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For Team Keefe.
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DEAR INTREPID KEEPER READERS

Right now, I have a feeling that many of you are thinking, Wait—why is this book 9.5? Why not just call it book 10? Or possibly: Where’s Sophie? And I don’t blame you! I realize that I’m following a slightly unconventional writing path with this series, and I promise that I’m not trying to mess with you!

(Even though messing with readers is one of the great joys that comes with being an author…) [image: ]

The truth is that the Keeper story is a massive puzzle with all kinds of crucial pieces that don’t always fit together the way I think they will. And this piece has been especially stubborn—which I suppose isn’t surprising, since it’s connected to our infamously stubborn Lord Hunkyhair.

Surely you had to know that Keefe wasn’t just sitting around feasting on bizarre human foods for the thirty-six chapters that he was missing from Stellarlune. He was busy with a lot of Very Important Things that I’d planned to tell you all about when he finally reunited with Sophie. But when I attempted to write those chapters, they refused to cooperate. There were too many other urgent problems for Sophie and Keefe to deal with at that moment, and too many reasons why Keefe wasn’t quite ready to share his secrets. So I left book 9 with Keefe’s vague promise of “someday I’ll tell you all about my adventures in Humanland” and planned to write it all into book 10. But that plan hasn’t worked either—and after lots of deleting, I finally realized what was wrong.

Keefe’s “adventures in Humanland” are his story—and the only way for us to fully appreciate what happened is to live those moments with him.. We need to see what he sees, feel what he feels, hear what he thinks as the plot unravels.

(See what I did there???)

And since the main Keeper books are limited to Sophie’s POV, that meant I needed to add this bonus-book-of-sorts to the series. It picks up right after Keefe leaps away at the end of Unlocked Book 8.5 and covers everything he did while he lived in the Forbidden Cities.

Don’t worry—Unraveled Book 9.5 has plenty of shocking reveals and twists, like any other Keeper book. It’s also absolutely essential to read this book before reading Keeper #10. (And not just because I’m currently still writing book 10…)

And for all of you Keefe fans out there, it’s totally KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE! (Though I suspect you’ll also find that Sophie and your other favorite characters aren’t nearly as far away as you might think.)

So settle into a nice comfy chair, grab your favorite snack, and get ready to spend some quality time in our world with the Keefster!

xoxo
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PS: If you haven’t read Stellarlune yet, STOP RIGHT HERE. Otherwise it’s massive spoilers ahead.
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PREFACE

THIS IS A BAD IDEA.”

Keefe hadn’t meant to say the words out loud.

But it didn’t matter.

He’d run out of good ideas long ago.

Maybe he’d never had any to begin with.

His life had been too coordinated.

Too manipulated.

Everything building, building, building to this moment.

This choice that wasn’t really a choice.

This unavoidable risk.

This test of who he was and what he could do and who he wanted to be.

So it was time to trust himself.

Time to get some answers.

Time to embrace his new reality.

“Are you ready?”

He hadn’t meant to say that out loud either—and it wasn’t really a question.

Ready or not, this was happening.

So Keefe did what he always did when he was in over his head.

He pretended like he had some idea what he was doing.

Then he dived in, hoping for the best.

Maybe he’d look back on this moment, knowing it was where everything unraveled.

Maybe it was the new beginning he’d been fighting for.

Either way, it was much too late to turn back.






ONE

OKAY. NOW WHAT?”

Keefe made himself ask the question out loud.

He needed to start using his voice again.

After all, that’s why he was doing this.

Or part of the reason, anyway—and he didn’t have time to think about the other scary, stressful things he was running away from.

He had more than enough scary, stressful stuff to deal with already.

Like the fact that he had no idea where he was, or where he wanted to go, and all he had was a small backpack crammed with elf-y things that probably weren’t going to be very useful now that he was in Humanland.

Or the fact that human emotions were WAY more overwhelming than elvin emotions.

He’d figured they would be—and thought he’d mentally prepared for the onslaught.

But whoa.

This was a thousand times worse than when he woke up in the Healing Center after surviving his mom’s lovely experiment.

Every possible sensation kept punching his senses over and over and over, like he was caught in the middle of a fistfight with a bunch of angry ogres.

Sharp irritation. Tingly joy. Burning frustration. Itchy impatience. Sour regret. Warm affection. Bubbly glee—plus a zillion other zings and zaps and prickles and pains mixed with a ton of loud noises and weird smells.

It made him want to claw at his skin and tear at his hair and cough and sneeze and barf up everything in his stomach.

Instead, he wrapped his arms around his waist and tried sucking in a deep breath.

Didn’t help.

Neither did squeezing his eyes shut and covering his ears—which also didn’t fit with the whole “blending in” thing he was supposed to be going for.

He pried his eyes open and tried to focus.

The too-bright sunlight washed everything to a blur, but when he squinted, he could make out a stretch of desert and a few triangular structures. Keefe was pretty sure they were the pyramids he’d learned about in elvin history—the ones the elves helped the humans build back in the days when elves and humans were trying to be the bestest of buddies.

The buildings looked old and crumbly now—but that didn’t seem to bother the huge crowd that had gathered in the sweltering heat, mostly to record themselves pretending to balance the pyramids on their heads, for some bizarre reason.

They were also talking.

And laughing.

And feeling.

So. Many. Feelings.

Too many.

It was too much.

