did what it did," Cosmo said.

      "Big plans, boss. Any ideas on the how?"

      "You said you're a secretary. Find accounting. If this place shut down suddenly, I bet somebody out there still owes us money. Find out who. Ten marks isn't going to cut it. Then see if you can get us a list of employees," Cosmo said.

      "You're not bad at this. What will you be doing?"

      "All this magicity isn't for nothing. There's machinery here. I'm going to have a look and see what I can figure out," Cosmo said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Right now there was no reason to split up, since they still had no idea exactly where they were going. The only indication was the hall itself. Here, near the loading docks, it was wide and continued that way in one direction, while at the other end it narrowed after passing through a doorway.

      Cosmo thought it likely what he sought was down the wider hall. This place would have had two functions. Printing the newspaper and writing the news. The wide hall was clearly to transport newspapers, and so whatever printed them must be at the other end.

      Cosmo was curious to see the machinery, but he wanted to fully know just what kind of mess he'd gotten himself into first. It might be better to try making a winning hand out of this—it might be better to fold and run as fast and far as he could.

      Cosmo and Vex headed down the narrow hall.

      "So why did you get sent to help me? Reward? Punishment?" Cosmo asked.

      "I asked. I thought, when we got an evil queen, that court would be a good place for an ambitious young demoness like myself. Not so much. You're the most interesting thing to happen since I've been there," Vex said.

      A social climber. Cosmo didn't really understand that. Gnomes didn't really have a high society.

      The narrow hall ended in a massive room filled with desks. Papers were scattered everywhere. There was a thick layer of dust, but otherwise it seemed like business had just been abandoned in the middle of the day.

      "Doesn't look like much, does it?" Cosmo asked.

      "Neither does the palace where people do real work. Let's keep going," Vex said.

      Numerous offices lined the main room. One was prominently labeled, "Chief Editor".

      Cosmo had a look inside, seeing an enormous desk and a full bar along one wall.

      "Looks like your office, boss. You a drinker?" Vex asked.

      "Look at me. One drink and I'm drunk," Cosmo said.

      "So jealous," Vex said, with her tail lashing. "You don't want to know what it takes to get a demon drunk."

      Cosmo took a moment to search through the desk. There were some papers, an appointment book, and a ring of keys. Everything was set aside except for the keys, which he tucked in a pocket.

      Vex was busy trying to figure out how to fit a bottle of booze into her pockets. It wasn't working very well. Succubi tended to like their clothes skin-tight.

      "Leave it," Cosmo said.

      Vex gave him a woebegone look, but returned the bottle to the bar and they resumed their trek. A short hall led them to the main entrance.

      While from the outside the building hadn't looked like much, someone coming through the main doors would have been awed by the interior. Two stone manticores, one in black and one in white, flanked a giant stylized model of Pipopolis. The room had the sort of overabundance of marble and gold used to make it thoroughly clear how important a place was.

      "This isn't right, boss," Vess said with a look around the room, her hands on her hips.

      "This is old, right? Imperial?" Cosmo asked.

      Gnomish history lessons were usually more on the evolution of the cog, or hammers, through the ages. Still, it was hard not to know about the Empire given it once covered this whole face of the six-sided world.

      "It isn't the history that's wrong. The people of this city will steal anything that isn't nailed down. We have a major branch of the Thieves Guild just filled with aspiring young students and yet all of this is untouched?" Vex asked.

      "The front entrance is sealed. Maybe they didn't notice?"

      "I once saw someone open their window to get some air, and three people dove in to rob them. They'll have noticed this place."

      "Nothing more to see here. Let's go the other way. Maybe it's got a bad reputation? You're a local, what have you heard about this place?" Cosmo asked.

      "This place was dedicated to the truth. Everybody knew it, and everybody who wanted to know what secrets others were hiding trusted this paper to dig them out," Vex said.

      "I'd be afraid of that, but the ghost of good principles doesn't seem like much of a threat."

      Vex was quiet for a moment. "There have been rumors lately. I heard them even in the palace. Places broken into in the night, and news sheets left all over the neighborhood the next day revealing their secrets."

      "Hmm," Cosmo mused. "Let's go back and see what was the other way. Stick with me?"

      Cosmo wasn't sure just how much of a threat Vex was physically, but he was fairly sure she was more dangerous than he was, if something was lurking in these halls.

      They returned to their original entry point and moved down the wider hall. They soon came upon storerooms lining the hall, crates piled high inside. Several has been smashed open. Clay pots that looked to contain ink, judging from the stains surrounding one that had been shattered. In a different room they found others, and papers mixed among the wooden splinters of broken boxes.

      "This looks like thieves were here. If this were done while the place was still in business someone would have cleaned it up," Cosmo said.

      "Maybe," Vex said, kneeling down to study the wrecked crates. "But these look bludgeoned open. Every one."

      "A lot like the wall out back seemed to be smashed from the inside," Cosmo said.

      "Something trapped in here, looking for something to help them escape? Then finally they just bashed their way out?" Vex asked.

      Maybe. It still didn't make sense.

      They resumed their progress. The next room they came to held large stacks of newspapers along one wall, all neatly bound with twine. A raised, oil-stained platform seemed designed to hold some sort of machinery, but was completely empty.
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      Cosmo approached the platform and knelt down to study it. It was a curious mix of things. The oil stains were old, and this was exactly the sort of thing his gnomish upbringing was good for. They were around twenty years of age, since they'd sunk into the stone.

      Of around that same age were the magicity connectors. Once upon a time a proper bit of machinery had been installed here, and then it was replaced by something magicity-powered— and now that newer machine was gone. Missing.

      "This is starting to make sense," Cosmo said.

      "Glad it is to somebody. I was hoping for some monsters or treasure chests, or something. What's a spooky old building without lots of treasure?" Vex said, pacing back and forth with her tail lashing violently.

      Cosmo didn't actually want her to participate in conversation. Sometimes things worked best when it was just you talking.

      "The queen told me to beware the free press. I wasn't sure what she meant at the time, and yet here we are, in a building where something has broken out. Paper and ink has been scavenged, and the press is missing," Cosmo said.

      "You think it just ... what? Wandered off? The printing press? Decided it was tired of being bolted to the floor and it would be a lot more fun to run around terrorizing the city?"

      "I don't know what it's after, but yes, that is exactly what I think happened. It fits what we're seeing. In engineering, when you're trying to solve a problem, you look at all the side-effects and go back to a cause," Cosmo said.

      Vex rolled her eyes as she continued to pace. "Then I bet we know what deterred the thieves."

      As if on cue there was a clatter from the other end of the room. Cosmo and Vex looked towards the entrance.

      The printing press was a mix of greenish metal parts. Rollers studded with letters looked almost like teeth, and a string of tangled papers resembled a lolling tongue. It was shifting its weight from one set of legs to the other, looking rather like one very excitable puppy.

      A very dangerous, excitable metal puppy.

      Cosmo froze, hoping that standing very, very still worked—based on the theory that maybe magical printing presses were a bit like bears. As survival strategies went it proved a poor one. The press lumbered towards him.

      Vex's survival strategy worked a little better. She ran past, grabbing Cosmo by the collar, and half-carried, half-dragged him along behind her. The press was blocking the main door, but a room labeled "Archives" was off to one side.

      Vex pulled them through and slammed the door shut. Shelves lined the walls and Vex released Cosmo before she pulled one across, blockading the door. The wall shook as something bashed against it on the other side.

      "You're strong," Cosmo said.

      "Demonblood," Vex said with a flashy smile. "Good for something."

      The door shook alarmingly again, although it seemed to be holding.

      "Can it get through?" Cosmo asked.

      "It bashed through a brick wall. I bet it can, if it's determined enough. Hopefully it loses interest," Vex said.

      The archives room was more dimly lit. The lines of shelves were filled with neatly filed copies of papers.

      "So anything else the demonblood does for you?" Cosmo asked.

      "This is about the whole succubus thing, isn't it? It always comes up. Nothing gets a man interested quite like my being a sex-starved demonic hottie," Vex said.

      "Err ... I mean, we gnomes don't really ..." Cosmo said.

      Vex stared at Cosmo doubtfully for several long moments before shrugging. "Okay, we'll see. That is kind of all true though. Charm, strength, immune to fire, and some innate magic with illusion."

      That was commonplace in the six-sided world. Race governed more than just someone's physical appearance, it came with a great many innate capabilities or magical potentials. Still more came from your choice of class, religion, even your alignment to good or evil.

      "I don't trust magic. It's unpredictable and dangerous. That thing out there is proof of that. Leave magicity hooked up to a printing press for twenty years, abandon the place, and soon the machine decides to turn itself into some sort of demonic hound," Cosmo said.

      Vex cleared her throat and tapped her foot pointedly.

      "More like an angelic hound," Cosmo said glibly, trying to deliver another one of those best smiles.

      "Better," Vex said. "Can't trust angels. All those glowing auras. What kind of people think they need to glow just to prove they're better than you? Aren't some gnomes big on magic?"

      Cosmo moved around the room, poking at the shelves and glancing at the occasional newspaper. "It's a bit like humans with their politics and nations. Or you and angels. Some of us like magic, and some of us have good sense and don't, and we get into a lot of arguments about it."

      The most recent newspapers seemed preoccupied with the Assembly, and not in a good way. There had been an offer from Brightpip to fully join with their state and it had gone up to a public vote. Given the number of demonspawn in the city, it had been expected the vote would fail. Instead it succeeded—not that it had ever come to pass. It had been quite the scandal back in the day.

      A tarpaulin covered something in one corner and Cosmo pulled it back. Ah, this was more like it.

      "Beautiful," Cosmo said.

      "Thank you, I really am. You're really rather perceptive," Vex said, before seeing where he was looking. "Oh."

      It was a mechanical press—the original installation. The gear-work was impressive, and the cogs were clearly of a gnomish design. While it had been years out of use, it had been stored properly. Someone had loved this press, once.

      "I can get this working," Cosmo said.

      "If we live," Vex said.

      "I've got an idea about that. Go ahead and clear the door."

      Vex gave him a dubious look. "Really, boss?"

      It was all about holding the right cards. Cosmo was starting to think he held some of the right ones.
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      Vex pushed the bookshelf out of the way with one hand. She really did make that look far too easy.

      "We're coming out," Cosmo called loudly. Grabbing the keys from his pocket, he opened up the door.

      The rogue printing press was waiting on the other side. It had retreated to the platform and was hopping madly from leg to leg.

      Cosmo shook the keys, letting the rattle fill the space. The press lacked ears so it might be a useless gesture, but then again it seemed to be getting around pretty well without eyes.

      "I'm the Chief Editor. I'm in charge of the paper. I belong here," Cosmo said.

      Magic might be unreliable, and Cosmo hated it, but he'd learned enough to understand certain aspects of it. It played by the rules—except in ways nobody would imagine. If the press had once been tasked with printing the news, working in the service of this place, those impulses didn't go away just because all the people did. That was the problem with magic. It was all very fine for a magical stove to cook a meal. When it got bored and started cooking the neighbors, you had problems.

      The press hopped from one leg to another some more, then began running around in circles as if chasing an invisible tail, before it retreated at high speed down the hall.

      "Huh. That worked," Vex said.

      "Actually, I thought it would do a little more sticking around and a lot less running away," Cosmo said.

      "Call a half win a full win?" Vex asked.

      "Story of my life. Well, with that out of the way, can you help me something? I want to get that mechanical press in storage out here. Without you I'd have to find some golems," Cosmo said.

      "I'm not actually a golem," Vex grumbled, but went back into the room.

      The demoness was strong, but the mechanical press was massive and heavy. It took a half hour and a great deal of very inventive demonic cursing before it was placed on the platform.

      "I thought this job would be a little more about irritating people in power and a little less heavy lifting," Vex said with a huff.

      "We'll get around to it. I want to see if I can get this thing running again. Look through that paperwork we discussed and see what you can find," Cosmo said.

      "You're pretty bossy when you get comfortable with things," Vex said.

      "We don't get this done, the queen will have your head. She knows how to inspire," Cosmo said.

      "She does that," Vex said, before wandering off.

      Cosmo almost lost track of time during the next few hours. This was where he felt most complete, when he was working on something. When figuring out how all the little pieces fit together with all the even littler pieces.

      Wooden blocks had been carefully placed to prevent cogs from turning, protecting the machine from damage in moving. Clearing them out required a deft touch, as did then oiling gears allowed to sit for years.

      Cosmo thought it would work, but he didn't have any way to test it. The entire thing was powered by a crank that stored tension in a spring, and he simply wasn't large enough or strong enough to turn it. Given the size and placement, he thought a golem must have originally done that.

      Cosmo thought that hours had passed, but it was hard to tell in this place. The constant lighting and lack of windows left no way to know the time.

      Cosmo found Vex in one of the offices. It looked as if she'd raided the liquor cabinet, a few empty bottles surrounding her, and a pile of paperwork in front of her.

      "Having fun?" Cosmo asked.

      "Failing to get drunk in company is all in good fun. Failing to get drunk while doing research is just sad. We're going to get to making trouble soon, right?" Vex asked, plaintively hopeful.

      Cosmo climbed onto a chair. It was human-sized and so this was a bit of an effort, leaving his legs dangling off the edge.

      "Hope so. Depends on you. What do you have for me?" Cosmo asked.

      "The paper brought in coin from advertising. Some paid in advance and those people we theoretically owe money as a refund, so we don't want to talk with them," Vex said.

      "Double check to make sure they don't owe the paper more than the paper owes them. I trust there are some debtors though?"

      "Most of the merchant district had accounts in the day, and the big players all had credit and time to pay. Some of them have shut down, but there's enough outstanding here for us to do something with," Vex said.

      "How much?"

      "I'm not an accountant. I think from what I'm looking at it's over a thousand crowns," Vex said.

      Cosmo felt a dizzying sensation wash over him that was part panicked yelp, and part laugh. It was more money than he'd ever had.

      "Well, we will certainly have to collect that. Yes, we will," Cosmo said, and tried to resist the urge to rub his hands together.

      Vex grinned at him, the grin of someone else who was poor and knew exactly what Cosmo must be thinking. "Right on, boss."

      It wasn't just a matter of expenses though.

      "What about employees?" Cosmo asked.

      "I've got a list. I suggest we start with the heads of each department and work our way down."

      Cosmo took a moment to appreciate that, if he was rather bossy, in turn Vex was pretty good at anticipating his needs. They already made a good team.

      "We'll pick this up in the morning. It must already be getting late," Cosmo said.

      "Got a place? If not, you can crash at mine," Vex said.

      Cosmo thought of the few coins in his pouch. They'd get him a room at a tavern or inn, but he'd rather save them.

      "Thanks," Cosmo said.
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      The Deeps was the city beneath the city. Pipopolis on the surface was grimy and soot-stained stone in the light of day. Beneath the ground it was gleaming edifices of brass and stone that shone with brilliance in the dark.

      The darkness was home to a great many of the races that preferred it—dwarves and trolls, in addition to the more demonic citizenry.

      They weren't headed into one of the nicer neighborhoods. Instead of gleaming brass there was crumbling stonework, and rather than demons in brilliantly colored and fancy attire, they were dressed mostly in more muted tones, and in cloth fraying about the edges.

      "So this is home is it?" Cosmo asked. "It's all very ... dark."

      "That was the original design of Pipopolis. When light and dark came together the one went underground and the other on the surface," Vex said.

      "And you just decided to keep it up, generations after?"

      Vex shrugged. "I like the sun, but this is home. I try to get away and always seem to wind up coming back."

      A building on the corner of one block had a prominent sign, "Thieves Guild. Now recruiting. Inquire Within".

      "Not very subtle about it, are they?" Cosmo asked.

      "No need to be. Guilds all pay their taxes. I thought about being a thief once. They're popular down here and one of the larger adventuring guilds in the city," Vex said.

      Adventuring, it was a horrible way to live your life. Going from place to place, accepting quests, facing off against death traps and monsters and all sorts of unpleasantness.

      "You don't seem like you'd be happy operating in the shadows," Cosmo said.

      Vex considered that for a moment. "Guess not. Maybe it is part of being a succubus, maybe it is just me. I like being seen, I like being known. Not that I'm very good at it. I mean, great at the being seen, not so much the known."

      Cosmo looked up at Vex. Her expression was pensive. "That why you're helping me? You know I'm probably not going to make you famous. I'm likely going to get myself killed or I'll run away."

      Before answering him, Vex headed into an alley off the main thoroughfare, a twisty dark passage that ended in a battered door.

      Vex flicked her hand after entering and a few candles scattered around the room burst into flame. The interior was homey, if cramped, and almost every square inch of surface was covered with books piled high.

      She said, "You're trying, though. You aren't acting like someone that intends to blow it off. You sense the same thing I do. Opportunity." Vex stretched herself.

      Cosmo was still trying to get a proper judge of Vex. It seemed clear that she was after an opportunity, just like him. But where was the best source of that opportunity? Working with him, or against him?

      "Can I trust you?" Cosmo asked.

      It seemed a horrible question, but it was usually worthwhile. Oftentimes those the most obsessed with truth would be the ones giving the most noncommittal answers.

      "I'm a succubus, boss. That isn't just about sex, I mean it literally is, but it sort of figuratively is too? You pick your partner, and you make sure it's mutually beneficial. If all goes right everybody walks away satisfied," Vex said, making her way to a cupboard, pulling out two mugs, and filling one with a dark ale, the other barely getting any.

      The lesser mug was offered to Cosmo who accepted it and took a sip. Bitter and strong, it was still healthier than trying to drink the local water.

      "So you pick a dance partner with absolutely zero interest in sex and only recently released from prison?" Cosmo said.

      "You'd be amazed how much those two usually are mutually contradictory. I read people—again, it's part of the whole succubus deal and I read people. I sat in that palace for over a week watching the queen and you know what I saw?" Vex asked.

      "A lot of stuffy elves?" Cosmo asked, finding a place to sit. What looked like a firm chair proved more plush than he'd have believed and he almost vanished into it.

      "Well, I mean, yes. But there's a big palace full of people just expecting the queen to fail. The rumor is that her family pretty much exiled her here, and while the servants all bow and scrape, they don't really mean it," Vex said, taking a seat of her own, and another gesture of her hand igniting a fire in a small hearth.

      "Didn't seem that disrespected when she was threatening to kill me," Cosmo said.

      "Oh, I mean they'll totally do things they want to do, and killing some conman of a gnome who poisoned a lot of a villagers totally qualifies," Vex said.

      "I cured them. I did. Those were healthy toads."

      "Right. Don't actually care about the toads. Nobody cares about the toads. The thing is, most of those stuffy elves are competent. They ask the right questions and the queen looks bored as hell, like she isn't even paying attention," Vex said.

      "But you think otherwise," Cosmo said, trying to shift position in the chair. It wasn't working. Every motion only seemed to make him sink deeper.

      "The thing is, when one of them didn't ask the right question and it's something important—she knows. I can't help but to think she is running some con herself. She saw something in you," Vex said, leaning forward to watch Cosmo sinking even deeper into the chair.

      "So you're for real," Cosmo said, having now completely lost sight of Vex.

      Cosmo felt a hand on his arm pulling him free, and he sucked in a deep breath as he was freed from the chair.

      "We can use this to come out ahead. Do whatever it is you do and I'll back you up," Vex said.

      Cosmo believed her, and if she was a liar, she was a good one. It didn't make this situation any better. Like the chair, he was in over his head.
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      Cosmo hit the street with a bounce, and a few seconds later Vex tumbled after him. As soon as they'd woken up they'd gone to try closing out some of the paper's old debtors, and it wasn't going well for them. Instead, it was going great for those owners of large businesses with lots of muscle.

      "This could be going better," Cosmo said.

      "Want me to put up a fight next time?" Vex asked, sitting up and scowling at the doorway.

      "You think if you did, and the town guard got called in, there's even a chance they'd take our side?"

      Vex frowned and shook her head. "No, you might have your marching orders from the queen, but I think she probably expects you to solve things yourself."

      Cosmo had the same thought. Whatever the queen was playing at, she wanted results and not more problems.

      Cosmo got back to his feet and dusted himself off. "Well, this isn't working and I know why. I'm all confused because I'm trying to do this legitimate. It has me all backwards."

      "So how do we turn this around?" Vex said, getting up too.

      "We've got a list of old debtors. We've got a list of old employees. But neither are going to listen to us, and why should they? We don't go to anyone hat in hand. We make them come to us."

      "I like it. Any idea how we're going to do that?"

      "I've got the start of one. The free press—the magical one running around. Where has it been?"

      "Not a clue, boss, but I know someone that will. Come on," Vex said, taking off with long strides.

      The pace continued for all of one minute until Cosmo was so far behind Vex was forced to slow down. At a more sedate pace they made their way through the city.

      "Grom's" was emblazoned in glowing red letters, a sign powered by magicity above the doors of the diner. A counter was at the back, there were a lot of booths, and a display case was filled with pies. Behind the counter was an Orc in full armor, a horned helmet atop his head and a small dragon perched on one shoulder.

      "Grom," Vex said, pulling Cosmo to the counter. "This is Cosmo. Cosmo, Grom. Grom is an old friend and Cosmo is the new boss."

      "You're with the Thieves Guild?" Grom said, squinting down at Cosmo. "Guess it makes sense for a halfling."

      "Not hairy enough to be a halfling," Cosmo said.

      "Goblin?" Grom guessed.

      "I'm not green," Cosmo said.

