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Chapter 1


Ellie squeezed Cole’s hand and dragged him forward, passing through the gate in the chain-link fence. It had been almost two weeks since she’d taken time to walk the site intended to be the home of the new coaster, and Cole hadn’t been there once.

Granted, she thought that had more to do with his work schedule than anything else.

“They took the forms off!” She released his hand and hurried over to the massive concrete block. Ellie ran her fingers over the rough finish on the concrete and grinned at Cole.

She turned slowly, orienting herself with the layout she’d already memorized. “Can’t you picture it?” Ellie threw her arms out wide. “It swoops through here before the first inversion.”

Cole stared blankly at the concrete footer. “It’s dirt.”

Ellie scowled at him a second before he cracked a smile of his own. They both broke down in laughter.

She glanced back at the structure for the façade that would become the station for the ride. The construction crews had already started on the stonework, and it was going to be such a nice addition to the Faerie section of the park.

“Talk me through it, Ellie. I want to hear it from you. I could have gone to sleep when Roman described the layout. He was so… boring.”

She turned back to Cole. “We should wait for the Taters’ vlog today! Tottie texted me earlier, and they have the render done for the mockup.”

“And Roman’s really okay with them showing it?” He raised an eyebrow. “I mean, how detailed did they get?”

“Oh, you’ve seen enough of those to know it’s not that detailed.”

Cole nodded. “If they aren’t careful, Roman’s going to hire them.”

Ellie spun back around and pointed to the largest footer, scraping her canvas boot through the loose gravel and dirt. “The drop ends just past this point, so you can picture where the lift hill will be. The angle of the lift is going to give riders an amazing view of the lagoon and Kraken’s Fury. Well, before they drop.”

“Details, details,” Cole said before laughing.

She moved forward, sweeping her arm toward the next set of footers. “Banked drop to the right before you pull up into a banked turn in the opposite direction. Think laterals and g-forces all at once! It’s going to be one intense start.”

Cole followed close behind as Ellie turned back to the track, cutting through a sparse patch of weeds.

“The first loop follows right after the track levels out. And then we hit the cobra roll!”

Cole perked up. “Like Gowrow’s Cave?”

“Yes! But have you ever done a cobra roll on an inverted coaster, Cole?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t been on many inverts, but I’m excited to have one here.”

“It’s a whole different world. You’re going to love it.” She skipped across another stretch of gravel before picking up the walk-through again. “Here’s where it gets even more interesting! This entire section will be enclosed, and I still can’t get Roman to tell me what they have planned for it. I can only guess it’ll have some theming elements, but I just don’t know.

“Anyway, we’ll come out the other side and hit another loop before diving to the right. That takes us straight into a zero-g roll and, finally, a banked turn to get the train headed back to the station.”

She tapped her chin and frowned. “The brake run should be right through there.”

“It sounds pretty amazing, but I thought Roman would go bigger. You know? Like, Tinker’s Escape is such a killer ride. Gowrow’s Cave has those crazy animatronics. And the Bobsled is so smooth for a wooden coaster. This one is an invert, sure, but…”

A wicked grin crossed Ellie’s lips. “We only talked about one of the tracks, Cole. Furies’ Fall is a dueling coaster.”

Cole blinked.

“Ellie!”

Ellie and Cole both turned toward the voice, finding Megumi hurrying over toward them as she tied her long black hair back. Ellie wasn’t sure if she was entirely human, but she certainly looked like it. Megumi hadn’t been working at the park long, but she loved some of the same things Ellie did. Although, Megumi’s love for all things Godzilla was second to none.

“Sorry I’m late!” She straightened her Mothra T-shirt and plucked a stray hair off it. “You know they just got Mushroom Battler Tag Tournament3 in the arcade?”

“Oh no,” Ellie whispered, standing up straighter. “I’m going to lose you both to Carnival, aren’t I?”

“Three?” Cole asked, utterly skating by Ellie’s question. “When did three come out?”