The pressure in Keefe’s brain kept building and building and building—but that wasn’t nearly as terrifying as the word taking shape in the back of his throat.

A heavy lump he couldn’t choke down but refused to spit out.

He didn’t know what the word was—but he knew if he said it, his misery would vanish.

Everything would be perfectly calm and blissfully quiet and…

Seriously creepy.

Keefe locked his jaw and shook his head, trying to knock the word loose.

When that didn’t work, he replayed his memories of the day he’d given his first command.

The way everyone stood frozen with their mouths dropped open, with dull, unblinking eyes.

Empty shells of the people he cared about.

He’d barely found a way to snap them out of it—and he had no idea if he’d be able to fix that kind of mess again.

Especially with humans, who didn’t have any mental defenses.

He tried picturing that, too.

All the innocent people around him, frozen like a bunch of sweaty statues.

Grown-ups.

Kids.

Even a few tiny babies.

The lump in his throat deflated with the image—but it sprang right back when a group wearing shirts that said EASTLAKE HIGH SCHOOL! GO, FIGHTING LLAMAS! blasted him with a hurricane of nauseating angst.

Time to move.

There had to be somewhere nearby that wasn’t so chaotic.

Somewhere he could think.

Breathe.

Get control.

But when he tried to weave through the crowd, their annoyance pelted him like goblin throwing stars—and the unspoken command slid across his tongue and pressed against his lips.

Keefe gritted his teeth and spun around, searching for somewhere he’d be able to light leap without being noticed.

All he found was people, people, and more people—plus a few grumpy camels and some smug cats flicking their tails.

It’s fine.

I’ll be fine.

He chanted the words in his head, hoping that would make them true.

But the crowd closed in tighter, forcing him to start shoving to make any headway—and their anger felt like a gorgodon chewing on his skull.

His ears rang and his knees wobbled—but right when everything got spinny, he finally spotted a way out of there.

The ugly contraption—was it called a bus? He couldn’t remember—was spewing out smoke and chemicals. But it was big enough for him to hide behind.

He ducked by one of the back wheels and dug out his pathfinder, wishing he knew where any of the facets on the blue crystal would take him.

He’d stolen the pathfinder from his father, and it annoyingly hadn’t come with any instructions.

Please be somewhere quiet, he begged as he randomly locked the crystal into place and held it up to the sun. Somewhere less crowded.

He repeated the pleas as the light whisked him away.

Then there was nothing but rushing warmth and tingly freedom—until he re-formed.

The sounds hit him first.

Shouts and whoops and cheers and boos.

Followed by OVERWHELMING DELIGHT and FURIOUS RAGE.

He was standing outside an enormous arena that was swarming with people who were mostly wearing bright red, but some were wearing deep blue. The two groups were feeling ALL THE THINGS while shouting at each other about points and referees and penalties. Then a whistle blew, and pandemonium erupted.

The word on Keefe’s tongue turned to boiling lava.

He couldn’t hold the eruption back any longer—but with the last of his strength, he spun the pathfinder and tumbled into the light, not caring if anyone saw him.

Maybe they wouldn’t believe their eyes.

Or maybe there’d be stories about a miserable, wild-haired boy who’d “magically” disappeared.

It didn’t matter.

Anything was better than what would’ve happened if he’d stayed any longer.

He just wished he knew where he was going.

Another crowd would probably shatter him.

Even leaping felt too exhausting.

The light kept battering his senses, and he could feel his concentration slipping, slipping, slipping.

It would’ve been so much easier to just… let go.

Stay in the bright, twinkly warmth and never have to worry about who he could hurt or what might happen if—

NO!

Keefe dragged himself back together and held on as tight as he could.

He had to keep fighting.

No matter how tired he was.

If Foster could keep going after everything she’d been through, so could he—and as soon as he thought the name, he found a whole other reason to fight.

Gold-flecked brown eyes with a tiny crinkle between them.

She tended to have that cute little worry crease whenever she looked at him.

Because she cared.

Maybe not the way he wished she would.

But a whole lot more than he deserved.

He owed it to her to fight as hard as he could, for as long as he could.

And honestly?

He owed that to himself, too.

So he rallied his concentration and braced for another emotional tidal wave as his body re-formed again.






TWO

COOL, CRISP AIR BRUSHED KEEFE’S skin.

Branches creaked and cracked.

A nearby river gurgled.

And…

That was it.

Keefe collapsed to the ground in a heap and buried his face in his hands.

He might’ve teared up a little too—especially when he peeked out from his cocoon of patheticness and found himself in the middle of a forest, surrounded by red, orange, and yellow trees.

No humans.

No elves.

No obnoxious ogre bodyguard.

He was finally alone.

It was such an incredible relief.

Also super depressing.

Was this the only way he’d be able to function now?

Had that been part of his mom’s horrible plan all along?

Cut him off from everyone he cared about and wait for him to break?

“Forget that.”

Keefe said the words out loud, glad to have his voice back.

The command had retreated to whatever dark mental corner it came from—and it was going to stay there.

He cleared his throat and sat up taller. “I will control these abilities.”

It almost sounded like he believed it.

But he had to believe it—even though Dex hadn’t been able to come up with any gadgets to help him, and Elwin’s and Kesler’s gross concoctions had only made him worse.

There had to be a way to beat this.

Otherwise his mom won.