      "Gnome, and he's not a thief either," Vex said, lifting Cosmo onto a stool. "We're looking for information, and pie. Information and pie."

      "She decided on that last one just now," Cosmo said.

      "I decided on that one before we came. I plan ahead."

      "So a diner? Really?" Cosmo asked.

      "Used to be the roughest, meanest bar in the city. Oh, those were glorious days. Needed full armor just to survive the night, and we didn't have a week go by without a dismemberment," Grom said proudly. "Then the neighborhood gentrified. You try running a murder bar in this neighborhood now."

      "Best pie in the city. People come here. Rich people, poor people. They talk and Grom listens," Vex said.

      "And sometimes other people come for information to learn what people talk about. Too much talking, not enough axes," Grom said.

      The dragon upon his shoulder looked about blearily. Grom tossed a piece of pastry over his shoulder and the dragon snapped it out of the air.

      "One of the best information brokers in the city and he hates his job," Vex said.

      "I'm a block away from the bardic college. You'd hate your job too," Grom said.

      Cosmo did see several 'No Bards' signs scattered around the place. They weren't subtle.

      "Ever meet a bard?" Grom asked.

      "I've seen them in inns once or twice," Cosmo said.

      "Not working ones. The adventuring ones. They have all these songs that are supposed to pump you up and make you fight harder, but you know what they really do? Seduce. They want a free drink, they'll seduce their waitress. They'll seduce the patrons. I've seen them seduce pie. Pie," Grom bellowed, and the dragon on his shoulder let out a tiny puff of fire.

      "They're pretty amazing," Vex said.

      Grom gave the demoness a dark look.

      "Surprised you didn't join up, Vex," Cosmo said.

      "Not rich enough. You don't want to know what the place costs," Vex said with a shiver.

      "Speaking of paying the bills, how much is this information going to cost?" Cosmo asked.

      Grom moved behind the counter, cutting out two slices of cherry pie and sliding them over, followed a moment later by two mugs of fizzy root beer.

      "Pie first," Grom said.

      Vex snagged the coin pouch from Gom's waist and pulled out two of the coins. It was far in excess of what the pie should cost.

      "The free press. We're looking for where it's been active," Vex said.

      "Oh, that thing," Grom said. "Thought about hunting it. Been awhile since I hunted anything."

      "Then you figured out where it might be," Cosmo said.

      "I've got three sightings. Chaucy Street near Assembly hall, the Wagoners district in the undercity, and near the old Press Building in the industrial district," Grom said.

      The last sighting was obvious. They'd seen the press there for themselves, scavenging for supplies. If it had a lair, the Press Building was it.

      The other two weren't so easily explained.

      If it was active in those two other places it had a reason. Likely, the magic powering it was driving it to seek stories. There was something there, something of great public interest.

      Whatever it was, if they could figure out what the press was doing, they could leverage it.
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      The pie proved to be as legendary as promised. Cosmo decided that whatever else they did, the diner would have to become a regular stop.

      "So you read a lot? I noticed all the books back at your place," Cosmo said.

      "Girl wants to get ahead. And I know, I know, you're thinking a succubus could just sleep her way to the top," Vex said.

      "I wasn't thinking any such thing. Just wanted to know about the books."

      "I want to be more than just the bits I was born with. More than just a demoness. You want to get ahead, you need to know everything you can and be ready."

      "I never really wanted to be anything more than I was born with. A wrench in hand and a machine before me has always been where I was happiest," Cosmo said.

      They were headed for the first sighting that Grom mentioned. Chaucy Street was where things got fancy. Ornate carriages thundered along the cobblestones and towering mansions lined the street.

      "This is fancier than the palace district," Cosmo said.

      "Different sorts of the rich and powerful. Palace is old, and the palace district is old. Old homes, old families, and if the old families are lucky, old money," Vex said.

      That made sense. Magicity was everywhere here. Magicity powered lights, golems with sparking chambers in their chests, even a few magicity-powered carriages.

      "While here it's new money and the love of new things," Cosmo said.

      "The newest of people making money in the newest of ways," Vex said, the hunger clear in her voice.

      "You really want it? All this?"

      "I can't believe you don't. Why run cons if you weren't trying to get rich?"

      "They weren't cons. They just weren't what people were expecting. I was only trying to get by, not have all this," Cosmo said.

      The Assembly building was crowned with a dome of gold and surrounded by well-armed guards, mostly humans and dwarves.

      "What are we looking for here?" Vex asked.

      "You said the free press had left pamphlets and news sheets around. Do you have any idea about what?" Cosmo asked.

      "Gossip about people in the neighborhood. Embarrassing things, but nothing profound, like who is sleeping with who, and who stole a pie from their neighbor's window."

      "You really have a thing for pie."

      "Demon metabolism means never having to say no to pie," Vex said.

      "If I am right about the press it's looking for a story and has some sort of sense of one. Just like it doesn't have eyes, but can still seem to see, it can smell the sort of stories it was designed to print," Cosmo said.

      "Wild guesswork there, but I'll go with it. What is with the neighborhood gossip then?" Vex asked.

      "It can't really investigate. It can barrel through walls with a little effort. Stalking around after dark, looking in windows, it learns all kinds of little secrets, but not the one it's looking for."

      "We'll be looking for signs of the real story it was looking for then," Vex said.

      "Signs which are going to be some knocked-down walls," Cosmo said.

      It sounded all very good in theory, but after searching the street for half an hour they hadn't found anything of the sort.

      "Maybe they knock down their walls all the time and they're already fixed? They have whole masonry squads on call every hour of the day for when they drunkenly take one out. I need an emergency masonry squad," Vex said.

      "What would you do with one? An emergency baking squad I can see—to shower you with pies," Cosmo said.

      "I need both. I need all of the emergency squads. I need to be rich enough to have people prepared to do completely unnecessary things for me at all hours."

      Cosmo stopped the banter when something down an alley caught his attention. No smashed walls, but along one there was a black smear he was fairly sure was ink. Advancing forward he motioned for Vex to follow.

      Even the alleys in this part of town were nice. Free of any litter, except for a scattering of papers as they drew near the end.

      Blank paper, but still suspicious.

      "If it was here, it sure picked a boring place to spy on," Vex said.

      "Something is wrong. This alley is a dead end. I don't see any doors," Cosmo said.

      "So why have an alley at all?"

      "There is no reason unless something here isn't what it appears. You have a talent for illusion magic. Can you sense any?"

      Vex closed her eyes for a moment. "Hard to tell. Everyone in this place is trying to be more than they are. A lot of interference, but I'm not picking up anything right here."

      "Then if this alley holds a secret, it will have some sort of locking mechanism. Move around, run your hand along the wall. If it tingles, there may be a magicity-powered switch," Cosmo said.

      For Cosmo's part he looked for the telltale signs of a mechanical switch. One that was perfectly designed would be almost invisible, but often it was easy to miscalculate the push-back on a switch. It would result in a brick offset from the others in the wall.

      There were no signs of anything. Fortunately, just as he was getting frustrated, Vex called him over.

      Cosmo pulled a panel free, revealing glowing circuits beneath. They meant nothing to him, but this wasn't about him.

      "Can you do your fire thing? Just a little burst in here. We need an extra burst of magic," Cosmo said.

      Vex gestured and a puff of flame appeared over the circuit. There was a spark and the smell of burning before a section of the wall peeled back, revealing a well-lit corridor beyond.
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      The tunnel reminded Cosmo a lot of the Press Building. This much magicity was expensive to manage and that made it something of a rarity. The floor was angled, the passage leading downward.

      "You're the local expert. Any idea what this might be?" Cosmo asked.

      "Secret passage is secret, boss."

      "Let's continue on then. Find out what we can, but take it slow. Whoever built this place won't appreciate us wandering around in here," Cosmo said.

      "Let me take the lead. I'm better able to take a hit if something leaps out."

      "You're the bigger target anyways," Cosmo said.

      "You mention pie right about now I'm tossing you down the hall."

      The tunnel ran in a big arc. Initially guiding them away from the district, it seemed to turn back around. There were no side corridors and the tunnel ultimately ended in a large chamber with a spherical roof. This room looked far older than the hall. Stone supports were covered with some sort of lichen.

      Crates were piled around the room, large stacks of them reaching towards the ceiling.

      "A secret store room?" Vex asked.

      "Makes you wonder what was so important that they'd keep it hidden," Cosmo said.

      "One way to find out." Vex moved to the nearest crate, and her nailed fingers dug in as she tore the top from one.

      "Huh," Vex said.

      Cosmo tried to jump and get a proper view inside the crate, and simply didn't make it.

      Vex lowered the crate to the ground so that he could have a look.

      There was a lot of straw and an assortment of objects. A silver goblet with some intricate scroll work, a dagger in a sheath, and a brooch with emeralds and sapphires.

      "Did we stumble on some sort of Thieves Guild cache?" Cosmo asked.

      "That isn't how they operate. They don't stockpile things away. Even if they did, they wouldn't put it behind a hidden door in an alley. I'm going to check some more," Vex said.

      After inspecting a few more crates, the items within varied widely, but all seemed to have some value and be the sort of things found in a wealthy household.

      "I need to look more," Vex said.

      "I think we've got an idea what these hold," Cosmo said.

      "I've got my reasons. It's important."

      "By all means then," Cosmo said, and he found a crate to sit on.

      Vex opened up almost every crate in the place. It took her over an hour. By the time she was done she was looking both tired and thoughtful.

      "So?" Cosmo asked.

      "So, this room doesn't make sense on a few levels. Let's start with the items themselves. Quite a few have sigils of noble houses. Noble houses, as in the old nobility of the city."

      "The people not from this district," Cosmo said.

      "If this were some random thief's stash you'd expect a mix of goods, right? Old families, new families, anyone rich with something to steal? Not so, just all the old families and only the old families," Vex said.

      "Could be an ancient stash—except for the tunnel leading here. Built right to the place, and the lighting is recent," Cosmo said.

      "Right. And again, the Thieves Guild wouldn't have a stash like this. They sell loot as it comes in, they have networks built just for that. They even have an outlet store."

      "Why go to all of this trouble? An alley built just for the tunnel, and a tunnel leading straight to this chamber—which is older than the tunnel or the alley," Cosmo said.

      "And with magicity. All that work wasn't cheap. This stuff has value. I mean it is a pretty decent haul if we wanted to sell it, but they probably spent more building the tunnel," Vex said.

      "Well, we wanted to know what story the press was sniffing. I think we found it. We just don't understand it."

      "We can make guesses. Coincidences can always be a reasonable explanation, but I don't see how this being all related to the old nobility is likely one," Vex said.

      "Someone wanted to hurt them? Someone wanted to make them angry?"

      "I don't see how this is really hurting them. This stash has some value, and some nobles aren't exactly rich, but this shouldn't be sending anyone to the poorhouse."

      "Making them angry then? The tunnel being lined with magicity powered lights didn't make any sense. But the lights, the entrance in this district. Is someone trying to point the finger at new money?" Cosmo asked.

      Vex began her pacing back and forth. "Maybe. But how would they expect this place to be discovered? Sure, we lucked into it, but they couldn't be sure anyone else would."

      "Maybe we were meant to find it? Maybe the discovery was intended to take place later after being staged in some other way?"

      "This is all just guesswork," Vex said with a huff. "I guess there's a story for the paper here, if you wanted one. Although it is more of a mystery than anything else."

      "We have to figure out what to do about this first."

      "You want to keep it, I can find us a buyer. You'd lose your story though."

      "I'm not doing anything that might risk angering the queen. What I'm curious about is whether we should tell her about this," Cosmo said.

      Vex narrowed her eyes at the crates. "If someone is trying to turn people in her city on each other, I think she'd want to know. Maybe she does know and it's why we're here? It's hard to get a private moment with her, and I don't think we want to announce this in court."

      "Whoever built this room, we'd be doing the work for them. You're clever, I'm sure you can figure something out," Cosmo said.
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      Another burst of magic served to seal the secret passage once more and then Vex and Cosmo were headed towards the palace. Vex was able to get them through a servants entrance again and into a winding series of back passages that led below ground.

      "I hope you're not dragging me back to the dungeon," Cosmo said.

      "No. Well, we pass by it. You're not going to like this, and she isn't going to like this, but the queen doesn't have many moments alone," Vex said.

      "This is going to get my head chopped off, isn't it?"

      "I hope not. If so, mine is probably going to be right there too."

      That wasn't as much of a comfort as Vex seemed to think.

      The passages grew hot from pipes lining the ceiling, rattling loudly.

      Then they were on the way back up. The room they entered was filled with steam. Glimpsed through the fog Cosmo could see it was ornately tiled.

      "Majesty, this is Vex. Don't uh ... call the guard or anything," Vex said.

      Cosmo caught sight of the queen, and wished he hadn't. She seemed to be lounging in the bath. Humans tended to be very sensitive about that sort of thing in his experience.

      "I am well aware of who you are, Miss Darkflame, your stride is distinctive. Unless I am mistaken Mister Cogspinner is with you," Vanya said.

      "Darkflame? Really?" Cosmo asked with a glance at Vex.

      "You are named Cogspinner. You don't get to judge," Vex said.

      Vanya said, "While I am both evil and noble, and therefore inclined against any sort of modesty whatsoever, I would like an explanation about why you've interrupted my bath—and how."

      "The old king liked company smuggled in. Servants talk. And we found something we thought shouldn't be shared with the court," Vex said.

      Vanya splashed around in the water, all but her head submerged as thick clouds of steam rose around her.

      "A dangerous risk to take. I do hope it pays off for you. Tell me what you've found."

      Cosmo explained the events that had led them here, both what they'd found in the Press Building and what they'd discovered when tracking the free press.

      Vanya listened silently, so silently that when Cosmo finished he feared that she might have fallen asleep in the bath.

      "You have found the sort of thread that I hoped you would find, Mister Cogspinner. Pull on it," Vanya said.

      "We thought you might have some more instructions of some kind," Vex said.

      "Clothes, Miss Darkflame," Vanya said, as she began to rise out of the water.

      Vex hastily waggled her fingers. When Vanya cleared the water she appeared to be clad in an identical set of attire as what Vex was wearing.

      Vanya glanced down at herself an arched a brow. "I'd expected something more creative, Miss Darkflame. Be prepared next time. I would ask you both to remember one thing that will make our association function far more smoothly. You are resources of mine, I am not one of yours."

      Vex scowled. "I'm not very good at illusion magic, Majesty. I'd get dressed while those are holding up at all."

      "Improve, Miss Darkflame. Of all the skills you possess it is likely to be one of the more useful," Vanya said, shaking water out of her hair.

      "We'll just be on our way and try to ... avoid ... starting a civil war in your city," Cosmo said.

      "You may use this route and time if you need to speak privately again. Have Miss Darkflame lead the way, her tread is more recognizable. Make certain you have good cause," Vanya said.

      "Did we do wrong by coming today?" Vex asked.

      "I do not invite those who have wasted my time to do so again.   You've given me useful information. I expect you to act on it, as you see fit, and in my best interest."

      Cosmo really wasn't sure what to make of Vanya. This woman was far different than the public image, the one that played being so lazy and indulgent in the throne room. And she was also quite unlike anyone in authority he'd ever met. Usually those in charge were desperate to issue orders properly. Vanya had proved herself more than capable of issuing them.

      "Thank you, Majesty," Cosmo said. Pushing Vanya more wasn't going to accomplish anything. Vex was reluctant to leave, and for once it was almost Cosmo pulling her along.

      Cosmo waited until they were out of the palace. Vanya seemed to have ears that were far too sharp, and with all the elves surrounding her it was a poor place for privacy.

      "I really thought she'd help. I'm sorry I took us in there," Vanya said quietly.

      "I think you're underestimating her. I think you're underestimating yourself. She didn't refuse to help us. She refused to second-guess us," Cosmo said.

      "But we haven't even made a decision yet."

      "When you're building a machine for a purpose, you can't always be sure exactly how well it is going to serve. Some engineers will second-guess themselves constantly along the process, but some just build and see what happens."

      "You're saying she's one of the latter," Vex said.

      "I think so. I don't think she has all the answers, but she threw us at something she thought was a problem because she thought we were capable of dealing with it. If we're the right tools, we'll get it done. If we're the wrong ones, she'll throw us out and start over."

      "Guess we better be the right tools. So what do we do now, boss?"

      "We tell just enough of the truth to be the right kind of lie," Cosmo said.
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      Their quickly dwindling funds bought them a cart and they waited until nightfall to return to the treasure chamber. A few hours of heavy lifting from Vex and they managed to relocate all the crates into it.

      Then it was off to the Press Building and a few more hours of manual labor to transfer them into the lobby.

      While Vex was doing the shifting, Cosmo was busy in his own right. Everything was about making an impression, presenting the right image.

      Manually setting up a print job was painstaking work, but with his small hands it was quick going.

      Which meant that when Vex finished with the crates, she spent a few more hours turning the crank and loading paper.

      It was almost dawn and their cart was filled with papers. They'd kept things small for this first issue. They could hardly do anything else under the circumstances. Still, whenever selling anything, it was better to have something than nothing.

      Vex blearily leaned against the bar in Cosmo's office while he tried on a variety of hats he'd found in one of the cupboards. One did a reasonable job of fitting, and into its band he carefully fit a card labeled 'Press'.

      "I hope your future plans occasionally involve us getting some sleep, boss," Vex said.

      "No demonic stamina?"

      "Boss, I'm a succubus. Trust me, I've got some demonic stamina. This is just totally the wrong application," Vex said, insulted.

      "We're far from being done. It's going to be a long day. Is Grom as good at getting the word out as he is hearing it?"

      "If he isn't, I'll know who is. What do we need?"

      "People to move these papers. Silver a paper, every ten they get a silver. No more than ten at a time to start, we'll up that as they prove reliable. Return our papers, or our coins, or they're banned from future days," Cosmo said.

      "We'll get some ripping us off, but more looking out for tomorrow. There are a lot of poor kids in the undercity. I can get them, this is better than begging," Vex said.

      "Do it, and if you know someone responsible find them to manage the process," Cosmo said.

      "I know just the person," Vex said, suddenly looking more alive. "We're really doing this."

      "We're doing this. Once you get back we'll knock down the bricks blocking the main entrance. We'll have visitors in a hurry."

      It took another two hours for Vex to return with a small army of children in tow, along with a truly ancient medusa—at least, if the silver serpents that made up her hair were any indication.

      Soon enough papers were flying out.

      Cosmo didn't think they'd have any trouble selling them. Not with a headline like 'Ancient treasure chamber found'. If there was one thing the citizens of Pipopolis loved, it was treasure. It came in even above pie.

      The article made clear that many treasures seemed to belong to wealthy families and they had a week to reclaim them at the offices of the Pipopolis Press.

      It took all of five minutes before the first scam artists and the curious arrived. The first of the truly wealthy thundered up in their carriage ten minutes after.

      Vex stood with Cosmo on a balcony, watching as the crowd flooded in.

      "Wow," Vex said.

      "I want you to deal with the wealthy. You know who the true old nobles are in this town. If we have any of their treasure, return it. Talk with the scammers too. If they're good at it, we're going to need reporters," Cosmo said.

      "You sure we should be filling this place with a bunch of liars?"

      "Think we're going to find honest people in this city? At least a really good liar stands a chance of recognizing another one. We need pretty much everything else too."

      "Told you, boss. I'm a great judge of people. What are you going to be doing?" Vex was looking far more alive than she had even a short time ago. This sort of thing really did suit her more than manual labor.

      Cosmo wished he felt as comfortable. Dealing with people wasn't as easy for him as machines. People didn't have off switches when they went out of control.

      "I'm in charge. Send people my way who want to talk to me. We pulled on the thread, let's see if anybody pulls back."

      Cosmo met a lot of people in his office over the next few hours. Gargoyles in fancy hats, elves in ancient battle armor. This city catered to all sorts.

      Cosmo kept things as vague as possible, with no mention of where the relics had been found, and boundless enthusiasm about the future of the paper.

      The office started to fill up as the day went on. Vex was hiring people. Cosmo had no clue what that was doing, but that only seemed fair since he was certain they didn't know what they were doing either.

      Most were brought to him by Vex, but he finally got a visitor who wasn't. Cosmo hadn't seen the man arrive or heard the office door open. When he glanced up, there was suddenly a man dressed in black, lounging in a chair across from him.

      "I really hope you're a thief and not an assassin," Cosmo said.

      "Assassins don't let you see them first. They just kind of stab. Pipopolis doesn't have a chapter. I'm Clive, leader of the Thieves Guild. I thought we should chat," Clive said.

      That answered one thing. The head of a guild didn't come out casually. Whatever was the treasure they found, the Thieves Guild was connected.
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      "This isn't a casual visit. Why don't you tell me what you want?" Cosmo asked.

      "It could be casual. This could be as casual as we want it to be," Clive said with a thin smile. "You find a treasure hidden somewhere and you don't check to see if it's ours? It lacks courtesy."

      Might that be it? Cosmo didn't think so. Again, the response was too large and treasures were found all the time. A good part of the city's income came from adventurers who were always robbing one tomb or another, although rarely with much to show for it.

      "I think we both know that if I'd come to you with this treasure, you'd have denied knowing about it," Cosmo said.

      It was a bluff, but Cosmo thought he was right.

      Clive considered the gnome across the desk and he let out a low breath. "I don't know what you think you know, or who you are working for, but you don't want to be in the middle of this."