“This morning! I guess not technically until next week, but you know how Manfred and Katinka are about following the rules.”

Ellie rubbed her forehead. The shretmas were going to be the end of her one day. “It’s easy to break the rules when you’re not the one who gets blamed for violating the contracts.”

Megumi failed miserably to hide a smile. “I’m off second shift today, if you two want to go to the arcade.”

“Don’t forget it’s movie night at the Grand Theater.” Ellie rubbed her hands together. “I’m not missing The Cat Returns on the big screen.”

“Me either,” Megumi and Cole echoed.

“We’ll be done in plenty of time,” Cole said. “We aren’t starting the movie until third shift, anyway. I’ll have carpal tunnel if I stay in the arcade that long.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “How old are you?”

Cole placed a hand over his heart. “Ouch.”

It might have been a fair question, considering Cole was a changeling, but Ellie already knew exactly his age. Nineteen now, quite young for a Fae, and the same as Ellie.

“Franzi is bringing her new popcorn concoction, so you don’t want to miss that.” When Cole didn’t respond, Ellie prompted him. “Right?”

“Right! I just… the last time Franzi had me try her special popcorn, I thought my face was literally going to melt off.”

Megumi rubbed her hands together. “Really? Ooo, I want to try that one. Do you think she has some left? It’s nice when the chefs don’t think black pepper counts as heat. My mom, on the other hand, eats ghost peppers like candy.”

“Is she still living in Tokyo?” Ellie asked.

“Close to it. It’s a little subprefecture. I’m hoping to get back to visit her again next summer.” Megumi glanced at Cole. “How’d the walk-through go? Are you getting excited?”

“Definitely,” Cole said with nearly as much enthusiasm as Roman when dealing with Manfred.

Megumi grinned. “Still scared it’s going to be as intense as Tinker’s Escape?”

“What?” Cole asked, his voice almost squeaking. “Of course not! What are you talking about?”

And it clicked in Ellie’s brain in that moment. “Oh, oh! You’re nervous about it. I thought you just weren’t as interested in the construction as I was, but you’re already nervous!”

“You don’t have to sound so happy about it,” Cole muttered.

Ellie grinned and squeezed his arm. “It’ll be amazing, Cole. Just wait.”

He glanced at his watch. “We should grab lunch and watch the new vlog. They’re doing a premiere, so you know they’ll be on the chat.”

“Say no more!” Ellie headed for the gate on the far side of the construction site.


Chapter 2


Ellie paused when the group walked into the employee café. It wasn’t the normal unattended buffet line that greeted them. Instead, Hans and Franzi were personally serving food to the cast members. Their long whiskers twitched as they moved, deftly filling tray after tray with their gloved furry paws.

“What are you two doing here?” She grabbed a tray and a plate but didn’t give them a chance to respond. “And what smells so good?”

Franzi’s eyebrows quirked up. “Megumi didn’t tell you?” She glanced at the newest cast member of the Theme Park at the End of the World.

“You said to keep it a secret.” Megumi shrugged. “I kept it a secret.”

“We’re not used to that,” Hans said, sidling up beside Franzi. “Usually, five minutes after I have an idea, everyone from Thrud to Nessa knows about it.”

Franzi bared her teeth at him. “Only when it involves cheese.”

Cole leaned closer to the buffet. “Is that mochi? You made mochi?” He bounced from one foot to the other. “Is it ice cream mochi? That’s one of my favorites.”

“No way,” Megumi said. “That’s traditional. My sobo, my grandmother, learned it from an old yosei in Tokyo.” She focused on the slibreg. “You didn’t smash your paws, did you?”

Franzi harrumphed. “Not for lack of trying.”

Hans wiggled his claws and grinned. “We have red bean and vanilla.”

“One of each, please,” Ellie said.

Franzi dropped two small, rounded pieces of mochi onto her tray, each nestled in a candy wrapper with crimped edges. It reminded her of a tiny cupcake liner.