The thought of her smug, callous expression when she’d told him to embrace the change was enough to get him back on his feet, dusting crunched bits of leaves off his tunic as he slung his backpack over his shoulder.

He hadn’t fled the Lost Cities because he was giving up.

He’d left to keep everyone safe while he figured out what was happening to him and either found a way to stop it or made sure no one would ever know what he was capable of.

And if the Black Swan had been able to keep Foster’s existence secret for more than twelve years by hiding her with humans, the same trick should work for him.

It was a solid plan.

He just had to stick to it.

Yeah, it was probably going to be harder than he’d imagined—but what else was new?

He grew up with a cold, judgmental father and an evil, unstable mother who kept trying to murder his friends.

He could handle anything.

In fact, he was looking forward to the final showdown with Mommy Dearest.

After all, wasn’t that how this was supposed to end?

Some sort of epic battle where he proved once and for all that she’d never be able to make her little Legacy Boy do what she wanted him to?

And bonus: He’d get to use his awful new powers to destroy everything she’d built.

Then he’d finish her, too.

A chill rippled down his spine at the thought—but it wasn’t fear.

Or dread.

Or guilt.

It wasn’t even doubt.

It felt more like… anticipation.

He used to worry he wouldn’t be strong enough. Or that his elf-y instincts—as Ro liked to call them—would slow his hand before he could deliver the final blow.

But that was one change he had embraced.

He was too angry now to hesitate.

Too aware of how much his mom deserved what was coming.

He was ready to fight her with everything he had.

No restraint.

No mercy.

And if he survived…

He didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

There were too many what-ifs in the way.

Too many risky possibilities.

But that didn’t stop his brain from picturing those beautiful brown eyes again—and imagining a happy twinkle shining in the corners.

Foster didn’t smile nearly as much as she deserved to—but when she did?

It was absolute perfection.

Then again… after reading his letter, she might not have a whole lot of smiles for him.

She’d already been super mad that he’d agreed to the Council’s order to stay away from her until he mastered his new abilities. And she definitely wouldn’t be a fan of his Hide-with-Humans Plan.

He couldn’t blame her for that, since the last time he’d run away had been a massive disaster.

But he had really good reasons this time!

He just… hadn’t been able to explain them.

He’d wanted to—but that would’ve involved revealing a secret that wasn’t his.

So he’d kept his message vague and begged her to trust him. Which probably meant she’d ignore everything he said and try to track him down and drag him back to the Lost Cities.

He actually wouldn’t be surprised if she was already looking for him.

How long had he been gone?

He took a quick count and…

Wow.

Had it really been less than fifteen minutes since he’d left Havenfield?

He counted again and… yep.

He didn’t know the exact timing, since he hadn’t looked at any clocks. But he couldn’t have been at the pyramids for more than ten minutes before the emotions had overwhelmed him. Then he’d only been able to stay at the arena for a few seconds before he’d had to flee. And there was no way he’d been in this forest for more than five minutes.

So… yeah.

He sank to the ground and curled into a cocoon of patheticness again.

No point standing there, pretending to look confident when he couldn’t even last fifteen minutes around humans without almost losing control—twice.

But… he hadn’t lost control.

That had to count for something, right?

Plus, the fact that it all happened so fast might even be why it was such a struggle.

He hadn’t had a chance to get his bearings.

If he was able to stay somewhere long enough to actually adjust and settle in, his next leap should go a lot smoother.

He wasn’t totally sold by that little pep talk—but it was enough to get him back on his feet.

And hey, not being gone very long also meant he didn’t have to worry about anyone looking for him yet.

Grady had made it sound like Foster might not be home for a while.

Goose bumps prickled Keefe’s skin as he remembered why.

She burned down one of the Neverseen’s storehouses.

Keefe honestly had no idea how to process that development—but he’d never forget the fear clouding Grady’s eyes when he’d told him.

Grady even asked him to stay in the Lost Cities in case Foster needed help.

He was that freaked out.

That’s why Keefe agreed to take Grady’s Imparter with him—and promised to answer if Grady actually used it to hail him.

But he couldn’t imagine that was going to happen.

Foster could handle herself.

In fact, Keefe wished the Councillors would make big banners that said Our moonlark’s on FIRE! and hang them from their castles.

This was a whole other kind of victory.

Who knew how many of his mom’s careful plans had just gone up in flames?

But…

There would be consequences.

Keefe tried to imagine how his mom would react to the news.

Would she scream and swear and throw things?

No.

She’d stand, perfectly calm. Tilt up her chin and smooth her hair. Probably smile as she planned her revenge.

And something about that image made an old piece of memory drift back to Keefe’s consciousness.

He couldn’t tell if his mom had tried to erase it—or if his brain had buried it with the other unsettling pieces of his childhood to protect him.

Either way, he could now see every detail in sharp focus.

He looked about eight years old and was sitting hunched over the dressing table in his bedroom, watching his father stomp away with all his favorite tunics. His father claimed they looked sloppy and plain. Not fit for a Sencen. He’d also smeared thick goop in Keefe’s hair and plastered it to his skull. And he’d made Keefe put on a jeweled cape, even though they weren’t going anywhere—and when Keefe pointed out that he didn’t have a Sencen crest to fasten it, his father told him, You don’t deserve one yet.

Keefe waited until he heard the vortinator start spinning—then snatched the jar of hair gel and hurled it against the mirror.