      "I think you know that by handling it as we did, we did you a favor."

      If Cosmo was right, then Clive was here largely to figure out what they really knew. The more he could unsettle the man, the better chance he had of getting more leads to follow up. But the Thieves Guild was also one of the major players in town. Cosmo didn't want them as an enemy.

      Clive stared again for a moment and then chuckled. "You were doing pretty good up until that point."

      The truth was always a thing in motion. Once you figured out which way it was moving, you could start to put things together. If the Thieves Guild weren't responsible for what they'd discovered—and Clive was now acting like it wasn't—they were working for someone who was.

      "You are here to learn what I know. I know you stole those items, but it wasn't your idea. I don't know if you were paid or blackmailed. Still, it would have been a headache for you if that came out," Cosmo said.

      Clive rose from his seat. "I've satisfied my curiosity. I might even be on your side. You'd prefer that to me being an enemy."

      Sometime between Cosmo's blinks the thief seemed to disappear. That was really annoying.

      "I thought he'd never leave," said a redheaded woman, shoving open the door and taking the just-vacated seat. She wore velvet purple pants and a top that showed a truly absurd amount of cleavage. Cosmo guessed that humans would find her attractive.

      "Let me guess. Guild of Bards," Cosmo said.

      "And I hadn't even got around to seducing you yet," the woman said with smile. "I'm Moira, second in command. Two major guild heads on your first day of opening. Aren't you lucky?"

      "I wasn't surprised to see the thieves. What do the bards want with the paper?"

      "We're in the same business, aren't we? Telling stories? Entertaining the public? Of course, that isn't it at all."

      Moira seemed to like to hear herself talk. Cosmo just arched a brow as he looked up at her.

      "We know that the queen told you to revive the paper. We know that you've stumbled onto something that sent the head of the Thieves Guild scurrying from out of the shadows. You're going to need friends, we're offering. We make great friends," Moira said.

      Cosmo thought the way she was licking her lips was one of those seduction things. This was getting a little exhausting, really.

      "I don't get seduced. I'm a gnome. How do you even think that would work?" Cosmo asked.

      "Oh, I think you'll find with a little bit of creativity you can make pretty much anything work," Moira said with a broad smile. "And we're nothing if not creative. But hey, if seduction isn't your thing, it isn't required. Weird, but we're flexible. Seriously, so flexible."

      Cosmo rubbed at his eyes. While he'd hoped for a bit more, the bards were another major guild. He couldn't afford to irritate them, and if the paper was going to work, it did need some sort of friends.

      "You were spying on the thieves. That's why you're here. You're in conflict," Cosmo said.

      Moira laughed and leaned back in the chair, seeming to put a good bit of effort into pushing her chest out in the process. "You really aren't a local. Want the history lesson?"

      "Hit me," Cosmo said, hoping she wouldn't take it as some sort of invitation to use her chest.

      Moira was far too thoughtful for a moment before saying, "This whole face of the world used to be just one big empire. Pipopolis was the center of it all. When light and dark got sick of each other and went their own ways, it split a lot of things right down the middle. Guilds, families."

      "That sounds like a difficult time," Cosmo said.

      "Probably, and it was so long ago, but some of the grudges stick around, getting better with age. Bards and thieves used to be under one roof, the Rogues Guild. Bards went light and thieves went dark, but both kept branches here."

      "I knew there were some conflicts between old and new. Do you still have them between light and dark too?" Cosmo asked.

      "We don't have the undercity, because it isn't a thing. Being our friend isn't picking yourself a side, really. We try to be friends with everyone. But, we watch the thieves. Visit the guild sometime," Moira said, rising from her chair.

      Cosmo remembered what Vex had said about once wanting membership at the bardic college. Today wouldn't be happening at all if it weren't for Vex, and he owed her. This was a door he should keep open.

      "I'd like that," Cosmo said.

      Moira glanced backward with a grin. "See? Hooked you in the end." Then she was out the door.
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      The rest of the day continued to be exhausting. All of the people began to blend together, and when they were done there was other work to be done. They didn't have a big story for the next day, but Vex had hired several reporters and they'd put together some copy based on recent events and scandals.

      They even had a golem to turn the crank on the press. However, right now Cosmo still didn't trust anyone to properly set the letters but himself. That meant several hours tweaking things, and changing one story that was a bit too critical of the queen.

      By the time Cosmo was done he had to wake Vex, who had dozed off in his office, so they could make their way back to her place. Cosmo wanted to hear a report on how the day had gone, but it wasn't time. They were both simply too exhausted.

      They didn't get a chance to talk until the next day while having breakfast at Grom's. Well, Cosmo was having breakfast. Vex had seven slices of seven different pies arrayed in front of her.

      "Are you going to survive that?" Cosmo asked, peering across the booth.

      "I told you, demonic metabolism. It is a blessing sometimes," Vex said.

      "So how did we do yesterday?"

      "You want numbers, broad overview, what?"

      "Let's go with the broad overview."

      "We have a staff. Some worked for the old paper, some I just liked. I tried to keep things small enough so we have a hope of paying these people while fulfilling all the roles we need. A lot of jobs are doubled up," Vex said.

      "When are they expecting to be paid?"

      "Two weeks. It was the best I could give us," Vex said.

      It would have to do. Right now they had a paper only because there was still old ink and paper in storage. Once they started having to resupply, the economics would change quickly.

      "How much did we sell?" Cosmo asked.

      "I'm guessing every copy we put out there. But ten percent of the sellers ran with the first day's money. They're on our banned list."

      They now had a decent amount of cash, but again, that was almost illusionary. It would start disappearing quickly.

      "Have you priced supplies?" Cosmo asked.

      "Briefly. We're not going to be profitable with the operation we have, boss. We're going to have to do it like the old days and get some advertisers," Vex said.

      The demoness was already into her fourth slice of pie. It was really rather impressive.

      "I was hoping some might come to us," Cosmo said.

      "They did, actually. I set us up an appointment for today. Weapons and armor sales."

      Aimed at adventurers. Cosmo supposed they could read, some of them at least. Given their first issue had been all about finding treasure, they might have thought it a good fit.

      "I got visited by both the bards and the thieves yesterday. They're up to something. The bards invited us to stop by at some point," Cosmo said.

      Vex perked up at that. "Really? Was it Andreus? Dark hair and tall, and just that little bit muscular?"

      "Her name was Moira," Cosmo said.

      Vex's expression drooped a little. "I mean she's nice and all, but if I want to look at a great chest I can look in the mirror. Did you two ... uhh ...?"

      "I told you. Gnomes don't do that sort of thing."

      "You realize they kind of have to for there to be new gnomes?"

      It was an alarming thought. One Cosmo had never really considered. He quickly banished it from his mind.

      "I'm sure if that were so, I'd know. Moving on. I also want to continue following up with the free press. We have that one other location to check out."

      "What are we going to do with it? You thought that it was using the Press Building as its lair. Since we're now occupying it, that seems like trouble. Force an animal out of its home and bad things start to happen," Vex said.

      Cosmo hadn't thought of it that way before. If the free press incidents started getting worse, the queen wouldn't be happy. A good part of the reason she'd set them to this task was to get it under control.

      "It's acting almost on instinct, but as of now we are the way for the stories it wants to tell to get out there. If we don't find it, it may find us," Cosmo said.

      Grom approached the table. He held a platter on one arm, and it contained another seven plates of pies which he carefully laid out before Vex.

      "You can't have room for all that," Cosmo said.

      "You kept me up for twenty-four hours straight and not in some medal-winning marathon of things that are fun. No, doing manual labor. Just eat your eggs," Vex said.

      Right, it sounded like a good idea.

      "Any more sightings of the press, Grom?" Cosmo asked.

      "Nothing new. If I hear something, I'll let you know. Lots of talk about you and Vex here."

      "Anything we need to be worried about?"

      Grom shrugged. "Long as you can swing an axe, I'm sure you'll be fine. Axes fix most problems."

      "No axe, Grom," Cosmo said.

      "He doesn't have any muscles either," Vex said.

      "Yeah," Grom said, and patted Cosmo on the head. "Funny little things, kobolds."

      "Still a gnome. Why is that so hard?" Cosmo asked.

      "People wonder if you're going to be making the same mistakes as the last paper. They were powerful, hard to shut down. You're tiny," Grom said.

      "I got us some guards," Vex said.

      Cosmo wasn't reassured. It was the Assembly that had shut down the old paper. If they decided to shut down the new one, a few guards wouldn't be enough to protect them.
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      An hour later they had their meeting with the arms merchants. The chain was a family-run business, after a blacksmith and an armorer had gotten married and tried to form a corporate empire.

      The office was in one corner of a massive smithy, and the air was hot and smelled of iron.

      "Let me handle the introductions. This is Harlon, he is a blacksmith, and his wife Elsa. And my boss, Cosmo, I mentioned him yesterday," Vex said.

      Harlon was an orc, his skin a greenish-gray, and he was massively built. Elsa was an elf, although perhaps the most buff elf that Cosmo had ever seen. Elsa's handshake nearly lifted him from the ground, and he was fairly sure Harlon's sent him soaring through the air for awhile.

      "So why don't you tell me what you're looking for," Cosmo asked, looking around the forge. His first impression was he liked it. Everything was done the old way instead of using magicity.

      "Business has been rough the past few years, but it was up yesterday. A few people decided to go hunting treasure on their own. We figure that maybe if the newspaper can give us one good day, you can give us others," Elsa said.

      "We distributed a lot of papers and we're only going to be growing that number. So you sell armor and weapons, I know, anything else?" Vex asked.

      It was quickly becoming clear that Elsa did all the talking. Harlon seemed content to stand back with his arms folded.

      "When we started this business it was adventuring supplies. I don't know if you remember the dungeon exploring craze, but it used to be big. People would be coming back to town every few levels to upgrade their gear, sell us the old back," Elsa said with a sad smile. "It was a great business."

      "What happened to it?" Cosmo asked.

      "Stupid stuff," Harlon huffed.

      Else said, "Not into the adventuring craze? It all became open world. Instead of diving into a dungeon and fighting a proper lich, people go around to every village in the middle of nowhere asking to help with chores."

      "I've seen out there. They annoy the villagers," Cosmo said.

      "Course they do. But it is open, they can go anywhere! In a proper dungeon you just went down, down, down."

      "Sounds like my last date. So it isn't as rewarding?" Vex asked.

      "Nah, villagers will give them eggs. Old shirts. Whatever crap they have just lying around the house. It's pretty disappointing, but it is the thing," Elsa said.

      Vex shot a look at Cosmo and he knew what she was thinking. It was one thing about moving a product people might have an interest in, but if the whole adventuring industry had moved on, a few ads wouldn't help these people.

      "How does adventuring work anyways? Being sane and sensible I never had an interest," Cosmo said.

      "Magic. Sometimes it's a dead mage, sometimes a powerful beast. It sort of seeps into the ground and you get a dungeon. They never stay permanently shut down. They'll usually regenerate monsters and treasure over time," Elsa said.

      "What's going to happen since people stopped tromping around in them? You let a system run out of control in a machine and you'll soon have problems."

      Elsa shrugged. "Don't know. Maybe."

      The paper had a number of problems, and a number of priorities. It needed money, it needed content to make money, and it needed to keep the queen happy so that Cosmo could keep his head.

      "We could have an adventuring section. Dungeon locations and the experience level needed," Cosmo said.

      "That isn't going to sell us many papers, boss. Although it's the perfect place for advertising this business," Vex said.

      "You might get people interested in it again. We can't pay you for a whole section. We can't afford to pay you much at all, honestly," Elsa said.

      Those were about the last words any business wanted to hear from a potential customer.

      "Can you afford to give fifteen percent away on a sale?" Vex asked.

      "If we can't, we'll raise prices. Thinking of giving away coupons?" Elsa asked.

      "I am. Five percent off, but we'll take ten percent of the sale each time one is used," Vex said.

      Cosmo wished that Vex talked him before she started making any deal. That said, it was a good deal.

      Elsa glanced towards Harlon, who nodded.

      "We can do that," Elsa said.

      "Still isn't going to help us move papers," Cosmo said.

      "We can do photographs, can't we?" Vex asked.

      Photography required some complicated chemistry to get right. It was expensive to have done, although not all that expensive for the press to reproduce, just time-consuming.

      "Chemical plate only," Cosmo said.

      "Show me your sexist piece of armor," Vex said.

      "Err ... I mean, sexy really isn't the point," Elsa said, rising to her feet and moving towards the forge. "I mean, if I were going to recommend armor for you. Let me find something suitable."

      After fifteen minutes Elsa had Vex wearing layers of studded leather that covered her from head to toe. Even her tail had vanished within some sort of protective leather sheath.

      "I see the problem. Get this off me and let me think," Vex said.

      Another ten minutes later she was free of the armor. Vex gestured and her attire changed. It must have been illusion magic, just like she'd used to put clothes on the queen. Here, though, she'd mostly taken hers off. Cosmo thought there was armor there, somewhere—at least there seemed to be touches of chainmail barely obscuring key bits of demonic flesh.

      "Can you do something like this?" Vex asked.

      "You'd die," Elsa said.

      "Helps agility," Harlon said.

      "You know that isn't a real thing. It has never been a real thing," Elsa said, shooting a glare at her husband.

      "So don't sell it as protective. Call it adventurer fashion. You want people interested in adventuring again? Trust me, this will do it," Vex said.

      Elsa glanced to Harlon again, who shrugged this time.

      "If you hate it, we don't do it," Harlon said to Elsa.

      "You're not selling to anyone who doesn't want to put on a show. If they want real protection, you have the real goods ready," Vex said.

      "Okay, long as we're not lying about it. Long as we're giving people a choice. I'll get a team on it today and we'll have samples tomorrow," Elsa said.

      They had their first advertiser, even if Cosmo wasn't thrilled about how things had gone.
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      "Did you have to go so ... sexy succubus with all of that?" Cosmo said, walking alongside Vex. They'd already worked out a good rhythm. If Vex shortened her strides a bit and slowed down, and Cosmo pushed himself a bit, they could keep pace in a way that was only a little uncomfortable for each of them.

      "Boss, do you know you're a little broken about the whole seduction thing? I mean, I get it, I am too—in almost the exact opposite way, but you do realize it?" Vex asked, looking down at him.

      Cosmo knew it, although he didn't like to admit it. It was easier to tell everyone it was a gnome thing. Easier to tell himself it was a gnome thing.

      "I know. Is that what we want the paper to be about though?" Cosmo asked.

      "I like it. I'm not ashamed. I'd pose for the pictures myself and wear the outfit to the office, if it helped us get off the ground."

      Cosmo winced. "Please don't."

      "I wasn't really planning on it. I'm just saying, this isn't me making some struggling compromise—I like it. We want to sell papers and showing a little skin will help."

      The queen had put Cosmo in charge of the paper, but there wouldn't be a paper at all if it weren't for Vex. Cosmo had a partner now, and one who did see the world in a different way.

      "I trust you," Cosmo said.

      Vex flashed him a smile. "I expected more of a fight. And just to get it said, if your attitude ever does straighten out a little ... I'm right here. Just saying."

      Right. That was further than Cosmo was prepared to take their partnership.

      "Noted," Cosmo said.

      Vex slapped him on the back of a head. "Terrible answer, boss."

      They were heading for the Wagoners district. It was located right next to the city's largest gate, and almost all trade came through it. There were stables and warehouses, and even a few magicity charging stations for those making use of more modern conveyances.

      There was a lot of traffic, and although it was rarely seen in most of the city, a lot openly displayed a light or dark alliance. Some caravans had guards of orcs, armored head to toe in sinister and overly spiky black armor. Elves and dwarves escorted other caravans in armor of gleaming white, gold, and silver.

      Cosmo could barely even see the buildings through the crowd.

      "I'm almost useless here. Keep an eye out," Cosmo said.

      "On it, boss," Vex said.

      "So, can I ask a really weird and somewhat personal question?"

      "Those are the best ones," Vex said.

      "Are your clothes actually real? I mean, with the queen, and then back there at the armory ..."

      Vex laughed. "Wouldn't it be amazing if they weren't? But uh, no, totally real. Like I told the queen, I'm not that great at illusion magic. I can keep one up only a short while."

      "Oh good. I guess it was a silly question."

      "Oh no, it wasn't. If you're good at illusion magic, you can do just about anything. Clothes that don't just look real, but feel real. You can make someone think they're in places, when they're not. It is really powerful."

      "Any reason you aren't pursuing magic? You seem good at it even without training."

      Vex was silent as they walked along for several moments. "Because with being what I am magic offers only a few paths and I'm not happy with any of them. With fire I'd be a battlemage. And illusionists, they use people, always."

      "And you want a partner," Cosmo said.

      Vex lifted her shoulders. "Dumb, right? Because I know there are all the things I want that way. Wealth and power, and shiny toys."

      "Just makes me trust your judgment even more. Magic is dangerous and if you want to get ahead, you picked the better way. I mean—not hanging out with me, obviously, but ..." Cosmo said.

      "You're working out so far," Vex said with a grin, and then held up a hand. "Wait a moment, follow me."

      Vex led the way to an empty lot. The district was filled with spaces like this, places for a caravan to put in while unloading. What had caught Vex's attention were a few pieces of paper trapped in the mud.

      Cosmo knelt down to study them. "Same stock as we're using for the paper."

      "I've got ink against a hitching post too," Vex said, after walking around. "Think it was interested in a caravan?"

      "A deranged magical press sneaks up on horses and I think there would be signs of them leaving," Cosmo said.

      "What then? In the alley we found traces, but it hadn't bashed its way into the hidden room," Vex said.

      "If I had to guess, it was following someone. It's stalking the story. Do you even see hoof prints here? Some footsteps, people cutting through, but this lot hasn't been used since the last rain."

      Vex stood beside the puddle and turned slowly in a full circle.

      "Another lot, a guard station, an intersection, and a warehouse can all be seen from here," Vex said.

      "The lot itself is possible, but not useful now. Whoever occupied it is long gone. The same with the intersection, possible but useless," Cosmo said.

      "That leaves us just the warehouse or the guards."

      "The one can arrest us. The other we might get arrested for breaking into," Cosmo said.

      "One of those seems a little better than the other?"

      Cosmo had to agree. He'd always take the chance of the bad thing over the sure thing.

      "Warehouse it is. Let's circle around and see if we can't find a bit less conspicuous way to get inside."

      There was a small door in the back, sealed with a heavy chain and lock. It wasn't anything that Vex couldn't snap with her demonic strength and she led the way into the dark interior.

      They'd barely gone more than a few steps when Cosmo felt a blow to the back of his head and he was slumping forward.
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      When Cosmo regained consciousness he found that his back was to a tree and his hands bound behind him. Vex was tied up nearby. They were outside of the city—a lot of trees made that much clear. It was still daylight, although it looked like evening was approaching.

      "Boss, glad to see you waking up," Vex said.

      "Like you'd let me nap the whole day. I seem to be tied up. Can you do anything about that?"

      "Sorry. Me too—with blessed chains, they've negated my demon powers."

      "As they should," said a man's voice. He stepped into view. Blond hair and a strong jaw line, and white and gold armor. A woman accompanying to him had much the same look.

      "Isn't getting kidnapped by the forces of good somehow against the rules?" Cosmo asked.

      "That's what I said," said the armored woman.

      "And I explained that there are mortal contingencies. This is one of those greater good type moments where we can do things that seem bad," said the man.

      "Right. But we're not all that evil," Cosmo said.

      "I'm a little evil," Vex said.

      Cosmo said, "I do appreciate your striving for technical accuracy in even the most suicidal of moments."

      "I'm Erin, this is Aaron," the armored woman said.

      "Well that's just confusing," Cosmo said.

      "Tell us about it. I think they find it funny to send us off on missions together. When you're a paladin, you get your sort of, but not really evil in where you can," Erin said.

      "But as already expounded upon in this case, we can literally do no wrong. Dismembering, disemboweling, decapitating," Aaron said.

      "You really have some tension to work off. The whole celibate paladin thing is totally true huh?" Vex asked.

      "That isn't the point," Aaron said.

      "We really don't mean to go all "good paladin" and "scary good paladin" on you, but you did break into that warehouse and we kind of need to know the reason why," Erin said.

      Aaron complained to her, "I haven't even chopped anything off yet. You can't go asking them questions before I chop anything off. There is an order to proper interrogations. They say they'll never cooperate, I chop something off, then we ask questions."

      "We're totally planning on cooperating," Cosmo said quickly, forcing all the brightness he could into his voice. "We're very helpful people."

      "I'm even into the whole scary, good guy thing, if you want to let me out of these chains and go all wicked," Vex said.

      "I wouldn't bother. I tried to flirt once. He pretended I didn't say anything at all. It's terrible," Erin said.

      "You too? It's maddening isn't it?" Vex said, with a glance towards Cosmo.

      Cosmo and Aaron shared a pained look.

      "It isn't that I wouldn't be interested, you know. I'm just a paladin. Rules—we have lots of rules," Aaron said.

      "I'm a gnome," Cosmo said.

      "Where from?" Aaron asked.

      "The gearspark combine."

      "Hey! Me too! I mean, the outskirts. I'm one-quarter gnome. Aaron Wrenchturner," Aaron said, a lot more friendly. "My first girlfriend was a gnome. I mean, before the whole, paladin thing, obviously. The things that girl could do to an engine."

      "I knew it. I told you gnomes dated," Vex said, triumphant.