Megumi got the same, prodding each of them with the tip of her finger. “You got the texture right! I’m impressed. I’m excited to try them and to work on our other dishes, too.”

“Thank you,” Hans said. “We might be getting old, but we learn pretty quick. Do tell us what you think after you try them.”

“What other dishes?” Ellie asked as Megumi’s words registered in her brain.

“Secret dishes.”

Ellie snorted a laugh but didn’t push Megumi. She popped the red bean mochi into her mouth and chewed. It wasn’t like store-bought mochi. This was softer, almost like gum, before it broke apart and gave way to the red bean paste inside, and the entire treat started to melt away.

Her chewing slowed as she took in the texture and flavor—a little nutty, not too sweet, just a wonderfully balanced bite. “I could eat way too many of those. Are you putting them on the menu? Please tell me you’re putting them on the menu.”

“We have plans for them,” Franzi’s whiskers twitched with a sly grin.

Ellie grinned. “Alright. Keep your secrets, then.” She moved on to the unattended buffet, lifting the lid on a chafing dish and grabbing a spoonful of the creamy scrambled eggs that waited inside. Next came a small stack of pancakes, and Ellie was happy to see they were the extremely fluffy kind Hans was known for. She still liked the stodgy disks Franzi made, but there was something she loved about pillowy soft pancakes.

She grabbed a bottle of Cholula and syrup before heading for an empty table in the corner.

Ellie brought up the Taters’ channel and leaned her phone against a napkin dispenser. They were already on the countdown. Cole and Megumi settled in as the screen faded to black, and the screams of parkgoers sounded over the video. A pair of russet potatoes zoomed across the frame, riding on some unidentifiable coaster train that stopped as it crested a top hat. Taters’ Rides and Guides appeared underneath it, and the screen transitioned to Tottie and Poe sitting side by side in their studio.

“Well, today’s the day, Taters’ True Believers—” Poe started.

“We are not calling them that.” Tottie leveled a look at Poe that had Ellie cackling.

He flashed a fantastically awkward smile. “I know, I know. Help us! What do all you wonderful subscribers want to be called? Leave a comment below, and maybe we can come up with something good.”

“But that’s not why we’re here today.” Tottie leaned toward the camera. “We’ve taken the illustrations released by the Theme Park at the End of the World for their new coaster and turned it into a full POV! You don’t want to miss this. Let’s not waste any more time. Sit back, buckle up, and get ready to ride Furies’ Fall.”

Tottie and Poe faded from view, replaced by a nicely rendered coaster station and track. It wasn’t themed, but there still wasn’t any doubt it was the station.

Ellie reached out and squeezed Cole’s arm with one hand as she poured hot sauce with the other.

Neither of them looked away from the video. The train rolled forward, hanging beneath the track in the video before the POV swung into the actual seats. Then Ellie could imagine being there as they left the station and went straight into the lift hill. The chain started clicking as the roller coaster ascended the hill, a rhythmic and constant clunk like a real lift.

“They added sound effects! I can’t wait to hear the click of that hill, Cole.”

“Do you really think it will sound like that?”

“You know Poe did the sound effects. Have you ever seen anyone pay more attention to sound in a random vlog? Not that this one is random, I mean.”

Cole chuckled. “That’s fair. He’s definitely over the top with details sometimes.”

“Pretty amazing detail,” Megumi said around a mouthful of eggs. “So many of these renders, you know, the trees just look like pyramids.”

The train crested the top of the lift, and while it didn’t show the park in the distance, there were still hills and trees and a lake roughly where Kraken’s Fury was. Then it dropped, rushing down the banked turn before hitting the first inversion.

Ellie had goosebumps imagining what that was going to feel like. The POV swung up into the cobra roll before shooting into a building where nothing but shadows waited. Only Roman knew exactly what would be there, but they still showed the track itself and the twisted path inside.

As soon as the coaster shot out of the building, it hit the last loop before diving to the side.