Sticky gunk splattered everywhere, and cracks fanned out across the glass.

Keefe grinned—until he realized his mom was standing right behind him.

He braced for her to shout for his father.

But she just clicked her tongue and said, Better clean up this mess.

As she turned to leave, she added, You’re wasting your rage.

Keefe snorted. What does that mean?

She stepped closer, studying her fractured reflection in the broken mirror. It means anger is the greatest power any of us have. Save it. You’re going to need it.

His mouth went dry when he saw the intensity in her eyes. For what?

It’s hard to say. She smiled, but it looked more like she was baring her teeth when she added, But someday you and I will do incredible things together, Keefe. And when we do, we’ll need that rage for anyone who gets in our way.






THREE

MOM OF THE YEAR STRIKES again,” Keefe muttered, not sure why he was talking out loud.

Maybe he needed to remind himself that he wasn’t still that confused little eight-year-old boy wondering why Mommy suddenly seemed extra scary.

He also didn’t know why he was so surprised.

He was very aware that his mom was the absolute worst.

But… he couldn’t understand why she always seemed so convinced that he’d be on her side.

She’d never been a good mother.

She didn’t even like him.

Did she think he wouldn’t care about that because she believed her plan was that brilliant?

Or maybe she really did expect her experiments to transform him into an obedient little puppet.

“Never gonna happen,” he told the trees, and anything else willing to listen. “You hear me? I’LL NEVER DO WHAT YOU WANT!”

He knew his mom wouldn’t hear him, of course.

But it felt good to say it.

And in a weird way, he was glad his brain had dredged up that depressing memory.

It proved he’d been right to disappear.

His mom had way too many plans for him.

Until he knew what they were—and had a foolproof plan of his own—he had to stay far, far away.

Which meant he also needed to be able to hang around humans for more than a few minutes without wanting to numb everybody.

“You will,” he told himself. “You just need to get some rest. Start fresh tomorrow.”

It sounded so simple when he said it.

Like he wasn’t all alone in a strange forest, staring down a night of sleeping with a lumpy backpack for a pillow and a blanket of soggy leaves because his brain went into creepy-control-freak mode when he was anywhere that had actual beds.

Hopefully nothing would wander by and think he smelled tasty….

He spun around, scanning the shadows for glowing eyes.

None so far—but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

He sighed and dragged his hands down his face—and found a whole new reason to panic when his fingers brushed a metal cord resting at the base of his neck.

His registry pendant.

He’d planned to leave it on top of his note in Foster’s room as another way of saying, Don’t try to find me. But then he’d gotten distracted by Iggy and Grady and his own wishy-washy doubts and had forgotten all about it.

The cord broke with an audible snap, and he flung the crystal as hard as he could at the nearest tree.

It bounced off without a scratch.

Stomping on it didn’t do any damage either.

It just sank into the leaves.

He finally had to smash it between a couple of rocks until it was nothing but sparkly dust.

But anyone with access to his feed—like oh, say, his mom’s little Technopath buddy, or the Council, or Dex—would still be able to track him to his last recorded location.

Keefe unleashed a string of words that Ro would’ve given him a high five for saying.

Looked like his foresty campout wasn’t an option anymore.

Nope!

He had to go back to random light leaping.

Maybe I’ll find somewhere better, he tried to tell himself as he dug out his pathfinder. A deserted tropical island would be awesome.

He could build himself a giant sand castle and call it Keefetopia!

But of course he wasn’t that lucky.

In fact, the universe clearly had it in for him, because he reappeared in the brightest, noisiest, most overwhelming city he’d ever seen.

The buildings were a hodgepodge of different styles and shapes, all smashed together and covered in blinking neon lights. Music blared from every direction. Cars honked. Giant signs flashed advertisements for circus-like shows or things called POKER and BLACKJACK and ALL-YOU-CAN-EAT BUFFETs. People in sparkly clothes stumbled around carrying cups that were almost as tall as them, filled with colorful liquids. And the emotions in the air were somehow ramped up and fuzzy.

Keefe’s skin buzzed, and his head filled with a thick, murky fog as a new command formed on his tongue—a word that felt slippery and smooth and ready to slide out his lips with his next breath.

He took one wobbly step and almost face-planted onto the sticky, trash-covered ground, and he knew he couldn’t risk staying any longer.

The good news was, he doubted anyone noticed him raise his pathfinder and leap away.

But the place where he re-formed was a whole new kind of miserable.

He didn’t have to worry about controlling anybody—but only because he’d reappeared in the middle of a blizzard, and the swirling ice and snow had whited out the world.

The wind clawed at his skin as he trudged through the knee-high snowdrifts, wondering if his body temperature regulation could keep him from turning into a Keefesicle. But the cold seeped deep into his bones, making his heart race and his limbs go numb.

“C-c-c-come o-o-on,” he grumbled through chattering teeth as his shaky hands struggled to adjust the pathfinder again. “Th-th-th-there h-h-has t-t-to b-b-b-be s-s-s-somewh-wh-wh-where th-th-th-that is-is-is-isn’t t-t-t-terrible.”

He didn’t care if the place was ugly.

Or smelly.

He just needed to be alone—and not freeze to death.

And maybe the universe finally took pity on him, because the warm, rushing light dropped him off in the middle of another quiet forest.