      Now Cosmo shot Aaron a pleading look.

      Aaron cleared his throat. "I mean, they don't all ..." He stopped. "I'm a paladin, I can't lie. And you're cooperating, so I can't dismember."

      The young man was starting to look very lost.

      Erin looked at him fondly. "Right, in the event they're cooperating, good paladin takes over. That sounds like the rules, right?"

      Aaron gave a weak smile. "I'd have to check the interrogation handbook. It's back at base." He told Cosmo and Vex, "I'm terribly sorry about all this, I never expected anyone to cooperate without the chopping."

      "Why would anyone wait for the chopping?" Cosmo asked.

      "It is a good thing. Never betray your comrades, your cause. It is a whole thing. So, the warehouse?" Erin said.

      Cosmo tried to think. From what he'd heard paladins often had the ability to sense evil and lies. Neither of them had actually told a lie yet. This interview might get a lot less friendly if they did.

      "We were looking for our property and had reason to think it might have something to do with you," Cosmo said.

      No lie there. Cosmo was in charge of the newspaper now, and for all that the free press was running around the city unrestrained, the rogue machinery was a part of that.

      "Why would we have your property?" Erin asked.

      "It's magical. Four legs, spits out paper and ink. It has been terrorizing the people of the city and we're trying to get it back."

      "I think he's telling the truth," Aaron said, defeated.

      "I think I saw it once. It acted like a dog. It was kind of adorable," Erin said.

      "What do we do? They sound like they were trying to do the right thing, but they saw inside the warehouse. We can't just let them go," Aaron said.

      "Take them back with us?" Erin asked, and gave them both an apologetic smile. "You wouldn't be harmed. Just ... kind of sort of prisoners until an operation is completed."

      "I know them. I'll take custody," another voice came from the woods. Moira stepped out of the shadows. She was just as foppishly dressed as last time and Cosmo thought Moira had somehow figured out how to show even more cleavage.

      Aaron stared at her. It looked as if he were about to say something, but instead he just kept staring—at least until Erin smacked him in the back of the head.

      "Vows, Aaron. You sure, Moira?" Erin asked.

      "I'm sure. You'd best be getting back to base," Moira said.

      Aaron and Erin shared a look and each shrugged, heading away from the clearing.

      "Really hoping you're not some kind of overexposed end boss right about now," Vex said.

      "Not yours," Moira said, drawing a knife from her cleavage and cutting Cosmo out of his restrains, and a moment later untangling Vex from her chains. "We should get back to town. That tour of the Guild of Bards shouldn't wait."
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      Moira had a horse waiting in the trees. While it was just the one, it took the three of them with Cosmo squished between the two women.

      "Were you spying on us?" Cosmo asked, as Moira stirred the mount to motion. Horses and gnomes didn't tend to mix. Without Vex's arms wrapped around him, he was afraid he might simply fly loose.

      "No, I simply happened to turn up at the camp where you'd been captured a day after visiting you. Of course I was spying on you. Good thing I was. Those two are good kids, but their masters can be mean," Moira said.

      "So are you going to tell us what that was all about?"

      "I might. But not until we get back to town. I was serious about the invitation to the guild. I won't even lock you up, unless you ask nicely," Moira said.

      "But we are just guests, right? I need to get back to the paper tonight to make sure tomorrow's edition is in order."

      "Yes, yes, I'm not taking you prisoner. I just don't think a horse is a good place for a conversation, and I don't want to share anything until I get a better read on you," Moira said.

      Cosmo thought that much at least was honest. Still, he intended to be cautious. Anyone that relied on their charisma this much had a lot of temptation to exploit it.

      They were only about half an hour from town. The bardic college was near the palace. White stone walls framed a silvery gate in the shape of lyres. Within was a rather idyllic garden, flowers blooming, and paths leading off to a dozen hidden alcoves.

      "You really are rich," Cosmo said.

      "A lot of us are the children of nobility from across the six-sided world. The rest are the most beautiful and charming of their generation, here on scholarship. When everybody wants to be your friend, you have very nice things," Moira said.

      "I tried to talk to someone about joining once. They wouldn't even let me through the gate," Vex said.

      They came to a stable. Moira dismounted as an attendant took the horse and helped Cosmo down. Vex dismounted also.

      "I'm sorry that happened," Moira told Vex. "There is a certain long-standing prejudice against the demon-blooded in our ranks. You must have run into it. It's something we are working to change, truly."

      Vex looked instantly mollified. Moira was good. It wasn't just a matter of saying the right thing, but how she said them. Bardic magic was a subtle thing, carried by the voice, weaving its way into every conversation.

      Cosmo was more resistant to magic than most. The same division between gnomes that made them pursue either magic or traditional technology meant that he was particularly terrible at magic. That came with certain advantages when it came to trying to resist it.

      "I know what you're doing with your voice. I can feel it, and I don't like it," Cosmo said.

      Moira flashed him a dazzling smile. "It is the harmony, we all have it. I can't turn it off, but I'll try not to abuse it."

      Moira led the way into the main building. It was as ornate as the grounds, filled with paintings and sculptures, and shelves filled with books. Pipopolis always had a worn look to it, a city that had been around for millennia, and while it wasn't tired of life, it was tired of getting dressed up. In contrast, the bards dressed up.

      "Dinner? I'm sure the chefs would appreciate the challenge of preparing you whatever you liked. Gnomish mushroom stew? Entrails pie?" Moira asked.

      "Maybe every sort of pie without the entrails?" Vex asked hopefully, and after a moment added, "I mean, they can do an entrails pie too. If they want."

      "Really?" Cosmo asked.

      "I keep telling you, demon metabolism. Least it isn't mushrooms," Vex said.

      "Sounds like that is a yes all around," Cosmo said.

      "I do love a man who says yes," Moira said, gesturing over a servant and after a few whispered words sending them scurrying on their way.

      They set a slow pace into what looked like a private lounge. A small table was already set for dinner, and one of the chairs was even designed for a gnome with a small mechanical lift to help get into it.

      "We really got to you. This is a bit much," Cosmo said.

      "Just a dinner and some conversation," Moira said with a shake of her head.

      "She wants to know what we know," Vex said.

      "I know what you know, and it isn't much. I overheard your excuse for being there and paladins wouldn't have let you get away with a lie," Moira said, pouring out three glasses of wine and passing them around the table.

      "Then you want us to drop our investigation into what happened at the warehouse," Vex said.

      "Actually, I encourage it," Moira said. "Do try the wine. It's from an orchard on the fourth face."

      Cosmo took a sip and it was exquisite. It was almost starting to annoy him how nice everything was. It just didn't feel proper—a real home should have a little grease.

      "Then I'm just lost. Are you lost, boss? I'm pretty sure we're totally being seduced and I don't know why," Vex said.

      Cosmo said, "The Thieves are caught up in something I think they don't want to be. If I had to take a guess, I'd say the Bards are too."

      Moira was silent, sipping her wine.

      "Then why all this?" Vex asked.

      "When you have allies you can't lie to, scheming probably gets very complicated," Cosmo said.

      "Something like that would be incredibly challenging to work around," Moira said.

      "You're pretty good at this sneaky stuff, boss. You sure you're not a halfling?" Vex asked.

      Cosmo tried to engage in the banter, but his thoughts were running. The two largest guilds in the city were trapped in something—or maybe different things. If this wasn't bigger than he'd feared, it was bigger than he hoped.
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      Dinner was exceptional too, of course. Shortly after dessert Moira pardoned herself for a few moments and never returned. Cosmo took that as a cue that they were supposed to 'escape' and they leisurely made their way off the college grounds.

      "That was odd," Vex said, as the gates closed behind them.

      "That pie was odd," Cosmo said.

      "Remind me to take you to a proper demon restaurant sometime. You'll be amazed."

      "You seem to hate your demon blood sometimes, and at others to be proud of it."

      "Guess that's true of most people with their heritage, isn't it? Nothing is all good. The blood comes with a lot of advantages and a lot of baggage," Vex said.

      "Think the Press Building burned itself to the ground? Second day in business and we weren't there?"

      "You feel like you were doing that much to help the first day, boss? We worked through the night and I worked my tail off during the day, but a lot of that was hiring the right people."

      It turned out Vex was overly optimistic. As soon as they reached the paper they found about a dozen emergencies had happened throughout the day. Sales were down. Without a big headline they'd only sold about half the copies of the day before. And various people they'd put in charge of departments had conflicts.

      Cosmo and Vex spent a few hours putting out fires, and then retired to his office so they could have a talk.

      "I'm sorry. I really thought everything would work perfectly," Vex said.

      "I think the newspaper is a machine in its own right. You build it as best as you can, but you never know how it's going to run until you turn it on and let it do its thing. We'll fix it," Cosmo said.

      Vex rubbed at her eyes and slouched in a chair. "Which means what? We know the queen didn't send us here just to make the paper turn a profit."

      "I'm not going to guess at her motives. That woman has too many edges. I think if we solved these mysteries and the paper collapsed, she'd still be disappointed."

      "I don't want to see that. I really don't want to see that."

      "We work the problem. If we're going to keep this place going, this is our job now. This is our life. Secrets are being hidden, people are lying to us," Cosmo said.

      "Demoness. I should be really good at this sort of thing," Vex said with a wry smile. "So we have a secret treasure room with items stolen exclusively from old money by the Thieves Guild. They were hidden in a way that made it seem all about implicating the new money families."

      "Then we have a warehouse. We don't know what it held, but it seemed to be connected to both the Guild of Bards and an order of Brightpip militant paladins."

      "Something they wanted to keep so secret it was important enough to abduct us, and they maybe would have worked themselves up to killing us," Vex said.

      They both sat silent as they pondered that.

      "Nothing. I've got nothing. They don't make sense individually. They don't make sense together," Vex said.

      Cosmo wished that he had some sort of brilliant insight as a rejoinder, but he didn't. It didn't make a lot of sense to him either, but when you couldn't solve one problem, you figured out a new way to work it—and solved those you could.

      "We need more information. The chamber we found the treasures in was old. What if the tunnel and passage were old too and it was just the lighting and hidden door were new?" Cosmo asked.

      "Makes sense. How does it help us?"

      "I don't know. Maybe when you are dealing with lies you have to peel back the layers."

      "Why not focus on the obvious thing we can do? The warehouse. We find out what they are storing, it might answer a lot of questions. Even if they're going to move what's in there, hopefully they won't have yet," Vex said. "They think we've been scared off for good."

      "They somehow took us out in seconds the first time we broke in and they didn't know we were coming," Cosmo said.

      "So we get someone to do it for us."

      "You have someone you dislike that much?"

      "Boss, you're a smart guy. Take thirty seconds and think about it."

      Cosmo did. Oh, right, them.

      "The Thieves Guild would be more than happy to break into a place that might have something on the bards," Cosmo said.

      "It's what we'll do. We tell them where to look, and they'll have someone in there tonight."

      "Is that what we want to do?" Cosmo asked.

      "Is there any reason we wouldn't?"

      "Everybody keeps telling me this city has factions set against each other. Old money versus old money. Bards versus thieves. Light versus dark ..."

      "Just to start. You're wondering where we fit into all this," Vex said.

      "Some might say the paper should be all about the truth and not take sides. I think we're starting from a lie though, if we say that. We're on the queen's side, period. Call it our survival instinct."

      "The Assembly shut down the old paper. They aren't going to like us very much either," Vex said.

      "The bards might have just saved our lives. Even if they were grooming us after, I wouldn't be inclined to embarrass them," Cosmo said.

      Vex was silent a few moments. "I know people, and they don't work with the Thieves Guild."

      "Do it," Cosmo said. "I'm going to get the press ready for tomorrow's edition."

      "That free press is still out there. We need to get it under control."

      "I have some ideas there. Tomorrow," Cosmo said.

      It was going to be another busy day.
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      Cosmo was awakened when a wave of water smashed him against the wall. Even to his half-awake mind this struck him as very strange, even in demonic households a wave not being a typical thing.

      The fire in the hearth hissed as it was extinguished. Cosmo could feel his clothing dripping as he shook his head to clear it.

      "Boss!" Vex shouted, and Cosmo heard what sounded like the breath being knocked out of the demoness a moment later.

      They were under attack—that much was obvious. Cosmo should have expected something like this might be coming, but they weren't prepared for it. Without the fire it was pitch-dark in Vex's home, but gnomes had some ability to see in a gloom since they were essentially subterranean creatures. It didn't mean he got to put his eyes to the test very often.

      Focusing, two shapes seemed to resolve. Vex was against the other wall and something loomed over her. Cosmo couldn't make out details, but it was big.

      Cosmo scrambled for the door. It wasn't cowardice—well, it wasn't just cowardice. Whatever had been sent here was out to silence them, and he was the head of the paper. Cosmo was the more important target. If it looked like he was escaping, it should come after him.

      Cosmo reached the door and had just managed to pull it open when another wave crashed into him from behind. Holding onto the door he bounced against the frame as it swung back and forth.

      The light of the alley outside seeped in. It wasn't much, but enough to get details. What looked nothing so much as a large puddle—a puddle that was already moving, a humanoid figure rising from it.

      A water elemental. Magic, why was it always magic? A mechanical adversary Cosmo might have been able to do something about.

      Cosmo felt hands grab him as Vex tucked him under one arm, running out the door and leaping over the reforming elemental.

      "I think we made some enemies," Cosmo said.

      "You think?" Vex asked. She turned and gestured. A few tiny flame darts spiraled towards the elemental, sparking where they hit.

      The elemental didn't seem fazed, and it was already flowing back towards them.

      "I hope you have a plan," Cosmo said.

      The streets of the undercity weren't all that quiet this time of the night. However late it was, many of those who called this part of the city home thrived in darkness. Vampires and werecreatures mostly, and they generally looked rather human except for being exceptionally attractive. It was like the Guild of Bards all over again. They also didn't seem too surprised by a demoness carrying a gnome, and them being chased by a water elemental.

      "Yeah, because I've thought a lot about being attacked by rare magical creatures," Vex said.

      The water elemental came up quickly behind them, briefly flowing to their side and then bashing them into an alley as they passed. Cosmo came free of Vex's grip and tumbled head over heels to sprawl on the cobblestones.

      Vex was already turning to face it, her tail thrashing.

      Cosmo forced himself to think. Vex seemed willing to fight, but she wasn't a trained combatant and magical creations like this were beyond deadly. Something like this simply wouldn't stop until it either completed its purpose or the magic powering it was depleted. A trained combatant might be able to take it on, but if they were hoping to rely on the kindness of strangers in this city they were obviously out of luck.

      "We need to run. We need someplace magical, where they'll have defenses," Cosmo said.

      Vex was about to respond when she got tossed through the air again as the elemental plowed into her, a wave throwing her against one of the walls.

      Vex recovered faster than it did, the elemental reforming as she again grabbed Cosmo and ran for it.

      "I've got just the place. They won't like to see us. They don't like to see anybody, really," Vex said.

      Vex ran down the tunnels of the undercity, mostly keeping to the back alleys. It didn't take long before the water elemental was again on them, following close behind.

      Cosmo briefly caught sight of a set of gates and four astonished guards in different-colored robes before Vex plowed through them at high speed.

      Guards went tumbling with shouts, bouncing off the gates with a resounding thud. A moment later the elemental splashed behind them. It had a far different reaction when it hit the gates. It rippled and shifted, and became a pale brown in color before splashing down. Cosmo smelled the strong scent of beer.

      One of the guards made a gesture and a row of stacked bottles appeared, forming a pyramid.

      "Whoa, not bad," said one of the guards

      "Special delivery," Cosmo said, already working to put the best possible spin on things.

      "I kind of thought it would ... burn away, or something," Vex said.

      "To keep us from taking potions out into the city all magically charged liquids are supposed to be transformed into harmless water. Ah ... a few of us tweaked the runes," said one of the guards.

      "You brought us to the mage academy? Why, exactly, is it underground?" Cosmo asked.

      "I don't know. It just is these days. It used to be a big tower," Vex said wearily.

      One of the guards was trying to cram as many bottles as possible into his robes. He said, "It still is. We're just a little inverted for the time being. We're going to figure that out one of these days."

      "Girls are hotter in the undercity anyways," said another.

      "True that," Vex said, rather more cheerful.

      "You wanted to talk to magical people, boss. Or do you want to get some more sleep?" Vex asked.

      Back to a bed where more magical assassins might be headed, or heading into a school of mages. Cosmo wasn't sure which was more dangerous.
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      The campus was busy despite the late hour, students in brightly colored robes roaming the halls.

      They'd been given vague directions to the magical artifacts department. The Dean's office didn't hold the wizened old wizard they'd expected, but rather a young man in a painfully bright golden robe and sitting behind the desk. He looked miserable.

      "We're looking for Dean Stonewell?" Cosmo asked.

      The young man jerked his head towards a cabinet in the corner.

      "You have him locked up?" Vex asked.

      "Magical portal to another world right?" Cosmo asked, and looked at Vex. "Mages are always doing that sort of thing.

      "Neither, I'm afraid. He's a 'she', and she is the cupboard. Trying to get into the mind of an artifact. It's all terribly experimental. I'm Sedwin Slythe, her assistant."

      Cosmo peered at the cupboard. "How long has she been like that?"

      "Over ten years now. Irritating, right? I need her to sign off on my grad project and she can't very well do that when she doesn't have hands, can she?" Sedwin said peevishly. "You'd think that inking a leg up would work just fine for her to scrawl some sort of signature, but no, it doesn't."

      "Can't you just ... change her back?" Vex asked.

      Sedwin gave her a long and horrified look. "And interrupt her research? What would happen to my recommendation then? She's avoiding students, it's fine, all the Deans all do it. Probably hoping I'll give up and go away too."

      This conversation was supporting everything that Cosmo felt about mages and he took a moment to massage his eyes.

      "He's joking, right?" Vex asked.

      "I don't think so. They're all like this," Cosmo said.

      "You aren't here to talk about my dissertation. You're not mages, you're not fancily dressed enough. What do you want?" Sedwin asked.

      "We have an escaped magical artifact we'd rather be less ... escaped," Cosmo said.

      Sedwin gave a weary sigh. "Of course you do. Everybody does. You'd think that all the warnings to please keep your artifacts contained would have more of an impression, but no, people just let them wander off."

      "It isn't really our fault," Vex said.

      "Then they always say that."

      "In this case we mean it. It had been abandoned for five years while still hooked up to magical power," Cosmo said.

      "Well, that was just terrible judgment. Magical artifacts always need to be properly stowed away when not in use. What else is going to happen with all that magical power? Of course it will manifest," Sedwin said.

      "Can you help us?"

      "Rather busy here, as you can see. What if the Dean wakes up while I'm away and then decides to toddle off and become a teacup or something?"

      "You have to leave often anyways. To sleep?" Vex asked.

      "To increase study time we got rid of sleep a few years back. It was supposed to be temporary, I think," Sedwin said cautiously. "I'm sure somebody is working on it."

      "We should have kept the beer," Vex said.

      "We'll settle for a consultation," Cosmo said.

      "You might have had one, if you had beer," Sedwin said with a frown. "Tried to make a magical tap in here. It poured root beer, always root beer. I think it's because we're underground."

      "We are doing a photo shoot today for a new line of armor, and it will look like this. You're welcome to attend," Vex said, waggling her fingers as her outfit transformed into the barely there suit of armor.

      Sedwin stared for a moment and sat up straight. "What type of artifact are we dealing with?"

      "Still got it," Vex said, snapping her fingers and returning to her normal attire.

      "A magical printing press. It belongs to the newspaper. I think it decided to go hunt stories on its own," Cosmo said.

      Sedwin frowned again. "I know that artifact. I mean, not personally, but it was the Dean's work. From back before she became furniture, obviously."

      "Then you'll surely be able to help," Vex said.

      Sedwin leaned back. "That actually makes it really confusing. Usually artifacts go rogue because they're poorly constructed. Somebody ignored the safeguards and a bit too much magic sends them rogue."

      "And your professor never makes a mistake? She's been furniture for a decade, right?" Vex said.

      "And she means to be. I'm not insane, she's a careful spell-worker, meticulous," Sedwin said with a glare towards the cupboard.

      "And being hooked up to magical power wouldn't have changed that?" Cosmo asked.

      "It usually reinforces whatever is already there. If there is a directive, it will enforce it, but if there are safeguards, it will strengthen them too," Sedwin said thoughtfully.

      "So what does that mean to us?"

      "It should respect authority. That's one of the things a properly constructed artifact will always do."

      "I tried to present it with proof of my authority the first time I met it. It ran away," Cosmo said.

      "See, you were creating some cognitive disruption. You may have been a source of authority, but if I'm right you wouldn't have been the only one. Your press isn't out of control, it is doing exactly what somebody wants it to," Sedwin said.

      It was an interesting idea. Cosmo wasn't sure exactly who that might be. A previous staffmember of the paper, perhaps. It obviously wasn't the mage who created it.

      "So how do we get it under control?"

      "Don't let it run away. Keep asserting your authority. Bolster that any way you can and it won't have any choice but to listen to you," Sedwin said.

      "Guess you need your snazzy "press" hat, boss," Vex said.

      "Best help I can give you. Well, best help I will give you. Good enough?" Sedwin asked.

      Vex glanced at Cosmo, who nodded.