“Wow.” Cole sat back in his seat as the clip showed a zero-g roll and finally banked toward the station.

“Impressive.”

Ellie sat bolt upright as she turned to the voice. “Roman! I didn’t know you were here.”

“I wasn’t.” He adjusted his top hat. “Hans and Franzi have offered a great deal of praise for your mochi idea, Megumi. Your efforts are appreciated.”

“I’m just happy they liked them. I have a few more I can share, but I get the feeling Franzi has a lot of ideas of her own she wants to try.”

Roman inclined his head. “I fear you are correct.”

Ellie picked up her last mochi. She could smell the vanilla before taking a bite. She popped it in her mouth and smiled on reflex alone. It was far sweeter than the red bean paste had been, but not cloyingly so. The texture was just as delightful. “I don’t think you need to fear that, Roman.”

She turned and waved to catch Franzi’s attention. Ellie gave her a thumbs-up.

Roman leaned forward, focusing on Ellie’s phone.

She looked back at the vlog, finding Tottie passionately talking about the prizes in Carnival as she showed off her potato plushie. Then Ellie noticed the comment thread on the screen. Apparently, some folks weren’t too excited about using the same prizes as last year.

Roman let out a slow sigh. “The carnival games are a good source of income, as much as I do not enjoy giving Manfred praise.”

“Bro,” Cole whispered.

Roman rubbed his thumb and fingertips together. “Ellie, I would like you to participate in a team-building exercise with Megumi. She is still quite new here, and I want to ensure her satisfaction with our company.”

“Team building?” Ellie asked slowly. “What kind of team building?”

“Oh!” Megumi gestured to Roman. “Is this like one of those things where we have twenty clues on an index card and a name taped to our forehead and we have to figure out who we are?”

Roman stared blankly at her. “No.”

“Good, I’ve heard that isn’t much fun.”

“My request is for the pair of you to come up with new options for the prizes around the park. Especially those we have had more than one season. Manfred and Katinka can make sure we are still profitable on the games, but I will tell them we can narrow those margins for customer satisfaction.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “How did you just make picking new prizes sound boring?”

“It is work, Ellie. It is not always exciting.”

“I’m just saying, picking new prizes is exciting! Right, Megumi?”

“Absolutely, yes!”

Roman pinched the bridge of his nose. “I am… glad you will enjoy this team building, then.”

Hans slipped into a chair on the other side of Cole. “How were they? You all liked the mochi?”

“Very much,” Cole said. “I’d pay for that, for sure.”

Hans held out a paw, watching Cole’s confused expression, before breaking down with a laugh. “Not today, of course, but once the event starts!”

“Event?” Ellie asked.

“Megumi is working with Hans and Franzi on some ideas for a new event.” Roman turned his attention to Megumi. “Tomorrow, please deliver your ideas to the slibreg. Hans and Franzi would be most appreciative, I am sure.”

“I will.”

Hans glanced between Ellie, Cole, and Megumi. “She didn’t tell you about that either?”

“We’ll break her down,” Ellie said. “Just give her time.”

“We’re thrilled to hear you enjoyed the mochi.” Hans clapped his paws together and stood up. “Are you coming to the movie tonight? Franzi has a new popcorn flavor you’re not going to want to miss.”

With that reminder, Ellie found herself even more excited about movie night.
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After her shift, Ellie took a bite of pretzel and watched as Megumi’s Death Cap, garbed in black lace and a wide, frilly hat, landed a fifteen-hit combo on Cole’s Deadly Dapperling. The Dapperling bounced off the ground, tan uniform picking up dirt as it rolled and slid. Ellie had to admit the graphics in the new game were stunning. From every sweep of the Death Cap’s scythe, reflecting the surrounding environment, to the minute detail of the background, nothing had been overlooked. The fighters left footprints on the vegetation, kicking up dust and debris as they twirled about.

“Do mushrooms have feet?” Ellie asked before taking another bite of pretzel.