It was grayer and colder than the last one, with hard, frosty ground covered in prickly pine needles. But Keefe still threw his arms around the nearest tree and hugged as hard as he could.

“I’m never leaping again,” he mumbled into the scratchy bark. “That’s it. I live here now.”

He was only half joking—and he snuggled the tree for longer than he was proud of before he stepped back and surveyed his surroundings.

Snowcapped mountains in the distance.

Early glints of sunset streaking the sky.

It was stark and beautiful—but he could also feel the temperature dropping, so it was going to be a very long, very cold, very lonely night.

Or maybe not lonely enough.

The ground was dotted with animal tracks—and they did not look like tiny, cuddly creatures.

Keefe crossed his arms, trying to save whatever body heat he could as he searched for some sort of shelter.

Best he could find was a tree covered with a few less icicles than the others.

If he levitated to the taller branches, he could camp out there and hope nothing climbed up to get him. But he’d have to make sure he didn’t move in his sleep; otherwise he’d go splat!

At least he didn’t have to worry about anyone finding him now.

He tried to think of any other trackers he might’ve missed, but he was pretty sure he had it covered.

He hadn’t worn a nexus in years.

Dex had never given him one of those panic-switch rings he’d made for everyone else—which Keefe had always meant to call him out on.

And Ro had agreed to keep her freaky ogre bacteria off his skin.

So unless Grady had a way of homing in on the signal for his Imparter—which seemed unlikely—he should be totally untraceable.

Well.

Foster could still go all Super Telepath on him and transmit a bunch of messages into his brain—but she wouldn’t be able to tell where he was.

Unless she poked around his recent memories and found enough clues to guess his location…

She didn’t usually break the rules of telepathy like that—but she might tell herself she was doing it to protect him.

Keefe sighed and closed his eyes, imagining a giant stone wall around his mind.

He poured every last drop of his mental energy into making that barrier as thick and impenetrable as possible—but he knew he wouldn’t be able to block her.

No one could.

He’d have to ignore her—which made his chest tighten and his heart turn heavy and cold.

Telepathic chats with Foster were one of his absolute favorite things in the entire world.

Every time her voice filled his head, he couldn’t help smiling—even when she was reaching out to yell at him.

But nothing good would come from talking to her right now.

She wouldn’t be able to convince him to come back.

And he’d already said everything he could say in his note.

In fact, he honestly couldn’t believe some of the things he’d told her.

His cheeks heated up as he pictured his hastily scribbled confession.

You mean a lot to me, Foster. More than you’ll ever know.

Part of him still didn’t know why he’d felt the need to add those words.

He just… couldn’t leave without finally telling her the truth—after keeping it in for so many years.

And yes, this was Foster, so it was possible she’d convince herself he only meant it “as a friend.”

She had a gift for taking “oblivious” to adorable new levels.

But Keefe was pretty sure she’d know exactly what he was trying to say.

He just had no idea how she’d react.

Maybe she’d blush.

Maybe she’d cringe.

Maybe she’d laugh so hard, she’d pee through her leggings.

Or maybe she’d crumple the paper and throw it away, hoping he’d stay in Humanland and they’d never have to deal with the mountain of awkward he’d heaped on their friendship.

Or maybe she’d run straight to Fitz and tell him everything—and Fitzy would get jealous and finally realize what a fool he’d been for letting her go. Then he’d beg for forgiveness—and after lots and lots of groveling, Foster would tell him he’d always been the one who made her heart go pitter-patter.

And Fitzy would tuck her hair behind her ears, and she’d bite her lip as he leaned toward her and—

Keefe didn’t try to hide his shudder.

No one was around to call him out on his jealousy—or shame him for sitting back and letting Fitzphie happen. As if he was supposed to shove his way between them screaming, NO! PICK ME!

Sophie deserved better than that.

She should get to choose whoever she wanted, without anyone fighting for her like she was the latest prize in the Ultimate Splotching Championship.

And… she wanted Fitz.

Keefe knew that for a fact.

That was the brutal little perk that came with being an Empath.

He understood Foster’s feelings even better than she did.

Then again, the last few times he’d been around her, her emotions about Fitzy had been… different.

A little hurt.

A little sad.

Definitely disappointed.

Even a little angry.

Almost like her crush was starting to fade.

But there had still been plenty of mushy stuff underneath all that. So Keefe was pretty sure it was only a matter of time before Fitzy found a way to fix things.

A few of those sappy gifts he’d gotten so good at giving. An abundance of apologies. And Fitzphie would be back with a vengeance.

Keefe’s hands curled into fists at the thought—which was ridiculous!

This whole thought process was ridiculous!

How much time had he just wasted obsessing about his silly unrequited crush?

A whole lot longer than he’d spent trying to figure out how to get through the night without ending up a Keefe-snack for a hungry beast.

And definitely longer than he’d been able to hang with humans before trying to unleash his mind control.

That’s what he needed to be focusing on.

Solving those problems.

Not this pathetic angst.

Then again… thinking about Foster was a really good distraction.

The whole time he’d been standing there obsessing about what she might or might not be feeling, he hadn’t shivered, or felt the wind picking up, or realized his teeth were chattering.

What if that was the trick to solving the whole human-emotional-overload issue?

Maybe if he kept his mind focused on Foster the next time he was around a bunch of humans, he’d be able to tune out all the other noise that kept messing with his senses and pushing him over the edge.