      They gave him the location of the forge and the time for the photo shoot.
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      They were short of sleep, but Cosmo didn't want to head back to Vex's place where it would still be dangerous. Grom's opened early and they were able to arrange for some added protection for the newspaper building. It was noisy at night, but for the time being they'd have to sleep there until they could manage some other form of protection. Dropping into Grom's also let them grab what Vex's thief friends had gotten from the warehouse overnight—a wrapped bundle they kept sealed until they could get some privacy.

      "So who do you think tried to kill us, boss?" Vex asked as she plopped into the chair opposite Cosmo's desk.

      "Let's see what we got from the warehouse first. Maybe it will give us some kind of idea," Cosmo said.

      Vex carefully unwrapped the bundle. It was several rolls of scrolls. Vex peeled one loose and studied it for a moment before passing it over.

      The scroll bore an image of the queen with an "X" placed over it. Text below recounted a number of past grievances with previous evil monarchs of Pipopolis, and how the people needed to rise up and demand a change. The rest of the scrolls were identical. They looked cheaply made, as if they'd been produced in a local basement instead of being brought in from Brightpip.

      "I guess it makes sense Brightpip doesn't like the queen, but this is weird. Usually they deal with it. Pipopolis switches off back and forth. It isn't their turn," Vex said.

      "They took us prisoner. They might have just tried to assassinate us. Someone is taking it very seriously," Cosmo said.

      "I mean yeah, this is rebellion-level stuff. If it gets out they're behind this, it's going to seriously harm the relationship between us," Vex said.

      Cosmo tried to the put the pieces together. They still weren't there, not quite, but they were getting close.

      "We do have something tying our two events together now. I'm just not sure what it means," Cosmo said.

      Vex frowned. "What connection? I'm not seeing it, boss."

      "I think the treasures were meant to be discovered, but not in the way we discovered them. It would have put the old money and the new against each other. These pamphlets are more about good versus evil."

      Vex looked thoughtful and she leaned to rest her elbows on the desk as she clutched her head in her hands. "I haven't seen them out there, but maybe this is another thing meant to be discovered. It works either way."

      "And I've got something else for you to think about. I've been thinking about who could have commanded the press and I only come up with one good answer. The same person who gave control of the newspaper to us," Cosmo said.

      "You think the queen is behind this?" Vex's eyes widened in alarm. "That is crazy. Why would she do that? What would she have to gain?"

      "The Evil Queen is ... evil. It's right in the name. A discovery that made the new money and the Assembly look bad would also strengthen her power," Cosmo said.

      "And maybe the press was supposed to discover both stories. She sent it out there, but when it didn't get the job done she sent us," Vex said, and her shoulders slumped. "It makes sense. So what do we do?"

      Cosmo honestly wasn't sure. While he didn't much like being manipulated, he also didn't like losing his head. But it was more complicated than just that.

      "Right now we don't know that for certain. Just because the pieces fit doesn't mean we assembled them properly. We could also have been sent to disarm this scheme, not execute it."

      "With the queen getting an idea what was happening and sending us in. My head hurts. If that were the case, then why wouldn't she tell us anything?" Vex slumped still more.

      "Because she thought she didn't need to. That we'd follow the threads and pull on them, and expose what we found," Cosmo said.

      Vex pushed herself up from the table. "Boss, this is going to sound dumb, but ... I like her. I think she means well. I don't know if that makes a difference, I don't know if it should."

      "I do too. For the time being, we play it straight. We assume that some unknown party is out to destabilize the city."

      "What about the queen? If Brightpip really is plotting against her, she needs to know?"

      "The last time we met with her she made it clear it needed to be a rare thing. We're not interrupting her bath again without a better idea what's going on."

      "If it is the same party behind both, who could arrange it?" Vex asked.

      "The Assembly? We haven't met with them, but they were enemies of the old paper. The queen is new to the city, and this would be quite a feat for her to pull off. The Assembly has been here a long time," Cosmo said.

      "Frame themselves?"

      "Maybe they meant someone to reach the conclusion we just did and turn the whole thing back around on the queen?"

      "My head hurts more. That's too many wheels within wheels. It's getting stupid," Vex said.

      "That's what happens when we speculate. We need evidence. Until we have it, we're just making up the story," Cosmo said.

      "Then we find the press. Before, we were hitting it where it had been, we were looking in the past. We find it again, maybe we get another piece and get ahead of things," Vex said.

      "And until we do, we do what we have to in order to make the newspaper a success. We'll try your pictures today, but we need a headline too," Cosmo said.

      "I'll check with the reporters I hired. If they don't have anything, we'll talk to Grom," Vex said.
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      They had time yet until their appointment at the armorers. When news came in of a disturbance in the Miners district they headed out. They needed a headline.

      When they arrived they found the streets filled with dwarves, most of them holding signs, "Down with Minecorp", "Magicity is Unsafe", "Save our Jobs".

      Things looked especially tense where large, mechanical mining suits guarded some buildings. They were massive constructs of metal with drills in the place of arms, and a cockpit in their chest holding pilots that were mostly gnomes although Cosmo also spotted the occasional goblin and halfling.

      "Any idea what this is about, boss?" Vex asked.

      "Minecorp, magicity, and jobs. I can make some guesses, but let's find someone to talk to," Cosmo said.

      Talking to protesters got them pointed towards a building right in the heart of the crowds. While worn, the stonework seemed particularly ornate. As a gnome Cosmo was drawing quite a few dark looks.

      When they went to enter the building several dwarves in archaic-looking battle armor and wielding axes blocked their way.

      "Pipopolis Press! Here to get your side of the story," Vex said.

      "The what now?" asked one guard.

      Another guard said, "That thing about the treasure. I bought one. Figured, 'What the hey'. Didn't say where they got it though."

      "Tomorrow's edition will have an adventuring section with some great tips on where treasures can be found, and the latest in armor fashion," Vex said brightly.

      "And your side of this story, if we can get through to talk to someone in charge," Cosmo said.

      The dwarves glanced at each other and shrugged before stepping back. "You want Darok. He'll be the one in fancy armor."

      There were less dwarves inside, but all carried some sort of axe on their backs and wore armor.

      They soon found the center of activity, a dwarf with an intricately braided beard and armor with the golden shimmer of dawnsteel.

      "Of course they aren't countering the accusations. They know they're true and they have no intention of honoring their obligations," Darok said, as he paced around the table.

      Darok paused to look at Vex and Cosmo as they approached, his eyes narrowing until he caught sight of Cosmo's hat.

      "The Press. Changed the name, but I heard you were back in business. Which side are you on in this?" Darok asked.

      "We don't know a thing about what's going on. We're here to get your perspective," Vex said.

      Darok grunted. "Our perspective? Our perspective is we built this city, we toiled and we bled for it, and now those who got rich off our labor want to throw us away."

      Judging by Darok's armor he'd gotten pretty rich off it himself. Cosmo thought it might not be for the best to point that out.

      "Maybe start at the beginning," Vex said.

      "In the beginning there was nothing but stone and grass. This city came together one tunnel at a time, thanks to us!" Darok said, pounding on the table with a fist.

      They were getting a lot of good quotes and no story.

      "The miners outside who are so angry. They lost their jobs because of magicity-powered mining equipment?" Cosmo asked.

      "They tried, oh, how they tried to take our jobs. But you know what? They never managed to do it as well. A dwarf can dig a mine straight to the ore—we can feel it, smell it. Those machines tear down a whole mountain and just take everything," Darok said.

      Cosmo could understand that. It was the same between all magicity-powered machines and mechanical. They made labor easier, but they didn't necessarily do it better than a skilled craftsman. There had always been limits to the mechanical too—they still required effort to operate. Magicity and its offer of almost unlimited power meant you could try doing things by brute force.

      "So they're not taking your jobs?" Vex asked, her smile now looking a little forced.

      "We came to terms, years back. They'd use the machines where they had to, to do the drudge work. Dwarves would be there for the precision stuff. We still had work, and a lot more got mined, a win for everybody," Darok said.

      "But something recently changed?"

      Darok went to a table lining the room and pulled out a bundle of papers, shoving them at Cosmo.

      Cosmo had a look. The papers were schematics. They were set up for magicity, so he didn't completely understand them, but even with a different power source some of the mechanical fundamentals were similar.

      Instead of just a high-powered drill and mechanical arms, the new suits seemed to have a lot of extra attachments. Finer manipulator arms and a few needles that were designed to be connected to some sort of magical sensor.

      "They're working to upgrade their diggers," Cosmo said.

      "Clearly. They think that we'll just vanish," Darok said.

      Maybe, but the more Cosmo looked over the designs the more they made him uncomfortable. They lacked some details that a proper engineer would have included. To Cosmo's critical eye, the diagrams were obviously incomplete.

      Vex caught the expression on his face.

      "Trouble, boss?"

      "Maybe. Where did you get these?" Cosmo asked Darok

      "They were pinned to the door into our great hall one night. A challenge to the pride of every dwarf. We no longer need you, they proclaimed! We listened, but we are not done," Darok said.

      "Strange thing for them to do," Vex said.

      "They thought our spirits would be easily broken. They thought we'd just seep back into the ground," Darok said.

      Cosmo rather doubted that. Dwarves were implacable foes, and whoever did this knew exactly what would happen.

      They had a headline for the day, and another thread to pull at.
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      They had more of a crowd than Cosmo had expected when they went to their appointment to the armory. Vex had hired a photographer for the paper, a Doraxu that looked something like an orc who had been fused with a spider, an eight-legged spider body with a well muscled and greenish-tinted humanoid torso, and a head fused to the front.

      Moira was also there, along with a few other bards.

      "Wonder what they are doing here?" Cosmo said.

      "I called them. We needed extremely attractive people to take most of their clothes off," Vex said.

      The owners, Harlon and Elsa, stood near an anvil, both looking as if not quite sure what to make of all this. They were being animatedly talked to by the mage Sedwin.

      Vex nodded at them. "I wonder if they'll ever forgive us."

      "I find nothing earns forgiveness like turning a profit. Let's see what they came up with," Cosmo said.

      They approached the smiths, who looked up with a desperate sort of hope.

      "Of course you'd need something like a Hegram's hex to keep it steady, but it should be possible," Sedwin said, rocking madly back and forth, and from foot to foot.

      "I see you made it," Vex said to Sedwin.

      "Been here before dawn," Harlon said.

      "Talking," Elsa said.

      "I hadn't realized it until I actually stepped out of that office, but my mind hasn't really been working all this time. Do you realize they make things here? Not simply theorize about the making of things?" Sedwin asked.

      "He wants to start enchanting armor," Elsa said.

      "Don't you get things like bloodthirsty spears and talkative swords when you enchant them?" Vex asked.

      "They never stop talking," Harlon said, with a frown at Sedwin.

      "I'm going to go help the models get dressed, since it seems we really are doing this. We'll show you and get the pictures done at the same time," Elsa said, wandering off and disappearing into the group of bards.

      "Enchanted armor sounds dangerous," Cosmo said.

      Sedwin shrugged. "Some people like risks. And if you're wearing some of the stuff they came up with, you're already proving you like to live dangerous and probably have more money than sense."

      There was a lot of logic to that. You always had to know who you were selling to, and if a little enchantment let you raise the price, it might be worth doing.

      "I hate to say it, but maybe he has a point," Cosmo said.

      "I know. Elsa likes the idea anyways for the new designs. Don't sit right with her to make something just for looks. She cared about that sort of thing, she wouldn't have married me," Harlon said.

      The orc and the elf did make for an odd pairing. Once upon a time such a thing would have been scandalous. Society had moved on, but elfs and orcs still weren't a couple you saw often. Orcs tended to prize physical strength that elves usually lacked, while elves were obsessed with aesthetics that orcs simply didn't meet.

      The first of the models came out. Moira, in a leather top that showed even more of her chest than usual and tight-fitting leather pants. It showed a bit more midriff too, but otherwise was largely the same.

      "For thieves. Boots with soft soles, silent. Belt has room for two scabbards and a tool kit," Harlon said.

      "You couldn't take any more off it?" Vex asked.

      "Elsa said it wouldn't look right."

      Another human bard came out. This one had been done up as a barbarian. Colored body-paint streaked much of her exposed flesh, and given she wore little more than a fur bikini there was a great deal of that. Not even any shoes here.

      "Back-mounted greataxe or greatsword. Pretty close to what the bands on the sixth face wear," Harlon said.

      "You can do a lot of things with animal hides. With proper enchantment you can bring over some of the attributes of the animal," Sedwin said, staring enraptured.

      "Huh. People like rare hides," Harlon said.

      The next figure was probably a dwarf. At least the make of the armor looked dwarvish. It was hard to tell because she was covered head to toe in full plate-mail including a closed helm.

      "Really? Did you get the point of this whole thing?" Vex said.

      Cosmo thought they had. He was no expert, but the few male dwarven smiths in the forge were now staring and looking as awestruck as Sedwin had moments before.

      Another woman, an elf this time. The armor seemed designed to remind one of plate-mail—if there were ten times as much of it. It all glimmered with a silvery sheen, and front and back plates were attached with silvery strands that left the sides almost completely exposed.

      "Maybe you did get the point," Vex said, her tail lashing. "I wouldn't even make it look that good—and I want a set."

      "Elvish moonsteel. Lightweight, but tough. Those plates will take a real hit," Harlon said.

      "Moonsteel is especially easy to enchant. If I were going to do something with this, I'd do some sort of deflection spells for the rest of the body. Turn blows at the legs or side to the plates," Sedwin said.

      "Expensive?" Harlon asked him.

      "If you want them to hold up. Otherwise they'd need to come in for regular magical reinforcement."

      "Subscriptions," Harlon said, incredibly gratified and almost knocking the mage down with a pat to his back. "We work out deal."

      In only a day they'd prepared a full line. Healers, assassins, and battlemages.

      Cosmo wasn't sure how well they accomplished their intended purpose. Like most things, that went over his head. Vex seemed ultimately approving though, and they got a lot of photographs. Enough to put a few every day in the newspaper for the next week.
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      The Guild of Adventurers wasn't seeing its best day. From the looks of it, it wasn't seeing one of its better decades. A desk with a massive tome for visiting heroes was in the lobby, and a quick peek showed the last had been four months before.

      "You're sure about this?" Cosmo asked.

      "We need information from adventurers, these are what we have," Vex said.

      Cosmo just hoped there was somebody still alive. Nobody manned the front desk and dust covered everything. Still, lamps lit most of the rooms and they weren't magical, so someone was refilling the oil.

      When they finally found the adventurers they were in a back hall, seated at a table surrounded by kegs. One man almost looked like one of the models they'd seen earlier today in terms of armor, although unintentionally. Plate armor that once fit now failed to cover a massive beer belly. A woman in a green robe wore a hat covered in obviously fake flowers, and what looked like some sort of rodent was asleep on her shoulder. There was also a bearded and wizened-looking man identified mostly by the shirt labeled with 'mage' on the front, and a surprisingly ordinary-looking, older man in a well-tailored suit.

      "And then I stabbed it right in the face!" exclaimed the man in plate-mail, pumping his fist.

      "Didn't you miss a whole bunch first?" asked the woman.

      "He did. He kept going for that targeted blow and missing," said the well-dressed man.

      Cosmo announced their arrival. "Press. We were told there were adventurers here."

      "Job board's out in the main hall. If you want to hire someone, you can post there. Not that anyone really checks it these days," said the well-dressed man.

      "We're doing a column for the paper on adventuring. We were hoping to make it a regular thing. Places to go, tips and techniques," Vex said.

      "Oh, well if you want stories about adventuring, we have lots of those," said the mage.

      "I'm Kana, I was our alchemist," said the well-dressed man. "Stabface is in the armor, he was our fighter. Boomtime was our mage. Tigerlady was our druid," Kana said.

      "And I thought your last name was terrible," Cosmo said to Vex, who sighed.

      "It is traditional to take an adventurer name when starting out. People get foolish with them," Kana said with a frown.

      "I stab faces, I'm Stabface!" Stabface said.

      "Well, at least it's easy to remember," Vex said, forcing a smile.

      "I used to have a tiger. She got bored," Tigerlady said.

      "So she replaced her with a rat," Boomtime said.

      "Princess Sparkles is a mink, and is beautiful and majestic," Tigerlady said with a disapproving look.

      "Rat," Boomtime said.

      Cosmo was no expert on rodents, but he thought that Boomtime might be right on this one.

      "And is there maybe someone else we could speak with?" Vex asked, the smile frozen on her face.

      "I have a real job these days. Most of those who used to do adventuring professionally do. You might find a few still doing it, but they don't stay in town long. They usually sell their loot and they're back to it," Kana said.

      "Did it not pay well?" Vex asked.

      "You have any idea what we paid for potions? Even with this guy in our group?" Stabface asked, with a glare at Kana.

      "You know I can only make so many a day, and even then I had ingredient costs," Kana said.

      "You could harvest! We gave you lots of time to pick herbs!"

      "You two getting drunk and getting it on in a field was not giving me time to gather herbs," Kana said.

      "That was really annoying. And I got bored blowing up bunnies," Boomtime said.

      "You blew up bunnies?" Tigerlady said, spinning around and staring with such intensity that the rat stirred and joined in.

      Ignoring that, Kana said, "It wasn't a money thing. We did well, but the thing about adventuring is it's a bit like running around in circles. Your gear keeps getting better, the monsters stronger, and one day you realize you've done it all before."

      "But where an easy dungeon took you half a day to clear, one day you're away from home and eating rations for a month," Kana said.

      "You bailed on us. We'd have kept on going if you hadn't taken that job. We were a team," Stabface said.

      "We were young, and stupid, and yeah it was fun, but we had to grow up. I got a real job. Why didn't you? Why didn't any of you?" Kana said.

      "I offered to explode students for the university. They seemed really interested, but nothing happened," Boomtime said, slumping in his chair.

      "You could have offered to teach students to make things go boom instead?" Kana asked.

      "Well, that just sounds terrible."

      "Maybe we could give it another go? Not anything big, I know you don't want to be gone that long. Just tiny dungeons? Scope things for the paper?" Stabface asked hopefully.

      Kana looked like he was about to object, but then glanced back and forth between the others. "I do miss it, sometimes. I don't come here just because I like the beer."

      "You paying anything?" Boomtime asked Vex.

      Vex shot a look at Cosmo who shook his head.

      "We'll give you a byline. You'll have your names in the papers, and we can mention the guild. Maybe you'll see some life around this place again," Vex said.

      That seemed to brighten up the adventurers. However much these four might have drifted apart, it was clear that each other and the adventures they'd shared meant a lot to them.

      "There are expenses though," Stabface said.

      "If people start adventuring again they'll need potions. I can maybe foot the bill for us, to get started. Good to have that job," Kana said.

      "I'll have some of our reporters get in touch. We'll set up check-ins," Vex said.

      Things were starting to come together.
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      They slept at the Press Building that night, or at least tried to. With a decent story and the first of their new advertising being displayed, they hoped it was a winning combination and ordered a run even larger than the first day. It used up all their existing supplies, so if it missed, they were pretty much finished. It also meant a full staff at the paper overnight, which made sleeping hard. It didn't help they had so much riding on this.

      Those fears were proved needless the next day. By mid-morning they were buying paper stocks from the proceeds of the morning's sales so they could do a second run.

      Cosmo was so busy with keeping the press in working order he didn't get a chance to check, but reports were that by the afternoon the smithy had a line outside the door.

      Vex and Cosmo were headed for a celebration at Grom's when Moira slid in beside them. There were other bards as well, all far too good-looking and surprisingly well-armed.

      "We're doing another dinner and you'll be staying the night. It isn't safe for you to be on the streets," Moira said.

      "Is this one of those times when you're acting in our interests and saving our lives? Or one of those "politely taking us prisoner" moments?" Vex asked.

      "A bit of both, but more the first than the second," Moira said. "I'll talk more this time, I promise, but not on the streets."

      Vex glanced at Cosmo questioningly.

      With her demonic strength they might be able to knock their way clear, and Cosmo doubted the bards wanted a fuss on the street. He also really wanted to hear what they had to say.

      "We see where this goes," Cosmo said.

      "Words that have started many a wonderful night," Moira said brightly.

      Cosmo wondered once again how bards seemed to manage to turn every single innocent phrase on its head.

      With their agreement the bards formed up around them, their posture wary.

      Cosmo was still trying to put together his full thoughts on the bards. In a way they reminded him a lot of the queen. They'd be very easy to underestimate, and quite possibly it was on purpose. Moira at least clearly had some skills in espionage. Did they all?

      They were almost to the Guild of Bards when the ground tried to murder them. The streets buckled beneath their feet and everyone went flying as the cobblestones formed a giant fist punching upwards.

      Cosmo and Vex sprawled against the wall while most of the bards landed on their feet. One had drawn daggers, one a bow, one even had a flute out.

      The stone fist was still projecting out of the street. It turned towards Cosmo and Vex, and seemed to be readying itself for a second punch when the flautist stepped between them. A jaunty melody caused the air to ripple with rainbow-colored musical notes and a shimmering barrier formed in the air.

      Moira was suddenly there, pulling them to their feet. "They'll hold it. It's after you, hurry."

      Vex grabbed Cosmo and, as usual, tucked him under one arm so they could run.

      Cosmo was getting rather used to this. As undignified as it was, it really was better than getting killed.

      They closed the distance to the bard college and soon were once more behind the silvery gates.

      "Are your people going to be okay?" Cosmo asked once Vex set him back on his feet.

      "We weren't the targets. Our grounds are warded against scrying, so it should have lost your trace and be returning to the caster," Moira said, gesturing for them to follow her further onto the grounds.