“Ha!” Megumi shouted as she sidestepped Cole’s lunge and started a rather terrible multi-step throw.

“How did you do that?” Cole smashed one of the five buttons beside the joystick to break away, but the damage was done. “You have to show me that one!”

“I will! They added it to the latest update.” Megumi started an unblockable charge, and Cole failed the parry.

The Deadly Dapperling reeled back, falling to the ground before the announcer proclaimed Megumi the winner.

“Ugh,” Cole said in disgust. “You’re too good at this. Why are you so good at this?”

“I used to play in tournaments.” Megumi flashed him a smile.

“Tournaments?” Cole’s voice rose.

“For money.”

Ellie nodded sagely. “I bet she won a lot.”

“I did.”

Cole closed his eyes and sighed. “How did you do that sidestep into the throw?”

“Tap up, let the joystick come back to neutral, then hit one and four at the same time.”

“One and four?”

“Haven’t you read an FAQ for this game?” Megumi raised an eyebrow. She pointed to the buttons as she repeated the numbers. “I’m going to send you a link. You might have trouble beating me still, but you’ll give most of the Fae a good contest.”

“That would be great!”

Megumi stepped away from the game and smiled. “Do we have time to hit the carnival games before the movie?”

“I don’t think so.” Ellie checked her watch. “We can walk by them, though. Maybe it’ll give us some ideas for new prizes. Get our team-building quota in for the day.”

Cole laughed at that.

“Come on then.” Ellie led the way down the aisle of the arcade and out the front door. Fae hours would be starting soon, but not until the stragglers had been escorted from the park.

Bruce moved slowly with some of the other security guards, checking every nook in the park with quick precision as they cleared the humans out. She had to admit, she had a lot more patience for Bruce now, knowing he was a weregoose.

The usual theme park fare waited on the wall of prizes by the Balloon Darts. Various-sized plushies, some of questionably authentic copyright, and some small plastic toys. Those were to be sure no kids really lost at the games. It was a surprisingly nice touch from Manfred. Ellie supposed even a con artist could have a heart.

Cole gestured to the plush potatoes. “We have to keep those, though.”

“Absolutely.” Ellie stuffed the last bite of pretzel in her mouth. She looked down the aisle at some of the other games. Several prizes repeated. She supposed she could see what some of the commenters were talking about. “They’re still nicer prizes than some of the old arcades used to have. What was that old movie we watched last week? They had little capsule toys as prizes like sticky hands and plastic parachutes.”

“And those little wooden rubber band planes!” Cole nodded. “Those would actually be pretty neat to have here.”

Ellie shook her head. “No way. Nothing that can fly off into the path of the roller coasters, thank you very much.”

“I didn’t think about that. Do you think they could make it that far?” Cole looked into the distance at the Bobsled. It wasn’t that close, but if someone launched a plane from the queue, it could certainly become an issue. “Better be safe. What else could we do?”

“I like the capsule toy idea,” Megumi said.

“The sticky hands?” Cole asked.

“No. Definitely no. I mean like the capsule toys we have in Japan! I have a Gudetama collection in my apartment you should see. They’re really detailed. Some are vinyl, some are plush.”

“That does sound pretty nice.”

Ellie gestured to the prizes. “Roman might be willing to get the vending machines, but that’s going to be a pretty expensive extra cost, Megumi.”

“I guess we could just put them on the prize shelves? But the machines are half the fun.”

They walked through Carnival and headed toward the central walkway while Ellie pondered that. “What about blind boxes? Same kind of idea, but we could easily stack them up for display.”

Megumi skipped forward. “That’s a great idea! Ellie, they have so many kinds. So many brands! We can swap them out throughout the year. Even get some themed to the events.”

“Maybe get some custom made for the park,” Cole said.

“Yes!” Ellie grinned at him. “Tiny vinyl toy pookas in all their mascot uniforms. I’d buy that, for sure.”