The plan seemed worth a try—especially since it might be his ticket to a warm bed instead of a snowy mountain campout, trying not to fall out of a tree or get eaten.

But just to be safe, he memorized which facet had brought him there on his pathfinder. That way, he’d have a guaranteed crowd-free escape if Operation Foster Distraction turned out to be an epic fail.

“Wow, am I really doing this?” he asked as he spun the crystal to another random facet.

Seemed like a pretty horrible idea.

But those were kind of his specialty.

And it might just be reckless enough to work.

He took one last calming breath as he held the pathfinder up to the light.

“Here goes nothing,” he whispered as the warmth carried him away. “Bring on the Foster-Feels!”






FOUR

THINK ABOUT FOSTER, KEEFE reminded himself as he re-formed somewhere very cold and loud and wet—and a stampede of emotions immediately tried to trample him like a herd of angry stegosauruses.

Think about Foster.

Think about Foster.

But not in a clingy way, he felt the need to clarify. No reason to make this extra weird.

He was just a guy thinking about a friend who also happened to be sweet and beautiful and brave and brilliant and a million other things that made her his favorite person ever—you know, so he wouldn’t be tempted to unleash his creepy powers all over a bunch of innocent people.

A sad laugh bubbled up his throat, and he choked it back in case any commands tried to sneak out with it.

Think about Foster.

Think about Foster.

Think about Foster.

She’d probably know where he was, since the big greenish-blue tower and enormous waterfalls in the distance seemed like pretty significant landmarks. A huge crowd wearing bright blue capelike covers over their clothes had gathered to ooh and aah at the magnitude of it all—or that’s what Keefe assumed they were doing.

He couldn’t hear anything over the roar of the falling water.

But a buzzy sense of awe hung heavy in the air, thicker than the mist drenching everything.

He could also feel a twitchy sort of impatience, as if everyone was waiting for something to happen.

And plenty of stinging annoyance—probably because the howling wind did not feel good with everything all soggy and shivery.

There was also a hint of fluttery nervousness that made his stomach a little squirmy.

And—

That’s not thinking about Foster!

Keefe shook his damp hair out of his eyes and took a slow, steadying breath.

Okay. If Foster were here, she’d probably say we should figure out why everyone’s wearing those ugly blue things.

Maybe to keep their clothes dry?

If that’s what it was, it didn’t look like the covers were working.

His gaze shifted to the soaked crowd, and his head started spinning, spinning, spinning.

So many people.

So many feelings.

So much mist and wind and noise.

It was too much.

He—

Nope!

Clearly, thinking of Foster in terms of “if” and “probably” wasn’t going to be enough.

If he wanted Operation Foster Distraction to work, he needed to go full delusional-daydream mode.

So he took another long breath and pictured Foster standing right beside him with a shy smile.

Her hair whipped against her cheeks, and she reached up and tucked it behind her ears before offering him her hand.

“Hold on to me,” she shouted over the thundering water. “We don’t want to get separated.”

Keefe focused on his palm, imagining how warm and soft her fingers would feel as they twined around his—and rolled his eyes when his heart skipped the next few beats.

This was definitely a new level of pathetic.

But… it actually seemed to be helping!

The more he made himself believe that Foster was right there with him, the easier it was to tune out everything else.

He pictured the way her cape would stick to her arms—just like his soaked tunic was now suctioned against his shoulders—and imagined her reaching up with her free hand and tugging gently on her eyelashes.

She always did that when she was nervous—though sometimes she’d try to stop herself, so no one could tell what she was feeling.

But Keefe always knew.

That was one of the things that had caught his attention the first time he’d met her.

He’d been hanging out in his favorite ditching spot when a hurricane of panic came blasting down the corridor, followed by a prodigy he’d never seen before—and he couldn’t decide which was cooler: being able to feel her emotions without needing contact, or getting a chance to meet the mysterious new girl.

He’d been the president of the Foster Fan Club ever since.

And maybe someday…

He didn’t let himself finish the thought. But hope still swelled in his chest, drowning out every other sensation—which was super ridiculous, but also kind of a win.

Keep it up! Keefe told himself as the crowd shuffled forward. Think about Foster!

He tried to see where everyone was going—but widening his gaze made him too aware of reality. So he narrowed his focus to his hand and imagined Foster pulling him along, telling him, “Let’s go this way.”

The crowd grew thicker as they walked, and everyone seemed to be following each other.

“We should figure out where to get one of those blue covers,” Foster suggested. “You need to blend in.”

Keefe risked a glance around, trying to see if there was a booth or a store selling them—but he couldn’t see past the crowd.

He did notice a group that looked like they were mostly his age, though—and several of them had their blue covers draped over their shoulders instead of actually wearing them. So he caught up and matched their pace, trying to look like he belonged.

Just keep your head down and don’t draw any attention.

Seemed easy enough—until he slipped on a puddle and almost face-planted into a lamppost.

Keefe’s cheeks burned, and he imagined Foster cracking up—though after all the times he’d teased her for being clumsy, he totally deserved it.

Watch your step.

At this point he couldn’t tell if the voice in his head was his or Foster’s—but that was perfect.

Bring on the delusions!

He imagined draping an arm around her shoulders—to help his balance, of course—as he tried to figure out where he was going. But it was hard to piece together the scene from scattered glances.