      "So are all of you spies or is it just you?"

      Moira smiled over her shoulder. "Bards are jacks of all trades. We do whatever the situation calls for, and sometimes that means not just talking but listening. It's how I found out you were in danger."

      "If it wasn't you that tried to kill us before, who did? When it was water magic, it might have been a lot of suspects, but water and earth means an elementalist," Vex said.

      "We don't actually know who, just what ordered it," Moira said.

      "And that is?"

      "First of all, you are staying here tonight. This is the whole "polite prisoner" part of things. You are guests though, with food, wine, offers of company, and some of the best beds in the city," Moira said.

      "Why are you keeping us here?" Cosmo asked. "Why do you care?"

      Moira looked wry. "Because we don't want agents of the queen getting murdered, and risking even the chance it comes back on us. The Assembly is trying to have you killed. They're also acting to shutter your newspaper permanently tonight."

      "I imagine those you work with are happy to see that too," Cosmo said.

      Moira gave him an innocent look. "I can't imagine what you mean."

      "Can we even believe her?" Vex asked.

      Moira brought them into a luxurious sitting room and poured out several glasses of wine.

      Cosmo was coming to appreciate their hospitality.

      "Unless it is all one very elaborate deception, she's tried to save our life twice now. We can question her words, but I think she's earned some trust in her motives, whatever they are," Cosmo said.

      Moira laughed. "That is well said. Bards are liars, we are. We're very good at it—we actually have classes in deception. To be fair we also have classes in illusion magic. Were we so inclined we could have faked that hand, but we didn't."

      "When you tell the truth it just makes me wonder if you're lying even more," Vex said.

      "Amazing gift, isn't it?" Moira said. "Come on. I'll show you the gardens and we'll talk."
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      The gardens really were lovely, although Cosmo didn't much want to think of what a place that normally made humans amorous would do to a bunch of bards. It seemed a bit like throwing a steak into the middle of a bunch of starving dogs.

      Moira brought the wine with them and they settled on a bench in a secluded alcove.

      "Why all the privacy? Don't you trust your own people?" Cosmo asked.

      "This current situation has brought up certain divisions within the bards. Many of us, myself for example, welcome the demonic like Vess here. Not everyone feels the same," Moira said.

      "Those paladins weren't exactly beacons of tolerance," Vex said.

      "And you're the second in command of the guild. I take it that means the head ..." Cosmo said.

      "His name is Andreus, and yes, he feels differently. An impulse he used to keep in check, but with the new queen he feels differently. Usually the reign of a good monarch is great for us and bad for the thieves, and vice versa."

      "Are my people going to be okay? If the Assembly moves on the press?" Vex asked.

      "They're doing it officially. As long as your people don't try to interfere, they'll be fine," Moira said.

      "Yet they tried to murder us," Cosmo said.

      "They'll claim that isn't their doing, but everyone would know it was a slap in the queen's face," Moira said with a contented expression. "I love politics."

      Cosmo wasn't nearly as fond of them—they kept almost getting him killed.

      "So you struck a deal of some kind with the Assembly because neither of you like the queen," Vex said.

      "Ah," Moira said, leaning back on her hands. "Now there is an interesting thing. Andreus could be keeping secrets from me, but if so I think I'd have found them out. No, our plotting against the queen, and the Assembly's own designs, aren't connected."

      "I never realized just how much I don't understand about my home town. I'm confused. You have to be completely lost," Vex said to Cosmo.

      "Not as much as you'd think," Cosmo said. "Everything is a cog spinning. Moving one way against another and pushing on the next cog. This whole city is like some vast machine where the cogs are people and guilds."

      "What a terrible way to look at the world," Moira said.

      Cosmo couldn't disagree more. People were confusing, nonsensical. But if they decided to conveniently sort themselves into groups that consistently worked against each other, well, that could perhaps make sense to him.

      "I think things are starting to come into focus, but there is one thing I don't understand—you. Why do you keep saving us? We're not just there, convenient. You've gone out of your way." Cosmo said.

      "If you research me you'll find going out of my way to save people is a thing I do," Moira said. "But I've been keeping a particularly close eye on you. I want to understand what the queen is thinking."

      "Why?" Vex asked. "It sounds like you and the bards oppose her on principle. Evil is right there in the title."

      "Do you really want to get into this?" Moira asked and shrugged, for once in a way not designed to show off her cleavage. "Do you ever think about it? Really? Good and evil?"

      "I'm a demonblood. I don't really have a choice but to think about it, I can never be good, even if I wanted to be. Neutral is as high as my alignment goes," Vex said.

      "But do you really think about what that means? Most people don't—on either side of the divide. Some people who are evil think it means an unlimited license to stomp kittens and be a jerk. Some people who are good think the exact same thing," Moira said.

      Vex was silent for awhile. "I don't really know how to describe it, but I know something is missing inside of me."

      "I've had people watching you. You've acted to defend Cosmo's life when you didn't have to. You wouldn't call that good?" Moira asked.

      "He's my boss, and a friend, and he's my partner even if not the fun kind. I'd do whatever it takes to protect him," Vex said, and her tail flicked against the bench.

      "You are loyal. It isn't at all uncommon even amongst the most evil. Neither is honor, nor self-control. I know, I know, get your bard jokes out now," Moira said.

      "This conversation is making me really uncomfortable," Vex said.

      "And I don't mean to. I ask because I have made a study of good and evil. You are missing some things. Your ability to feel empathy for a complete stranger is almost nonexistent. Still, even if you have fully given in to your evil nature, you could remain a loyal and steadfast friend, or a faithful bard."

      "Or an effective queen," Cosmo said.

      "The king was a kindhearted man. He hated to raise a fuss and was always thinking of what might make the lives of his subjects easier. And yet, I think it fair to say that in many ways Pipopolis experienced a decline under his rule," Moira said.

      "You're just a rebel in all kinds of ways. I'm so into that," Vex said.

      "Everyone with good taste is," Moira said with a toss of her hair.

      "So what are your thoughts?" Cosmo asked.

      "I think she is playing a familiar game, and that means I don't know her at all. But you two, I figure, do, and despite an attempt on your lives you're still here and still working at the task you are set. I think that means something," Moira said.

      If she couldn't get a read on the queen, she'd try to get a read on the two agents of the queen. It was smart. Cosmo vowed that, just as with the queen, he'd make it a point to look beneath Moira's act.
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      Bards did indeed have the best beds, if foolishly large, especially for a gnome. Still, at least they made it through the night unmurdered, although Cosmo had to shoo away seven offers of company.

      There was a sumptuous breakfast in the morning, and they had to wait for Moira to wake before they were allowed to leave. They set off at once for the offices of the paper.

      There were two guards out front, dressed in heavy armor and blocking the door.

      Cosmo thought it was best not to approach them and they headed for the back.

      "Can you get us past the guards with your illusions?" Cosmo asked.

      "Maybe," Vex said, uncertain.

      There was just one guard in the rear. None of their employees were here, but nothing scared off the citizens of Pipopolis quite like the guard.

      Vex grabbed Cosmo and tucked him under one arm, and waggled her fingers.

      To Cosmo's sight they both seemed to completely vanish from sight, and then she was sprinting.

      On the other side of the loading dock they flickered back into being. The building seemed devoid of staff or any guards, and they were able to explore. What they found wasn't good.

      The paper and ink supplies they'd purchased the day before had been seized, but that wasn't the worst of things.

      The press had been smashed.

      Cosmo ran over to study the fragments. Not just smashed—smashed and then melted.

      "They really took a hammer to it," Vex said, stepping up behind him. "Sorry boss, I know how much you love machines."

      "Not just a hammer. Fire. This was magic, maybe the same elementalist who keeps trying to kill us," Cosmo said.

      "What are we going to do?"

      Cosmo didn't have a clue. There was always the queen, but Cosmo's instincts were telling him that was the last thing they should do. Everything was force and counterforce, the Assembly wasn't trying to press back against the paper so much as the queen. If they made it her problem, the Assembly succeeded.

      "I don't know yet. Let's head somewhere safer and figure it out," Cosmo said.

      They snuck out the same way they came in and went to Grom's. Vex looked particularly unhappy and made it clear with the number of pies she ordered.

      "She's going to kill us. Moira didn't save our lives, she just slowed down our deaths," Vex said.

      "It isn't that bad. We could run, if we had to," Cosmo said.

      Vex shook her head. "Not a lot of options there, is there? Not for me. Don't let Moira tell you otherwise, evil can be real annoying. Do you want to meet the demon aristocracy? I don't want to meet the demon aristocracy."

      "So we don't go there. We travel. I'm a good salesman, a decent fixer of things. You can be my apprentice. Good to have a trade," Cosmo said.

      Vex stared at him for a long moment and pulled another plate of pie towards her. "That assumes our employer wouldn't send someone to follow us. Evil queens don't like their failures walking around."

      Cosmo feared there was too much truth to that.

      "Then we don't fail. We can't fail. We have to figure out a way to put something together."

      "With what? The press is destroyed. We have no money. What help we had is still out there but, again, we have no money."

      "Did somebody say no money?" Grom asked as he passed by, the orc looking alarmed.

      "I'm running a tab," Vex said with a challenging look back, and then stared down at her pie once more. "Okay, let's start with what we have. You're a mechanical genius. Can you put the press back together if we get the parts?"

      "I don't think so. At best, it would take me months and I'd have to manufacture many of the pieces," Cosmo said.

      "What about the gnomes working for that corporation in the mining district? What if they helped?"

      "Even if they were willing to help, they're from a completely different discipline. They focus on magicity. It will have to be the free press. I don't like it, but we know it works. And if we couldn't catch it I doubt the Assembly did—it's still out there," Cosmo said.

      Vex sat up a little straighter. "Okay, we only have to do something we totally haven't been able to do so far. Still, it is something. I mean, maybe. We just capture it and haul it back to the building we no longer have access to. Obviously that can't happen, so assuming we catch it, we have to run the newspaper from somewhere else."

      "The bards? No, however much Moira has helped us, we don't want to get more tangled up with them," Cosmo said.

      "Tangled in the sheets. Sorry, couldn't help myself," Vex said, and let out a low breath. "The Adventurers Guild? They have room they aren't using."

      It was still a city guild. But one that accepted members of any of the others, and so far as Cosmo knew they were both nearly dead and had no political enemies.

      "Right. We figure out how to make that work. We might not have money now, but we did do our first run of advertising yesterday," Cosmo said.

      "And missed today," Vex said.

      "We'll still have brought them some sales. If paying what they owe brings them more, I think they'll do it."

      "We lost our photographs. We'll have to do a reshoot. That shouldn't be a problem, convincing bards to take their clothes off again," Vex said.

      It would be harder to convince them to keep them on.

      "But even if we can get up and running again, couldn't they just shut us down again?" Vex asked.

      "Whatever else the Assembly might be, they came for us in the night. We get up and running again, we find a way to take the fight to them in broad daylight," Cosmo said.

      It was dangerous, but playing nice hadn't gotten them anywhere but out of business.
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      The next few hours were busy. The adventurers were happy to give them some rooms in the back of the guild. Unlike the last time they'd visited, there were a few new faces. The newspaper's first version of the adventurer's guide had an impact.

      Most of those who had gone to the armorers in response to the advertisement were more idly curious than shoppers. Still, enough coupons had been used and they soon had a decent-sized pouch of coins.

      That left them with one key, missing ingredient. The free press. According to Grom it had been seen last night just outside of town.

      Cosmo and Vex went searching for it.

      "You can't tell me people make sense of these signs," Cosmo said.

      The signpost had over one hundred signs on it, all pointing in different directions. "Aberranth's Labyrinth" "Milbro's Despair" "Chasm of the Undying" and "Tomb of Apathy" to name but a few.

      Once you left the main road a lot of the area around the city turned into this. The dumping grounds of centuries of magical artifacts, corpses, and things no sensible person wanted to leave inside of city limits.

      "Nobody but adventurers," Vex said. "Who else would want to? This is pretty much awful."

      In places, towers jutted from broken earth, and shimmering portals could be glimpsed, doorways to places better not even imagined.

      "What do you think it would be doing here?" Cosmo asked.

      "Hiding from elementals? Maybe they tried to take it out too," Vex said.

      It was clear she was joking, but it made Cosmo wonder.

      "Is that possible?"

      "You want to take me seriously? Uh, okay. We're surrounded by magical portals, tombs, and the refuse of a whole lot of crazy mages. I don't know what that does to a tracking spell, but it probably isn't great."

      "Maybe they sent an elemental after it too?"

      "I still don't understand why they'd go to all that trouble. I just don't see how we were that much of a threat," Vex said.

      "Take it as a compliment and prove them right," Cosmo said, searching the surroundings. He was hoping for tell-tale signs of ink or paper, but the landscape was so chaotic and if the signs were here, he wasn't finding them.

      "Boss, are you okay? You're seeming a little bit ... bloodthirsty. I mean, it is kind of hot and all—you know, demonblood, but it isn't like you," Vex said.

      "We gnomes aren't a warlike people, we just want to hide away and tinker with our machines. I thought that the queen was counting on that," Cosmo said.

      "If she wanted a war, she'd have sent an orc or a dwarf."

      "But she didn't, she sent me. I see the way this city turns, the forces pushes and pulling. We tried to it one way and we were wrong. I'm not bloodthirsty, but I don't like to repeat my mistakes."

      "It doesn't suit you," Vex said, kicking a stone. "Anyway, I'm not seeing anything here."

      "Maybe we're going about this all wrong? We're looking as if the press is hiding from us," Cosmo said.

      Vex shrugged before yelling at the top of her lungs, "Press? If you're around here we're looking for you. Stories to be written! Vile conspiracies to take down!"

      "It doesn't actually have ears, but I do," Cosmo said with a wince.

      There was a clatter of stones from a nearby hilltop and Cosmo looked up to see the press bouncing from leg to leg. It didn't stay there for long, bounding towards them and moving to cower behind them.

      Before Cosmo and Vex had time to be surprised that Vex's calling had actually worked, a moment later it became apparent why the press was hiding.

      Following after it were shambling constructions of wood that looked like the frames of wagons.

      "Are those ... Undead carts? They weren't even alive to start with," Cosmo said.

      "I don't think they care about the semantics of their existence," Vex said, stepping between Cosmo and the press.

      "It is ridiculous. This is what happens with magic. You can't even throw it away properly. The next thing you know your garbage is trying to throw you out," Cosmo said.

      "Not the time, boss," Vex said.

      Cosmo was bumped from behind. The press was peeking out from behind him. It was ridiculous, really, given both the lack of eyes and the fact it was taller than Cosmo. Cosmo tried to pat it on what absolutely wasn't a head—and what absolutely wasn't a tail began to wag.

      Vex gestured and bursts of flame appeared in front of the carts. They stumbled backwards, but when they didn't catch on fire they quickly began to advance again.

      "Magical wood. Resisting my fire. I'm not very good at magic," Vex said.

      The carts were clearly afraid of the fire though—they had reared back.

      Cosmo looked to the press. "If you still have some paper we sure could use some when I say the word."

      The press seemed to understand him, or at least it jumped up and down, which it hadn't done before.

      "We're going to try and scare them off," Cosmo said.

      "Yeah, I figured that. I'm ready when you are," Vex said.

      The carts continued to wheel themselves nearer, and when they were close enough Cosmo told the press, "Now."

      The press began to madly spin its rollers and papers flew into the air, a cascade of them falling over the carts as Vex gestured again. The papers turned into a rain of fire.

      It still didn't seem to be enough to ignite the carts. Where fiery paper touched them it continued to burn, but the fire didn't spread. Still, being caught in the flames panicked them.

      The carts spun their wheels as they reversed, making a painfully slow-motion retreat back up the hillside.

      "You going to run?" Cosmo asked the press.

      It nuzzled Cosmo from behind.

      "I think you made a friend, boss," Vex said.

      Just what Cosmo always wanted. His own magical artifact.
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      They didn't want to give the Assembly any notice of what they were up to, and they had to transport the press through the city in secret. Lacking any better resources, they simply tossed a sheet over it and Cosmo rode it.

      They soon had it in the Adventurers Guild. This was a far smaller operation than their previous one, but it needed to be if they were going to keep a low profile.

      The adventurers had picked them up enough paper and ink for the day's run, in exchange for getting to add a few kegs of beer to shopping list.

      Bards had been in and out taking a new set of pictures. Sedwin wasn't a trained photographer, but at least he was free and had access to a magical camera.

      It was already getting late in the day. They might be back in operation with only a day off. Again, they were going to need a headline.

      "We need a story," Vex said.

      "We have one. Ours," Cosmo said, as the press thumped in a circle around him. It was surprisingly quiet given its size and weight.

      Vex stared for a moment and then laughed. "I guess we do, and I guess if people bought the previous day's issue they might care. But closing down the paper isn't a secret."

      "You talked to some of our people. What reason did the Assembly give?" Cosmo asked.

      "Illegal operation. They'd shuttered the paper and we'd reopened it without their approval."

      As reasons to shut them down went, it was true enough. Cosmo rather doubted the queen had asked for the Assembly's permission, so it really depended on what authority you thought was greater.

      "We need to keep that from happening again," Cosmo said.

      "Unless you want to call in the queen, I don't think that happens. I don't know if it happens with her."

      "We change the name of the paper. Instead of the Pipopolis Press we are now the Daily Scroll. They can say we're the same, but any person in the town can walk past and see we're not even in the same building anymore," Cosmo said.

      "I don't know if it stops them, but at least if they come after us again, it makes it pretty clear they lied about their reasons the first time."

      "We tell the story of exactly what the Assembly did. They came to the newspaper, sent employees home, and the press was destroyed by elemental magic. Suspected to be the same elemental magic that recklessly attacked the newspaper's owners and members of the Guild of Bards on the city streets," Cosmo said.

      "I guess all that is true enough. That "suspected" is still just suspected though, and we're dragging the bards into it," Vex said.

      "People like the bards. It's kind of their point. Besides, people saw it. The paper suspects it's because of unreleased details of our first story that suggested the Assembly was behind the theft of property," Cosmo said.

      Vex winced. "The old money isn't going to like that. I don't think the queen will either. She seemed to approve of how we handled it, but she won't like that."

      "Perhaps not, but we haven't spoken to her since we published that story. The attack on us and the paper changes things."

      It really was like tinkering with a machine, all the spinning gears of this town. Cosmo still didn't know if this course was the right one, but if they didn't start pushing back, this particular gear was going to grind them into dust.

      "That will get people's attentions. You going to name the Thieves Guild?"

      "They haven't harmed us and seemed unhappy about their role in things. I think we let people make their own conclusions on that one," Cosmo said.

      "I really don't know how much you're being sneaky, or how much you're trying to stick to the truth," Vex said.

      "I don't know the truth, you don't know the truth. I don't know what the newspaper used to stand for, but I don't see how it could have been truth—not in a city so willing to tell lies."

      Vex shrugged. "I'm no expert, boss, but it seems to me that's why it probably has value. You sell what people don't have enough of."

      Cosmo had to admit she had a point. But if you didn't have the real thing to sell, you sold the closest thing you could manage.

      "You think pictures of scantily clad bards will sell, and those are everywhere," Cosmo said.

      "I think that's one of those things where the demand beats the supply. Speaking of which, we have lots of pictures for tomorrow along with our first adventure guide," Vex said.

      "If the Assembly tries to stop any of our people tomorrow, don't have them put up a fight. We don't want anybody getting killed."

      "What if they come after us and the press? No need to make it official if we just show up as corpses."

      "We make sure we don't get too far from either the bards or the mages guilds during the day. We can probably get through either gate and they're warded against magic."

      "That might work one time, but it isn't a real solution."

      "This morning we were thinking about if we needed to run or not, and how we'd stay alive if we did. We did pretty good surviving for a day. We'll figure it out," Cosmo said.

      Vex grinned. "We did, didn't we? I'm better, like this. With a partner. If I were on my own I'd have just run away. What about you?"

      "I've spent all my life not belonging anywhere and moving on as soon as my welcome seemed to wear out. Part of me feels that when the queen gave me this task she made me a prisoner, but another part welcomes the opportunity to do something different," Cosmo said.
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      The next day didn't start with the catastrophe that Cosmo feared. The magical press required far less work than the mechanical one, and while he was still wary about magic it seemed eager to get the work done.

      The quality was higher, something Cosmo found particularly galling. While not all of their employees were eager to work with them again, the urchins who distributed the paper were still keen to get some cash and soon there was a steady supply of the youths streaming in and out of the Adventurers Guild.

      Papers sold quickly and by early afternoon they'd had to do two more printings.

      That was when Moira found them, slipping into the room. A busy crowd parted for her with only a few quietly spoken words.

      "Not as fancy as the old place," Moira said.

      "Less Assembly guards. We think it a plus," Cosmo said.

      Moira laughed. "Yeah, I'd agree. The new pictures look great, but I'm not here about that. You're about to get a visitor—from the Assembly."

      "Not another elemental?" Vex asked.

      Moira shook her head. "Not that, and no guards either. Well, a few guards. They want to invite you to have a talk. Far as I know the offer is legit, but I thought you'd appreciate a heads-up."

      Cosmo did, and he was once again impressed and a little worried how the bards seemed to have eyes everywhere. Of course, that was useful.

      "And let me guess, you're offering to come along in case they try to make us disappear?" Cosmo said.

      Moira beamed him a smile. "You got it. You included us in that article and I figure we can claim a right to be there."