Megumi nodded as they wove through the first wave of Fae coming into the park for early entry. “We still need kaiju. We have an actual kraken living here, and we have no kaiju plushies. What’s that all about?”

Ellie dodged a trio of excited capybara-like Fae, followed by a far less enthusiastic set of parents. “Enjoy the night!”

“We will!” one of the kids called back.

“They will,” the father said with a sigh.

Ellie laughed as she followed the path ahead, angling for an empty spot that took them to the front of the Grand Theater. It wasn’t decorated at the moment. Instead, its rich stonework and checkerboard dome were lit in all their glory.

Trey stood on the counter behind the ticket window. The brownie wore black slacks and a jacket with gold buttons, which had the front folded open to reveal a bright red lining that matched the structure itself. A gold-embellished hat balanced between his ears, finishing the vintage look.

“You have the night off from Treasure of Troll Peaks?” Ellie asked.

“Bex is training a new hire. I’m not arguing! Thrud has had it too cold in there this week.” He glanced at the others. “Three employee tickets?”

“Yes, please.”

Trey hopped across a keyboard and landed on the space bar. He stepped over to the enter key, and the thermal printer sprang to life, launching one ticket after another into the air, which he deftly caught and passed through the window.

“Thanks, Trey,” Ellie said, handing the tickets out to Cole and Megumi.

Cole led the way to the doors and into the lobby. Ellie was glad to see the full concession stand up and running so early in the night. It wasn’t often they had more than the popcorn machine on for the earlier shows.

Franzi poured oil into a bag of popcorn before tucking it closed and shaking it so hard that her whiskers bounced up and down. “You three are just in time! Come, get some snacks before the movie starts. Everything’s on Roman tonight.”

Cole started snatching up the prepared boxes and cups. “Really? How’d you manage that?”

“I told him I needed a thorough test, and I wasn’t sure if the attending Fae would really want to try all of these. I can always count on you two, though.” She smiled at Cole and Ellie.

“And me,” Megumi said. “As long as it’s not unseasoned soup, I’ll try anything!”

Franzi clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! The popcorn is a glazed Chicago mix.”

“What’s that?” Cole asked.

“Cheddar and caramel.” Ellie peered into the top of the bag when Franzi handed it over. “What makes it glazed?”

“The oil. It adds a hint of smoke and brings a bit of spice. Take plenty of napkins. It’s not the neatest of snacks, but I think the flavor is worth it.”

Ellie popped a few kernels in her mouth, sure to get two of each flavor. She frowned at first, catching the usual cheddar notes and a deep, rich caramel. The caramel almost had a slight charred taste, but that evolved as the smoky oil settled in and the heat from the spice woke up her palate. She closed her eyes and smiled, finding Franzi staring at her when she opened them again.

“How is it? Is it good?” The slibreg’s whiskers twitched.

“It’s fantastic, Franzi. One of the best popcorns I’ve ever had!”

“Wonderful! Please, take all you like. Hans is working the popcorn vat tonight, so we’ll have plenty for all our guests.”

Ellie scooped up several napkins, a box of chocolates, and what appeared to be pretzel nuggets with nacho cheese. Those were staples at the theater, and she was always happy to see them around. Certainly not as good as the pizza pretzels, but a fantastic snack, nonetheless.

“Thanks, Franzi!” Ellie called over her shoulder as the trio made their way into the theater proper. She headed to the front section closest to the screen and slipped into the back row. It wasn’t too close like the front row, but it wasn’t so far back it made the theater feel like nothing more than a big television.

Anthropomorphic cups and popcorn buckets danced across the screen, beckoning the moviegoers to head back to the lobby for snacks. Ellie always liked the old-style animation, and it didn’t surprise her at all that a place run by an old Fae would, too.

Unlike most of the park, the theater didn’t change much during Fae hours. There were subtle things, like the seats resizing to fit anyone from Trey to Yngvarr, a massive troll who worked on Treasure of Troll Peaks. But the screen stayed the same, and it was one of the more regular experiences that the Fae themselves truly enjoyed.