He knew there was a metal railing lining the path. And a river on one side of him. And a crowd that kept getting bigger and bigger and bigger.

“Don’t think about them,” Foster’s voice ordered. “Look at the sky. See how bright it is?”

Even with the thick gray clouds blocking the sun, Keefe could tell it was much earlier in the day than in the forest he’d just left—which felt super weird.

He’d forgotten that humans hadn’t figured out how to get all their cities on the same time zone.

“You’ll get used to it,” Foster promised.

Keefe doubted that. But maybe—

He tripped again, this time over someone’s feet.

Their irritation scraped across his senses as he stumbled back and grabbed the rail to keep his balance.

He hadn’t realized the crowd had stopped moving.

Or that they’d formed into a line.

“We need to figure out what they’re waiting for,” Foster told him.

All he could find was a sign that said MAID OF THE MIST, which didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

Was that what one of the waterfalls was called?

Seemed like a strange name—but humans did have a ton of bizarre myths and legends, so maybe they believed some sort of magical maiden lived in the water.

His mind flashed to an image he’d seen somewhere—a human drawing of a red-haired girl with a green fish tail—and he wished he could ask Foster if that’s really what humans thought mermaids looked like.

But she wasn’t there—and as soon as he thought those words, reality came crashing down harder than the falling water.

Emotions battered him from every angle, making his head throb and his stomach churn as his throat closed off with a searing new command.

NO!

THINK ABOUT FOSTER!

Keefe closed his eyes and pictured her face, letting his photographic memory fill in every tiny detail.

Every glint of gold in her eyes.

Every warm shade of brown.

He’d had to draw Foster a few times—part of his whole “recording his memories” project, trying to find what his mom had hidden from him.

But he’d never been able to capture the depth of her stare.

Her eyes radiated too much power.

And wonder.

And intensity.

They truly were breathtaking.

So was she—but she had absolutely no idea.

Keefe understood why.

She’d grown up with her head filled with the thoughts of a bunch of jealous kids who hated her for being different. And all those insults felt true over time.

That’s why Keefe wished he could punch the Black Swan for what they’d put her through.

Leaving her alone in a world where she’d never belong, giving her powers she couldn’t understand or control, and letting her believe it was her fault that she didn’t fit in.

Sure, they’d put her with a family who cared about her—but they also knew that family would be ripped away, and she’d have to leave everything behind and start over in a place where nothing made sense and tons of people wanted to kill her.

And then they expected her to save everyone.

Fix several millennia’s worth of problems without any actual plan for how to do it.

Made her risk her life over and over and over.

The crowd moved forward, and Keefe kept his eyes on his feet as he followed, trying to count how many times Foster had almost died, to keep himself distracted.

She’d been kidnapped.

Attacked with Silveny outside the Black Swan’s hideout.

And who could forget the freezing battle on Mount Everest, when he’d first found out Mommy Dearest was behind everything?

Then King Dimitar had tried to kill them in Ravagog.

And Fintan and Brant made the castle in Lumenaria crumble around her.

And his mom tried to drown everyone in Atlantis.

He didn’t want to think about Umber’s attack, or how long Foster was stuck in the Healing Center battling those horrible echoes.

Then they had to battle a small army of bloodthirsty mutant newborn trolls.

And then of course there was all the creepy stuff that happened in Loamnore.

None of that counted the times her allergy had almost taken her out.

Or when the Black Swan made her reset her abilities.

Honestly, those last few made Keefe angrier than anything the Neverseen had done.

Sure, his mom and her black-cloaked minions were cruel and evil—but at least everyone agreed they were the villains.

The Black Swan were supposed to be the heroes.

Everyone was expected to trust them and follow their orders—even though they mostly wanted everyone to sit back and read a bunch of boring books while the Neverseen ran wild.

Keefe wondered how Forkle and crew felt about Foster’s little firestorm at the Neverseen’s storehouse.

Were they celebrating, like they should be?

Or lecturing her for being too reckless?

Probably both.

And if he was right, he hoped Foster stood up for herself and told them exactly why she—

A voice snapped him back to the present, and it took his brain a second to piece together that someone was talking to him.

A human.

Keefe looked up and realized he was about to cross through some sort of narrow structure—but the path was blocked by a guy in a dark blue shirt.

The guy’s skin was all droopy and wrinkly, and he had big, bushy white eyebrows and a shiny bald head—and if Keefe hadn’t had his jaw clenched so tight, he probably would’ve blurted out, Whoa, I forgot how weird humans look when they get old!

So maybe it was better that he was fighting back a command.

Then again, the guy had clearly asked him a question, and Keefe had no way to respond—and nowhere to go.

The crowd had pressed in behind him, and there were metal rails closing in both sides of his path.

If Foster was there—

WAIT, NO “IF”—KEEP UP THE DAYDREAM!

But Keefe couldn’t picture her anymore.

His brain was racing in too many different directions, most of which wanted him to leap over those rails and RUN, RUN, RUN!

At least his panic seemed to drown out the other emotions.

All he could feel was his racing heart and his shaky breaths.

All he could hear was his pounding pulse—and a few garbled words that sounded like “ticket” and “poncho.”

And yes, he could grab his pathfinder and leap away—create the kind of spectacle that would turn him into a human legend and make it way easier for his mom to pick up his trail.

But if this plan was ever going to work, he had to find a way to actually interact with people.