      "It will make us look even more like allies."

      "There are bards all over the pages of your paper. If you want to look like we're not your friends, you're going to have to do better."

      She was right, of course. Frustrating, but right.

      "I'd appreciate someone to help make sure we aren't disappeared, boss," Vex said.

      "We could go," Stabface shouted from the next room.

      "Bring a little explosion into their lives. I've never made a political body go boom before," Boomtime called.

      "I think that's a bit too much like making the news, instead of reporting it, but thank you all for the offer," Cosmo said and turned to Moira. "Except for you. You're not thanked, but welcome to come along."

      Moira gave Cosmo a playful pout. "Like I'm not doing it with the best of intentions."

      "You want to know what is said in that room. You're trying to figure out what's going on in this city as much as we are."

      Moira tilted her head. "Yes, yes, I'm curious. My people know exactly where I'm going, so if I disappear there's going to be one giant fuss in a few hours."

      It the Assembly representative arrived. A jumpy-looking young man in gray attire, accompanied by two guards armed with halberds.

      It was a cramped but short carriage ride to Assembly Hall.

      The hall was everything that the palace wasn't. While the palace was opulent, ornate, and almost needlessly grand, Assembly Hall was plain and utilitarian. Most of the bureaucrats that ran the city were dressed in gray—it was supposed to represent their neutrality. Still it was, to be sure, in many cases a very fancy sort of gray.

      The palace was curiously devoid of many people at all except for servants and hangers-on. Assembly Hall was filled with bureaucrats, civil servants, and their aides. This was obviously where most of the real business of running the city got done.

      Cosmo, Vex, and Moira were guided to a cramped little sitting room off the main hall and abandoned after being told someone would be by to see them soon.

      Moira investigated a small bar in one corner, taking a hesitant taste from a bottle of wine and making a face. "I could advise them a bit on their selection. This is absolutely swill."

      "I'll take it. I'm lacking in standards," Vex said.

      Moira tossed Vex the bottle and the demoness caught it in one hand and took a swig.

      "Is this one of those things where they stuck us in the worst room to show us how much they hate us?" Cosmo asked.

      "This is one of those things where if they spend too much of the public money on fine wine, the public threatens to string them up," Moira said.

      "Doesn't seem to be a problem at the palace," Cosmo said.

      "People expect royalty to be fancy. That's their whole point. Someone has to live nicer than the rest. You let them get a look every now and then, and they dream. Doesn't work for the Assembly," Moira said.

      "Big building, though. Lots of people," Cosmo said.

      "Well, the public definitely want you to look busy, stressed, and over-worked. Then they're content that they're getting what they paid for," Moira said.

      Cosmo wasn't sure if Moira was just an incredible cynic or some sort of political genius. His instincts were telling him it was closer to the latter.

      "You're good at that. People," Cosmo said.

      "Bards aren't just about instruments. Any good musician knows you aren't just playing the instrument in your hands, but you're playing the crowd. The greats can work them, shape them," Moira said.

      "Why aren't you leading the guild? You're smart enough," Vex said.

      Moira flashed a wry smile. "We talked about the different sides of the Bards. The rich and the beautiful. You want to be at the top, you're both."

      "And you were a scholarship," Cosmo said.

      "I used to be a thief. A pickpocket nobody gave a care for and then I hit puberty," Moira said.

      Cosmo was curious to know more, but there was a knock at the door.
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      A woman entered the room, her gray suit very nearly military. Grey hair and severe features only added to that look—she was a hard-looking woman. She took a moment after entering to study them, the haughty look on her face making it clear that she wasn't impressed.

      "I see you are into the wine already, not a surprise. I suppose I should count myself lucky you still have your clothes on, since you brought a bard with you," the woman said.

      "Councilor Lemona," Moira said with a dip of her head. "The councilor represents the District of Blades."

      "Blades you are quite fortunate to have not had turned against you after publishing such slander. I assure you that if I ever actually decided to have you killed, you would not be here to publish about it the next day," Lemona said.

      "Oh good, we're starting things off with threats," Vex said.

      Lemona stalked into the room and began to pace. "And what is it that you think you did? Without seeking the Assembly's permission you reopen a newspaper that caused instability and printed lies. Then when we shut it down, you only go about proving the fact we were right to do so."

      "Half the city sent out a representative to talk to me, my first day in business. You didn't. If you had concerns, you knew where to find us," Cosmo said.

      "As if that absolves you of the responsibility," Lemona said, and then she turned her harsh gaze on Moira. "And you. The Assembly allows the bards much latitude and you join in on this slander?"

      "We had no idea what the paper intended to print until they printed it. We can confirm, however, that several of our people were attacked by an elemental in the streets while we were safeguarding them," Moira pointed at Cosmo and Vex. "You are denying your involvement?"

      "I say again, if I wanted to kill you, I would have. I might yet. Remember that whatever you think of the Assembly, you aren't truly our enemy yet. See that you don't become one," Lemona said, before heading back towards the door and unceremoniously leaving.

      "That was weird," Vex said.

      "They're playing at something," Moira said.

      They didn't have long to think about it. There was another knock at the door.

      The woman who entered carried a walking stick and was dressed in gray robes bound with a sash of the same color. Young, she didn't look much more than her early twenties.

      She gave a big yawn and found a wall to lean against, then let out what seemed an exasperated sigh.

      "Can we help you?" Vex asked.

      "Doubt it," the woman said, kicking at the floor. "Everything is stupid."

      "I believe this is Councillor Duana. Representative of the Temple District and the Chosen of the Goddess Meh," Moira said.

      "Which one is that again?" Vex asked.

      The city had several thousand gods. It was easy to get them confused.

      "Goddess of Apathy," Moira said.

      "She doesn't really care about me. I don't really care about you.  You don't really care about ... anything," Duana said, waving one hand broadly around the room.

      "We got yelled at and now we're what, being indifferented at? Is that a word?" Cosmo asked.

      "You run a paper, boss, I think you get to make up words now," Vex said.

      "I suppose you do, at that. I don't think you've ever been more attractive than you are now with that realization," Moira said, adjusting her top so a little more cleavage improbably showed.

      "Boring," Duana said, pushing away from the wall and heading for the door to make her escape.

      "Was there even a point to that? Are they even going to pretend they aren't playing games?" Vex asked.

      "I think the point of that was to make it perfectly clear they are playing games," Moira said.

      "Well, we got mean, we got indifferent," Vex said. "What's next?"

      On cue there came another knock on the door.

      This time the newcomer was a dwarf so old his hair had completely gone white, and a massive beard scraped the ground. Grey armor for him, although given the ornamentation it was largely ceremonial.

      "Sorry to keep you waiting," said the dwarf. "I'm Councillor Unok, representing the Healers District," Unok said.

      "Do all healers dress in armor in this town?" Cosmo asked.

      "You want to tell an orc he needs to cut down on the ale without it?" Unok asked as he shook hands all around them. "Thank you for coming."

      "Let me guess, you're the friendly one," Cosmo said.

      "Have you met some other councilors?" Unok asked. "If so they weren't here officially. Everybody is curious after that article today. My, quite the misunderstanding that."

      "So you're denying what we printed," Cosmo said.

      "Well, we certainly shut down your old facility, with cause. Our own investigations have corroborated other parts of your story, such as being attacked. An unfortunate coincidence to be sure."

      "I'm sure you are all very unhappy about it," Vex said.

      Unok shrugged. "We don't want any citizens in danger. The queen has many enemies and you must have made a few of hers. A shame she didn't send resources to properly protect you. I'm here to make you an offer fixing that. Work on behalf of the council."

      "There it is," Moira said.

      Unok spared her a flat look. "It is a good offer. We can have your old facility returned to you at once. We can provide funding, and offer assistance in making sure your stories are true and accurate, and in the public's best interest."

      "You want to give them a censor," Moira said.

      "We think Pipopolis could benefit from a newspaper, properly run. You were given a difficult job and cast out into the cold. Still, we appreciate that you initially avoided mentioning our involvement and you never did bring up the original purpose of the chamber. If you want, we can make the agreement right now," Unok said.

      "I don't think so," Cosmo said.

      Unok shrugged. "We can be a better friend to you by far than those you have now. Think about it, and when something else goes wrong, our door will be open."

      Cosmo didn't doubt that it would be. If he'd had any lingering doubts before that the Assembly was up to something, he didn't now. He still wasn't any closer to figuring out what.
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      Moira led them back to the bard college. Cosmo didn't mind the opportunity to return there, not really, even if it did mean they'd be spied on. They still didn't have anywhere proper or safe to sleep.

      Cosmo could also be fairly sure it was safe from council snooping, which was important. As such, he waited to bring up what had happened until they were back around a dinner table.

      Dinner for him this time was a hearty gnomish stew, while Vex seemed to be enjoying some sort chocolate desert that was served while actually on fire. Moira had a tiny plate of greens, although she kept looking enviously at Vex's food.

      "So are we going to talk about that?" Vex asked.

      "They obviously wanted to send every message possible so we didn't know what to take away from things," Cosmo said.

      "They're like that, but it's a lie. You can trust me, I'm a liar, I know one when I see one," Moira said.

      "What do you mean a lie? They've got to pull in different directions. Just look at how different they all were," Vex said.

      "But all wearing gray. They might all be representing different districts and sure, they have some differences of opinions, but they're all trained to think the same way. They know each other better than they know the people they represent," Moira said.

      "Did you catch what the last guy said though? About us keeping the original purpose of the chamber secret?" Vex asked.

      "I caught that, and I intended to investigate it. Although if you would care to share, I won't protest," Moira said.

      Cosmo thought it over. They'd wondered about the origins of that chamber themselves but had no answers. If anyone would know, it would be the bards. But that really did mean letting Moira in on something that might be important.

      It hadn't been a mistake to trust Moira so far. She'd stepped up again and again to help them in times of need. If somehow they got out of this whole thing with their skins intact, Cosmo would have to pay her back somehow.

      "We can tell her," Cosmo said.

      Vex nodded and described what they'd found—the secret switch, magicity lighting, and the ancient chamber with crates of loot.

      Moira listened intently and when they were done, she nodded and rose to her feet. "Give me a few minutes."

      When Moira returned she held several books. She opened each up to a specific page, setting them out on the table.

      "Was any of these it?" Moira asked.

      Each of the volumes held a depiction of a chamber. One seemed lined with some sort of magical cylinders. Another had a raised dais with some sort of tomb. Another was more familiar, although it contained some sort of large orb on a clawed pedestal instead of crates. Still, the shape and design of the room seemed identical to the one they had found.

      "I think that's it, maybe," Vex said, tapping on the sketch.

      Moira pursed her lips. "What are they playing at?"

      "What is it?" Cosmo asked.

      "A remnant of the days before the Assembly. The chamber you found is located beneath what is now Assembly Hall, although it was once the estate of Lady Vulpine."

      "The one with the ice water?" Vex asked.

      "Ice water?" Cosmo asked.

      "Annual tradition. Strip down and jump in the waters of a frozen lake, and come out reborn and ready for a new future. And yes, that's the one. It commemorates what happened to Lady Vulpine," Moira said.

      "I hate that tradition," Vex said with her tail lashing. "I mean, I like the whole taking clothes off part, but wish I could just jump through a fire or something."

      Moira shrugged. "The point is how you warm up afterward. Lady Vulpine was a plotter who attempted to overthrow King Healdric. The orb in the sketch was one she used to scry on everything the queen did. Wards weren't as well-developed in those days."

      "And you said it was located beneath Assembly Hall?" Cosmo asked.

      "At the time it was beneath her estate. Her estate wound up being rolled into the original grant for the Assembly. When her treachery was discovered, King Healdric had her thrown into an icy river. It's said she crawled out three days later, but which time he'd been overthrown," Moira said.

      "She was a werefox, they're pretty tough," Vex said.

      Cosmo rubbed at his eyes. "Well, that sure makes the selection of that place symbolic. And they want us to know. Why?"

      "The obvious answer is because they are trying to overthrow the queen and they want to make sure we know, so we make sure she knows," Vex said.

      "Are they really that eager to pick a fight?" Cosmo asked.

      "If they are, this is the time for it. The new queen is new to the throne and already has a reputation for laziness and inattention," Moira said.

      "Who would replace her, if she fell?"

      "Despite her short time on the throne, it would be time for another good ruler," Moira said, and then paused. "Perhaps that helps to explain my guild's involvement."

      Perhaps it did.

      "Are there rulers the paladins would prefer?" Cosmo asked.

      "Of course, Brightpip has their politics just like we have ours. paladins favor a strong government, strong rulers. The relative disorder of Pipopolis, even under good rulers, has always disturbed them."

      "You're being more open about this now than you used to be," Vex said.

      "Once you crawl under the sheets, you don't regret your partner. You'll never have any fun that way."

      "They're taunting us with that information. I don't know if that means they want us to use it or not," Cosmo said.

      "Were there any other places associated with Lady Vulpine? If they recycled one thing, they may have recycled others," Vex asked.

      "I'll look into it," Moira said.

      "In the meantime, we'll print what we have. Maybe it plays into their hands, maybe it doesn't. But it has the virtue of being true," Cosmo said.
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      Cosmo used what they had discovered in the newspaper that night. Another day, another story to raise questions about the council. The tie to history had just enough strangeness to get the public really interested and it was another successful run.

      It also started some repercussions with protesters outside of Assembly Hall, largely the residents of the undercity who were the most inclined to support the queen simply on the basis of alignment.

      Vex found Cosmo mid-morning. They'd both set up shop in the Adventurers Guild for the day to get the paper out. "They just found this on the press. Nobody saw who left it, but you can make a guess."

      Vex handed over a wooden duck. It looked almost like a child's bath toy, although this one was done in shades of black and had an unhealthy number of spikes sticking out of it.

      The queen wanted to see them. Cosmo hoped it was good news. They'd know soon enough.

      At the appointed time Vex led them back through the same secret ways of the palace. Things were subtly different this time, such as a wall not quite where it was. The queen had done something. Although it didn't seem completely secure, it surely was improved on some level.

      Soon they were once more standing in the baths and surrounded by steam as the most powerful woman in the city lounged indolently in hot water.

      "I really hope that you wanted to see us and we didn't just misinterpret some child's toy," Vex said.

      "Miss Darkflame, Mister Cogspinner. As always, if you were not desired in my presence, you would not be here. You are disrupting my city, why?" Vanya said, leaning her head back in the water.

      "Because the people who keep trying to kill us might also be trying to overthrow you, and so it seems in every possible way the best course to keep my head on my shoulders," Cosmo said.

      "You did not come to me when they seized your facilities. I do appreciate my agents solving their own problems. You think this was an attack aimed at me?"

      "Taking into account they attempted to kill us at the same time, it seemed they wanted to send you a strong message," Vex said.

      "And what do you know of the politics of this city, Miss Darkflame? How much power do you think I really have? Why should they be so afraid of me?"

      "Rather a lot, I should think. You terrify me," Vex said.

      "Words have the power to strike fear. A thing you should learn well, considering your new roles. Still, for a very long time the power of the monarchy has been in steady decline," Vanya said.

      "Why?" Vex asked. "You outlast the Assembly. They are always being voted in by their district, but you're going to be here the rest of your life."

      "And yet the Assembly is always there. When you need a permit, you go to them, when the guards enforce a law it is usually one of theirs, and it has always had to endure great monarchs and terrible ones."

      "You're saying they aren't afraid of you," Vex said.

      "I cannot speak of what is in their hearts, or if they are afraid of me or not. But I promise, they should be. Still, I've given them no reason to know that, so isn't the presence of some great conspiracy built around the fear of me somewhat strange?" Vanya asked.

      Cosmo had to admit that, when she put it that way, she had a point. More than that, this entire conspiracy seemed like it predated her reign. The Assembly had been putting these pieces into place for awhile.

      "You are not without history, Your Majesty. And while I don't know it, that doesn't mean the Assembly is as ignorant. Is there nothing in your history that speaks as to who you really are?" Cosmo asks.

      Vanya sat up a little in the bath, staring at the wall for a moment before she tilted her head. "You suggest they are exceptionally competent, more so than I've expected or planned for. I have always attempted subtlety, but it is possible."

      "But you don't think so," Vex said.

      "No, I do not. I think that something else is going on."

      "And yet you're playing coy with it, while calling us here to yell at us in your subtle way for not picking up on it," Vex said, her tail flicking.

      "Careful," Vanya said, her tone brimming with chastisement. "But of course that is exactly what I am doing. I am, in some ways, a prisoner in this palace. What I see, I see through things like your papers or the stories of courtiers."

      "It is a poor pair of eyes that can't see on their own," Cosmo said.

      "And a poor pair of hands that can't act on their own. The reference to Lady Vulpine in your latest issue was an interesting one. There is another building of hers that you should investigate."

      "Not sure how to ask this, but ever since you set us this task—do you want us working on behalf of the city, or on behalf of you?" Cosmo asked.

      "Clothes," Vanya said, pushing herself up from the bath.

      Vex hastily waggled her fingers. It was a writhing black mist that sprang into being around Vanya this time, as if she had been bathing in purest shadows.

      Vanya looked down at herself and gave a wide smile. "Very good, you've been practicing. It is a good look on me. You may go."

      Cosmo was well aware that she hadn't answered the question, which was, of course, an answer in its own way. As much as he might like some clarity on the issue, the queen wasn't going to give it to him.
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      "This is an incredibly bad idea," Cosmo said.

      "Have a sense of adventure, boss," Vex said.

      Moira's research into other locations associated with Lady Vulpine turned up just one promising lead—a dangerous one.

      Lady Vulpine's estate may have been turned into a portion of Assembly Hall, but it wasn't her only home. The lady also had a tower outside of the city, something of a vacation home along the shore of a lake.

      The problem was that, like most abandoned places outside the city, the area around the tower had grown dangerous. That meant they needed adventurers, and sadly they knew a few.

      Stabface, Boomtime, Tigerlady and Kana were tromping ahead of them. Tigerlady was trying one of the new fashion designs, wearing something that looked like nothing so much as a bikini made of flowers. The rat sitting on her shoulder nibbled at a petal.

      A giant toad leapt out of the bush, a tongue lashing out at Kana. With almost negligent ease Stabface skewered it in the face before Boomtime made it explode in a messy shower of gore.

      Say what you would about the old adventurers, they knew their business.

      "I suppose we're getting material for the paper," Cosmo said.

      "And lots of fresh ingredients for a delicious entrails pie," Vex said, shoving toad organs into a bag.

      "I think what you're looking for is up ahead," Kana said.

      Cosmo saw it. Whatever color the tower might have originally been, the stone was now a brownish green, covered with moss. It would be easy to think it abandoned given the state of the grounds, but from within at the top of the tower there was the cold, steady light of glowing magicity.

      The area around the tower was muddy, with overgrown tangled vines. More toads appeared.

      "We're going to need to hold your escape route. You should see if you can find a way inside," Kana said.

      Cosmo and Vex left the adventurers behind to approach the base of the tower.

      The stone was heavy blocks, slimy to the touch. They began to make a circle of the tower, looking for a way inside.

      "Got to be an entrance somewhere," Cosmo said.

      "If people are using this, they get in somehow," Vex agreed.

      It took them a good twenty minutes to walk the perimeter of the tower. Mosquitoes were thick in the air, and in all that time they found nothing that looked like a doorway.

      "Boom!" Boomtime shouted in the distance as more toad organs flew through the air.

      "Illusion magic?" Cosmo asked, ignoring it.

      "If so I should have gotten some kind of twitch in my tail. I've got nothing," Vex said, glowering at the tower with her arms folded.

      "It is possible there's a mechanical switch for some kind of door. But if so, it's buried beneath layers of sludge," Cosmo said.

      "Want me to try burning it off?"

      "You gain a sudden mastery over your fire magic you didn't have before?"

      Vex gave him a wry look. "No, not really. There are windows, but they are way up there. Even if I am strong enough to throw you that far, I don't think you'd enjoy the landing."

      "Then let's stop thinking of brute force approaches. First of all, would there be a way in at all?" Cosmo asked.

      "You usually don't build a home on a lake just for the view of the home. This area was beautiful once upon a time. Lady Vulpine would have wanted to enjoy it," Vex said.

      That made sense to Cosmo.

      "Do you see any sort of carriage house or stable? Even the remains of one?"

      Vex turned her attention to the surrounding terrain. A fog hung over the marsh that made it hard to see far.

      "No, and I should, you're right. Even if they could have made the walk from the city, nobles wouldn't want to. Not carrying all their belongings. So, magical transport. Expensive, but it is possible," Vex said.

      "Which makes sense with it being a tower. The Lady Vulpine must have been a mage, or at least one of her ancestors was. There was a way to magically get from the city to the tower," Cosmo said.

      "The lake—fishing, swimming. If this was a vacation home, they'll still have wanted a way to the shore of the lake," Vex said.

      They made their way towards where the adventurers continued to wage their endless war with the wildlife. The terrain was coated red with splattered toads and they were still going. They seemed to be enjoying it.

      Whatever had once existed of the lake seemed to have all become swampland. It was all fog and spiky vegetation and toads as far as the eye could see, and the eye couldn't see far.

      After a few minutes of searching they did find something that didn't seem to belong. Coming out of the water was a stone obelisk with some sort of script running along its length and a quartz sphere atop it.

      "Magical transport. Magic is bad enough for most things. What kind of desperate, mad person thinks it's a good idea to let magic take you wherever it decides to go?" Cosmo said.