Ellie pulled the armrest up between her and Cole and settled in, letting out a low sigh as the opening music started. There were few things Ellie loved more than movies, but watching them with friends was certainly at the top of her list.


Chapter 3


Ellie threw the covers from her bed the next morning and turned off the alarm. She didn’t mind getting up early for work, but sometimes it wouldn’t hurt if Roman scheduled the meetings a little bit later. And if she felt short on sleep, imagine how third shift must be feeling.

She put the latest BABYMETAL album on shuffle, padded her way across the dark wood floors to the bathroom for a quick shower, combed her hair, brushed her teeth, and headed back to the bedroom. Ellie frowned at her sock drawer, standing quite empty despite the fact she’d just done laundry. A glance at the bookshelves behind her bed showed her why.

Ellie sighed and scooped up the pile of unsorted socks, matching up enough pairs for the rest of the week before dropping them all into the drawer. She’d be working lead on first shift, so she slid into the requisite khaki cargo shorts and blue-collared shirt. It might have been an unseasonably warm day in early January, but she still grabbed a fleece jacket.

After filling her pockets with a wallet, set of keys, phone, ear bud case, cup tote, tumbler, and a small bag of fruit chews, Ellie made her way out the front door. She squinted at the early morning sun, just breaking past the horizon. It cast the homes behind Treasure of Trolls Peak into a glorious red and orange light, highlighting the mountain beside her and the rides in the distance.

It wasn’t a bad place to wake up, even if it was earlier than she would have liked. Ellie walked through Howling Mountain, waving at Katinka as she wheeled a stack of boxes toward Carnival.

Ellie cut behind Titania’s Table, passing by the enormous potato that marked the location of Potato on a Stick. She could see two maintenance workers walking the track of Gowrow’s Cave as she approached Dark Forest. A few mermaids surfaced in the lagoon, only to vanish again in short order.

She followed the curved path behind the ride building for Gowrow’s Cave, walking through the heavy oak door of the cabin façade that hid the office buildings of the HR department.

“Morning, Gus.”

Gus looked up from his desk. “Hi, Ellie. We’re in the boardroom today. Big group! Probably means bad news.”

Ellie smiled at the squirrel-like Fae. He could be a little paranoid at times, but he was quite an amazing multitasker. “Thanks, Gus.”

Capy wasn’t at her desk, and neither was Wendy. In fact, it appeared Gus was the only one in the front of the office. Ellie walked past Roman’s door, glancing at the shelf full of old fossils and geodes by his window, and continued down the hall, angling for the boardroom.

She could hear the crowd before she turned the corner, her steps slowing when she saw just how many people were inside. She spotted several of the brownies on the far side of the room, not far from Nessa and the webcam she was setting up.

Cole gestured wildly from the front row and patted the chair beside him.

Ellie started toward him. She waved at Teak when he raised a wing, shuffling past Capy and tripping over Valentina’s tail.

“Sorry,” Ellie said.

“It’s no problem, dear.” Valentina stuffed her scaly tail under Mateo’s seat as best she could. It was still odd to see an alligator sitting upright, if Ellie was being honest, but she’d grown rather fond of the pair after the drama with Stephen last season.

“Bro, no!”

It was all she needed to hear to know Manfred was in attendance. Ellie slowed when she noticed the screens at the front. Nessa hadn’t just set up a camera for the meeting, but had a video call with the trolls over in the mountain running, too.

Maybe Gus was right. Maybe this wasn’t going to be a good thing.

Ellie took a deep breath and slipped past two of the pooka before flopping into the seat beside Cole. She leaned closer and whispered. “What is going on?”

“I don’t know. It must be big, though. Look at everyone in here!”

“Welcome, all of you.” Roman’s booming voice drew everyone’s attention as he walked up the center aisle, precisely cut suit moving with him like a second skin. “I appreciate your attendance, as I know it is quite early
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