So he forced himself to make eye contact and slowly cupped one of his hands around his ear, hoping the old guy would take that to mean, “Uh, didn’t hear what you said.”

The guy nodded and said something that got drowned out by a particularly loud gust of wind—then pointed to the group Keefe had been trying to blend in with and shouted, “ARE YOU WITH THEM?”

The group was now crossing some sort of ramp—and they all had their blue coverings on.

Keefe chewed his lip.

Lying probably wasn’t a smart idea—but the only other option was fleeing. So he gave a quick nod and held his breath.

The guy studied him for a long second. Then shrugged. “BETTER HURRY! WE’RE ABOUT TO TAKE OFF.”

Keefe had no idea what that meant. But the guy moved aside to let him pass, so he rushed to catch up with the others.

The moment he stepped onto the ramp, he regretted all his life choices.

The floor dipped under his feet, and he recognized the sensation much too well.

A boat.

He’d boarded a boat.

A HUMAN boat.

Weren’t there a bunch of those at the bottom of the ocean???

“Welcome to the Maid of the Mist,” a voice blared from some sort of hidden speakers.

Keefe spun around, but the old guy had blocked off the path.

It’s fine.

It’s a totally sturdy boat.

Heading toward three giant waterfalls…

“Welcome to the Maid of the Mist,” the voice repeated.

Relax, Keefe told himself. Feel how excited everyone is?

The nervousness he’d picked up earlier had vanished, replaced with an almost audible hum of anticipation.

Would people be feeling like that if they were worried about drowning?

Probably not.

But they also trusted their technology way more than he did.

Plus, they probably didn’t get seasick….

His stomach squirmed and soured as he remembered his miserable journey in Lady Cadence’s weird houseboat contraption.

He’d ended up collapsed on the deck in a shaky, sweaty Keefe-ball—and that was after he’d choked down a bilepod.

How was he supposed to survive without even a basic nausea elixir?

A horn blared as the boat lurched forward, and Keefe barely managed to grab one of the rails before toppling over.

No way was he letting go—even to reach for his pathfinder.

“Please keep your hands and arms inside at all times,” the voice told him.

Keefe tightened his grip.

The boat steered toward the falls, and the mist thickened into a downpour.

This wasn’t going to end well.






FIVE

THE GOOD NEWS WAS, KEEFE survived—and he only barfed once before the boat lurched back to the dock and he could release his death grip on the railing long enough to leap back to the nice, solid mountain.

Okay, fine, he barfed twice.

Well… three times, if he counted the little bit he accidentally swallowed before he burped it up again—but he was trying very hard not to think about that.

Just like he was trying super hard not to think about the bad news…

Operation Foster Distraction had turned out to be an epic fail.

Yeah, he’d made it through the unexpected river adventure without unleashing any commands on unsuspecting humans—but he’d also accidentally ended up on a crowded boat, weaving around enormous waterfalls and getting so drenched that his boots were now squish, squish, squishing with every step.

Clearly, thinking about Foster only worked when he ignored everything else. And how was he supposed to function—or accomplish anything he needed to—if he had to wander around completely oblivious to the rest of the world?

Plus, it probably wasn’t going to help his sanity if he spent all his time hanging out with an Imaginary Sophie.

I’ll find another way, he promised, even though he mostly wanted to bury himself in pine needles and sulk at the stars.

Didn’t help that his head was now filled with a constant chorus of KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE!

It started a few seconds after he reappeared on the mountain, and the call was so loud, he’d whipped around, expecting to find Silveny soaring through the sky.

But there was no sign of his favorite sparkly alicorn.

He hadn’t realized Silveny could transmit to him—and for a second he’d been tempted to let her past his blocking to make sure Foster wasn’t in trouble.

Then he’d realized the calls didn’t feel frantic enough.

They felt annoyed and concerned, as if Silveny was planning to lecture him like an overprotective mama—and he didn’t have the energy for that.

So he ignored her.

Well, he was trying to.

Silveny was not making it easy.

Even the twins had joined in, rattling his brain with their high-pitched shrieks of KEEFE! KEEFE! KEEFE!

Part of him wanted to smile.

Another part wanted to cover his ears and bang his head against the nearest tree.

And a teeny, tiny part he wasn’t proud of couldn’t help wondering why he was hearing from Silveny instead of Foster.

Did she sic the alicorns on him to make him worry that something bad had happened?

Or was she too furious to talk to him?

Or worse—too embarrassed after reading his note?

Or maybe she was with Fitz, and they were too busy getting back together for her to bother with—

“Stop it!” he told himself, shutting down those thoughts before they could spin out of control. “No more thinking about Foster.”

He’d already learned the hard way that it didn’t help—and now he was alone on a dark mountain in the middle of nowhere with no idea how to get through the night without turning into a Keefe-sicle.

The air was cold enough for him to see little clouds of his breath—which felt extra awesome in soaking-wet clothes. And he could hear way too much rustling and scurrying—plus some ominous howling in the distance.

The trees also looked a whole lot shakier now that he was staring down the reality of trying to sleep while balancing on their branches.

“Why does the pathfinder even go to this place?” he grumbled, kicking the frosty ground with his soggy boot.

It was a restricted blue-crystal pathfinder issued to his father by the Council for official assignments in the Forbidden Cities. Shouldn’t that mean the facets went to places in the human world that were actually important?
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