      "You, shortly, boss," Vex said, studying the obelisk. "At least if I can figure it out."

      "You're the mage," Cosmo said.

      "I'm not," Vex said. She waved her hand and a puff of flame briefly surrounded the crystal. "I've got magic in the blood. That's different."

      "You've gotten by so far."

      "Somehow," Vex said with a scowl at the obelisk. The demoness drew a dagger and sliced it across her palm, a thin line of blood forming before she pressed it to the sphere.

      Light flared, so blinding it seemed to block out the swamp. When it faded they were elsewhere.
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      When they materialized their clothing had changed. Cosmo was wearing a pair of brightly colored shorts that had some sort of floral pattern—and nothing else. Vex was in a swimsuit of the same terrible pattern. A floppy hat with a giant flower perched at an angle upon her head, and she held a bag.

      "Well, this is terrible," Cosmo said. "Where are my clothes? I'm dressed like some kind of bard and I don't like it!"

      "Teleportation magic. It changes people into beachwear their first time through, even though we're leaving the lake. First trip, it assumes we're going for a swim," Vex said, looking down at herself. "I make even this look good, don't I?"

      "Nobody could make this look good," Cosmo said. He stomped over to Vex and began to dig through her bag. Pulling out a towel he wrapped it around his neck like some kind of scarf.

      "You've got a real thing against skin, boss," Vex said.

      They seemed to be in a smallish chamber lined with shelves. In the middle was an obelisk similar to the one they'd seen on the beach, although it wasn't covered in moss and slime. The only illumination was the orb atop the obelisk filling the room with a pale light.

      "So what is our plan here, boss? This tower could be filled with people happy to kill us. What if we meet one?"

      "Well, I think we won't let them," Cosmo said, heading for the door. It opened up into a hallway, one fortunately not filled with anything incredibly murderous. Still, Cosmo wouldn't call it safe. The brightly colored and festive beach scenes on the walls were already hurting his eyes.

      "Give it to whoever put this place together, they knew what they liked," Vex said, looking down the hall. "Now we just have to figure out where we're going."

      "Up," Cosmo said. "We know the top of the tower was well lit."

      The same was not true for wherever they currently were. There did seem to be some sort of magical torches on the wall, but whatever had once powered them barely functioned and only the dimmest flicker of light still came from them.

      They were soon to find a problem getting up the stairs. They were covered in what appeared to be marbles. Tiny glass spheres, each easily fitting into a hand, and they had a blue glow in the center.

      Vex knelt down to pick one up, rolling it around in her palm.

      "Know what it is?" Cosmo asked.

      "Not exactly, but there is illusion magic involved. That isn't all there is, but it is a big part of it."

      "Any idea how to activate it?"

      Vex stared at the sphere in her palm intently for several long moments and was finally forced to shake her head. "No idea."

      "Let's keep going then. We'll just have to be extra cautious," Cosmo said.

      Going was possible, but slow. Every step required first clearing the space for the foot before putting any weight down or else risk toppling over backwards.

      It became more difficult the higher up they got. These spheres must have come from an upper floor and flowed down.

      Apart from the spheres, everything else in the tower they saw so far seemed like it was of the original design. The fashion and decor choices were impressively horrific.

      There were bedrooms, storerooms, a library, and a magical laboratory.

      "I should take this place. Somebody owes me a house after mine got flooded," Vex said.

      "Would you even want this place? It's horrible and surrounded by toads," Cosmo said.

      "You remember my current place, boss?" Vex asked. "I'm not fancy and I'd like the room."

      They continued to climb and finally got to an area where things changed. The wires and lighting along the walls were modern magicity, and most of the rooms had been cleaned out and filled with crates.

      Vex tore the top off one and pulled out a strange device. On one end was a slot for a magicity battery, the other end was curved. Vex studied it for a moment before grabbing one of the spheres from the floor and trying it against the curve end—they were a fit.

      "Some sort of activation device?" Cosmo asked.

      "I'm guessing so. No batteries though."

      "The lights are running off something. They may be compatible. Let's see what we can find," Cosmo said.

      They moved into the hall and Cosmo followed one of the wires on the wall to a closed panel. Vex pulled open the lid and Cosmo found what he was looking for—a battery connected to the system. It was an easy process to remove and transfer over to the wand device.

      Vex slotted one of the spheres in place and it flashed a brilliant purple before ejecting into the air and beginning to spin. The image of a soldier appeared, a massive orc clad in armor covered in spikes, and he was wielding an enormous axe.

      Cosmo took a deep breath, reminding himself that this was illusion magic. Taking a step forward, Cosmo put his hand through the orc. It met only the briefest sort of resistance.

      "An illusionary soldier," Cosmo said.

      "No, an illusionary army," came a voice from behind them.

      Cosmo turned his head. The woman standing behind them had hair the white of fresh snow, and a dress that looked to be mostly made of ice crystals. The air around her swirled with frost.

      Vex threw the wand at the woman but it was deflected with a barrier of ice that formed, spinning off to clatter on the floor.

      "Don't try it. I'm not trying to kill you, not this time, but I will."

      "You're the elementalist," Vex said.

      "You can call me Taiga. Now let's go, we need to figure out what to do with you."
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      "So, you tried to kill us, but we got attacked by water and earth, and you're clearly ... uh ... frost," Vex said.

      "Isn't frost water?" Cosmo asked.

      "I guess it is, but that never made any sense to me. It's like people couldn't figure out what else to do with water. But really, thermal control for both fire and ice seems like it should be both," Vex said.

      Taiga explained, "My elemental alignment shifts depending on the day, and the entire system is a pain in my ass. I couldn't get some sort of easy magic like necromancy. Nobody has to deal with things like that with necromancy. Just poof, corpse servants."

      "So what are you doing with the illusionary army?" Cosmo asked.

      "Spill all their plans?" Taiga asked with a faint grin. "It has some appeal. But not now."

      A flow of ice pushed the glass spheres on the floor aside to make a path for them as they walked and Taiga led them to a bedroom. Once Cosmo and Vex were inside she waved a hand and a wall of ice formed, completely sealing the exit and locking them in. Beyond the ice wall they saw Taiga walk away.

      "Well at least there's a bed," Vex said, sprawling out on it.

      "Maybe you could do a little less relaxing and a little more escaping," Cosmo said, looking around the room.

      Unlike most of the rooms on the floor, this one still had the furnishings. Given the lack of any dust that meant it was probably still in use. A look in the wardrobe revealed a lot of gray.

      "Someone from the Assembly lives here," Cosmo said.

      "Or visits. Unless you want us to find that mage, we need to give it some time," Vex said.

      "Do you think you'll be able to melt through that ice wall?"

      Vex glanced at it and shook her head. "It would be like when I tried to set fire to those carts. My weak magic versus stronger magic just isn't going to do anything at all."

      The only room attached to the bedroom was a small bath. Cosmo was glad to have it in case their captivity went on for awhile, but it didn't offer any way to escape.

      "Maybe the adventurers will come looking for us?" Cosmo said.

      "And what? Stab her in the face? I guess that would work. This is direct magic working. Maybe once she gets too far from it and some time passes, it will start to melt," Vex said.

      "And you figure she's headed back to the city to report what happened," Cosmo said. "We just have to wait and hope she doesn't come back soon enough?"

      "Of course she is, and yes."

      Perhaps so, but there wasn't a sign of anything happening. Then, a long eight hours later, the ice wall rippled and became one made out of stone. By that time Vex had started making serious escape attempts, wielding her considerable strength against every wall in an attempt to find a weakness. There wasn't one.

      A full day had passed and they were getting very hungry when the barrier finally parted. Taiga looked far different than the last time. Dark brown hair and powerfully muscled, wearing an outfit formed of emeralds.

      Vex was on her in an instant. With a negligent wave of Taiga's hand the demoness was flying across the room and, moments later, bound to the wall with shackles of stone.

      "Enough, enough. I'm not here to kill you," Taiga said, settling down into a seat of stone that rose from the floor to meet her.

      "Not that I'm not grateful to hear it, but why not? You tried twice before," Cosmo said.

      "Is that what you think?" Taiga asked. "Do I seem like the sort of woman who has trouble dealing with you?"

      The restraints holding Vex to the wall vanished and Vex dropped to a crouch.

      "You flooded my house," Vex said.

      "I did. Before I answer questions, can you pay for them? My employer's grand designs have come to a head and suddenly their compensation is ... lacking," Taiga said.

      Cosmo shared a look at Vex. They didn't have much of a budget even to run the newspaper, and promising the queen's money to anybody seemed a quick way to earn her ire.

      "You're a mercenary? We control the paper. We control what is said about you, how you are mentioned. We can give you something more valuable than gold. A reputation," Vex said.

      "I think you will find me a woman of intelligence, which means I realize reputation is not more valuable than gold. Still, if it is the only coin you have we can work something out," Taiga said.

      "We have powerful friends and if you want to hurt the Assembly we're the way to do it," Vex said.

      Taiga gestured and a pair of seats formed. "Then let me play informant. My orders were never to kill you, just to put a scare into you."

      "Why?" Cosmo asked.

      Taiga directed a flat stare her way. "To get you looking for your killer. To get you against the Assembly."

      Cosmo wasn't going to ask why again, he wasn't.

      "Why?" Vex asked.

      Cosmo reflected that it was good to have a partner.

      "You don't know how much they hate it, those people in gray. How much they regret the entire thing. Democracy—when the people put them in power, they think they can blame them for anything."

      "You can't be serious. This entire thing is the Assembly ... what? Plotting the downfall of themselves?" Vex asked.

      "The good king would never have allowed it. An experienced evil monarch would have seen through their schemes and might have interfered. This was the perfect time for them to act," Taiga said.

      "She has to be lying, right boss?" Vex asked.

      Disrupting the city and throwing everything into a state of chaos. Raising tensions and then revealing their own abuses. If this was their plan, it could work.
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      "So what about those orbs? What are you doing there?" Vex asked.

      "That might be better shown than told, follow me," Taiga said, rising back to her feet. The chairs vanished as soon as she did so—it was a shame that Vex and Cosmo hadn't quite gotten to their feet yet.

      "We just sat down," Vex said.

      "And now you are standing," Taiga said.

      "She gets hard-hearted when she's stone," Cosmo said.

      "I actually do. Another reason elementalism is pretty much the worst sort of magic," Taiga said.

      The tower looked different than when they'd arrived. The magical spheres that littered every portion of the floor were gone.

      "They carried out their plan," Cosmo said.

      "More they are in the process of carrying it out. I think you'll be impressed at what they've wrought," Taiga said.

      Taiga led them to a room that looked much like the one they'd originally appeared in, another obelisk topped by a crystal sphere. Taiga gestured and suddenly they were elsewhere.

      They were still high, at the top of a tower and open to the air. One of the watchtowers along the Pipopolis wall, with a view over the city.

      "How many teleporters did Lady Vulpine have?" Cosmo asked.

      "This is not actually one of hers, but I tied into the city network. The head of the guard hates stairs," Taiga said.

      "Boss, look outside the gates," Vex said.

      Cosmo could see it. It wasn't an army of illusionary orcs outside those gates, but rather one of elves. Lines of elves in silver and white armor, and with bows in hand.

      "And those aren't real either," Cosmo said.

      "Stare at them. You'll see they don't really do anything apart from a minor bit of swaying. If they wanted full motion they should have paid more," Taiga said.

      "So what are they hoping to accomplish with all this?"

      "Done with the questions. Remember my write-up as the highly skilled mercenary that I am. I'm gone before all this explodes," Taiga said. She reached out to the obelisk and with a flicker was gone.

      "That was not the villainous monologue we were promised," Vex said, glaring at where the elementalist had vanished.

      "It was enough. Let's get back to the paper. We can figure out from there what to do about all of this," Cosmo said.

      The streets were quieter than usual. Cosmo wasn't surprised, with what appeared to be an army not so far outside the gates. When they arrived at the Adventurers Guild the place was lacking in adventurers. They must have remained by the tower waiting for them to return.

      The press was happy to see them at least, bouncing in circles around them.

      "We've got a problem, boss," Vex said, handing Cosmo two papers.

      Cosmo looked them over. They were both from today, although the date was all they had in common. The one had a headline concerning a raise in tariffs. The other led with a story about a plot from the Assembly to overthrow the queen, and the queen's expected response to squash it.

      "Did they run two editions?" Cosmo asked.

      "I don't think so, boss. Notice what is missing."

      Vex was right. The edition with the tariffs had an armory coupon and more pictures of the new fashionable armor line. The edition regarding the Assembly did not.

      "They didn't destroy the mechanical press. We thought they had, but they must have just moved it. They kept hold of it to do this," Cosmo said.

      "They intended to do this all along. Maybe the queen got wind of it, maybe that's why she sent us to the paper in the first place," Vex said.

      Maybe. There was no way to know that for sure, but it didn't really matter. Whether the Assembly had planned it all along or was reacting to events as they occurred, the end result was the same.

      "What we have to decide is—are we going to do anything about it?" Cosmo said.

      "Why wouldn't we? They attacked us, they're manipulating the whole city," Vex said.

      "Because ultimately this entire plot seems to be for one reason. They are sick of having to govern, they want to restore the absolute power of the monarchy," Cosmo said.

      Vex started to reply and then she slumped into a seat. "Which the queen might be all for—maybe. Although if she was, would she have sent us in the first place?"

      "The time for figuring out what she does or doesn't know is past. If we're going to do something, if we even can, we have a narrow window to do it. If we're going to act, the time is now," Cosmo said.

      "Who are we to make that choice?"

      "If we don't, it's made for us by other people," Cosmo said.

      "Telling the truth is maybe what the paper is all about. Or at least what we should aim for," Vex said.

      "There are a lot of truths. Before that, we're responsible to this city," Cosmo said. "I think the queen is probably better for this city than the Assembly, but we aren't always going to have this queen."

      "Then we stop this," Vex said.

      "The plan has to be for one illusionary army to stomp the other. They'll bring in the orcs we saw and say the queen crushed their plans, just like the paper did," Cosmo said.

      "Then stopping that army is first off. I've still got one of the spheres on me. If I get it to the bards maybe they can do something. They're good at illusion magic."

      "Right, and I'll get to the palace. If they plan some sort of grand surrender it will be there. They'll try to work the crowds into a frenzy and not give the queen any choice but to accept," Cosmo said.

      "Will you be able to get there? Riotous crowds are ... uh ... riotous," Vex said.

      Cosmo glanced at the press, still bouncing up and down, and he sighed. "I think I've got a ride."
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      People went flying as the press plowed through them. Cosmo had to give the press this, it wasn't one to let walls, crowds, or stalls of delicate glassware get in its way.

      "Free press, coming through," Cosmo shouted, desperately hanging on with one hand while he waved his press hat with the other.

      The crowds got thicker around the palace. It didn't deter the press.

      The heavily armored orcs at the palace gates did a better job of that, finally bringing the press to a halt with a massive fist to either side.

      Cosmo went tumbling off as it halted, rolling on the ground and coming to a stop at the feet of an elf.

      "Mister Cogspinner. Her Majesty has been expecting you," Svenal said.

      Cosmo was led into the throne room. There was already a crowd of peasants present, as well as a small delegation in gray, and a mage had conjured a projection of the scene outside the city with the elven army.

      Vanya was lounging on her throne, her slouched posture showing that she was well into her lazy ruler role. Still, it didn't escape Cosmo how quickly her eyes flicked towards him at his arrival.

      "Majesty," Cosmo said, executing an awkward bow.

      "Mister Cogspinner," Vanya said with an exaggerated yawn. "I'm told you uncovered quite the conspiracy. The city is tearing itself apart over it. I suppose you are here to be congratulated."

      "Not quite yet, Majesty. I know it doesn't look like it, but everything is under control. Just leave it to me."

      Vanya studied him with a lingering look that showed she was really trying to decide whether or not to break her persona, and in the end she gave a half-hearted wave of one hand. "As you like, Mister Cogspinner."

      "Nobody can help you," Unok said. The wizened old man looked just as friendly as the last time Cosmo had met him at Assembly Hall. "Although you need have no fear. This city needs only one government, but we have no intent of seeing you harmed. The citizens would never stand for that."

      "We don't care that much," said one of the peasants in the room.

      Cosmo thought the entire thing a bit heavy-handed. It was the most risky part of the Assembly's plan though—if they gave the queen absolute power they put themselves all at risk.

      At this point, the issue with the army was out of his hands. Cosmo's role, if he was to have one, would come later. For now he had to depend on his friend, his partner.

      Twenty minutes later and Cosmo could tell that the representatives of the Assembly were starting to get jumpy. Outside the city the ranks of illusionary elves still stood, but nothing had come to face them.

      Cosmo felt a hand rest on his shoulder and he looked up to find Moira leaning on him, a grin on the bard's face.

      "You're in good spirits. I hope this means I'm not about to be executed," Cosmo said.

      "I don't know about that, but we figured out those spheres and broke into their network. I made it here just in time, it should be any moment now," Moira said.

      In the projection the army of elves shimmered and with a blink vanished.

      Unok wasted no time in stepping forward, raising his hands. "The queen has disintegrated an entire army with her will! Truly you are more formidable than we'd have ever imagined."

      The peasants muttered amongst themselves.

      "Queen did that?"

      "Wouldn't want to make her mad."

      "Think she could do that to my cousin?"

      Moira leaned in to whisper in Cosmo's ear. "The orc half are already flying throughout the city. The elvish ones will be joining them soon enough. We're sending out a feed of what is happening in this room."

      Great, if the entire city wasn't watching already, they would be soon enough.

      Cosmo stepped forward. "Cosmo Cogspinner of the Daily Scroll. So you are claiming that army was real and not one made up entirely of illusions?"

      Unok gave a sad smile. "Your own paper has been caught up in our schemes more than once. A great failure for us, to be sure, although a successful one for yourself and the queen. I fear you've outplayed us at every turn."

      "Paper did do that. Just like the old one did, all about the Assembly's schemes," said a peasant.

      "And them girls, the ones who weren't wearing much."

      "Assembly is putting the whole city in danger they are. Stinking bureaucrats."

      Unok had a smug look on his face. The only standing Cosmo had was the newspaper and Unok didn't see how Cosmo could do anything about that.

      Cosmo walked over to Svenal. The elf had his arms folded and was looking disapproving of this whole affair.

      "Would you tell me, Svenal, when you first met me, why was I at the palace?" Cosmo asked.

      "You were under arrest for fraud, cheating, and lying to the guard," Svenal said with clipped tones.

      "So lying in three different forms. And our queen, generous soul that she is, gives me a second chance by putting me in charge of the city paper? So what do you think I did with it?" "Reformed yourself into a tirelessly loyal agent who hunted us down no matter what we schemed," Unok said.

      "I filled the pages of the paper with scantily clad women because I wanted to sell papers. This entire city is in a panic, because they believed what the paper had to say, but the people need not worry. No matter how dire the contents of the paper, the people need never be afraid—for you see, it is all fake news," Cosmo said.

      "Fake news?"

      "Oh, there might be a little bit of truth. The Assembly did scheme, but really they weren't very good at it."

      Unok stepped forward. "You understate your capabilities, good gnome."

      Vanya yawned upon her throne. "This whole invasion was much more fun when I thought it real. If it was all fake, I'm bored now. Go back to your hall, councilors."

      "We surrender and will dissolve the Assembly at once, of course," Unok said, now sounding a little desperate.

      "You'll do no such thing. Somebody has to do all the boring parts of running this city. Be on your way," Vanya said, making an idle shooing gesture with one hand.

      Guards escorted an increasingly unhappy-looking Unok from the hall.

      "All fake."

      "Isn't that something."

      The peasants followed shortly thereafter, still chattering amongst themselves as if they'd just seen something grand.
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      The mechanical press whirred as it came to life. The re-installation had gone well, the Assembly had given it up without too much of a fight. Cosmo had decided to let the magical press continue to run free. It had a habit of finding good stories and he thought that Pipopolis was better with it free, than without it.

      It had been two weeks since the illusionary army attacked the city and the paper was back in the original building, although they'd kept the new name. The Assembly hadn't been happy about it, but given how "taken" they'd been by the supposed lies of the paper, the public had lost a lot of respect for them. They council might not have been dissolved, but it was weakened.

      The queen never really expressed her approval of what they'd done, but the fact that she was helping the paper to grow said enough.

      The city's armories were doing more business as increasing numbers of people took an interest in adventuring. A very old industry of the city was returning and bringing jobs and wealth with it.

      It was the dawn of the evil queen Vanya.

      It was the era of fake news.

      It was a time when anything was possible.
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            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried quite a few things different with this book than some of my earlier ones. I’ve done hard LitRPG before but this was my first try at creating a world that functioned very much on some gaming tropes and mechanics but without those systems having a tangible manifestation.

      

      I always enjoyed how Pratchett in his Discworld novels would take a very traditional sort of fantasy world and twist everything on its head by people having to deal with it. They also had to deal with many of the problems of our world, in their own way. I greatly miss Mr. Pratchett and his works, and while I know my own efforts fall short of his I wanted to try in my own way to keep a bit of that flame alive in the world.

      

      To those who have read this far, I hope that you enjoyed. If you did and you want more in this universe, please, let me know at skyler@skylergrant.com , by writing reviews, or just telling others about the book. The six sided world has many other faces and I’d love to explore some of the others.

    

  

cover.jpeg
SIORIE R GG RANT





