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I Dream of Qotan


The airplane jitters beneath me, shaking me awake. 
I groan, wishing I could just get some good shut-eye without being interrupted by something every five seconds. If squishing my oversized Samoan behind into the small airplane seat wasn’t enough, we weren’t warned at the beginning about all the turbulence. 
Glancing across the aisle at the five seats affixed to the center of the airplane, I see Dad occupying three seats himself. A disgruntled-looking couple shares the seats on the other side of him, each throwing narrow-eyed glances in his direction. Their thoughts drift into my mind, mingled with the cacophony of nearly every passenger’s thoughts.
If you’re curious, the pilots have already had far too many alarming concerns. It’s no wonder they don’t communicate regularly on the overhead speaker. Someone else might think the plane is about to go down based on all their negativity. 
Why do they even let big people fly on airplanes? They should have to take boats so that they don’t get in our way. This is ridiculous.
I grit my teeth, trying not to look over at the middle-aged man sitting next to my dad. He’s been fuming ever since we took our seats hours ago in Los Angeles. I thought he’d get over himself at some point, but apparently, he’s having a really hard time coming to the fact that my dad bought three seats so that he could be comfortable. Why does he care so much?
“Wooooaaah, did you see this, Jar?” Lily says, her face pressed quite nearly through the clear, round airplane window. “It looks like we’re flying over a cloud ocean.”
I smile, despite the constant barrage of airplane complaints and grumbles coming from our fellow passengers’ heads. 
“Let me see,” I say, gently pressing on her shoulder. She relents without complaint, allowing me to poke my head close enough to see out the window. Waves of white clouds sprawl out in the air hundreds of feet below the wings of the airplane. They look as if wind-swept waves of an ocean were frozen in time, splayed out in a magnificent sheet.
I whistle softly, though apparently not softly enough. A woman complains mentally about my noise. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. 
“Mom and I never flew very far. The biggest trip we ever did was to Canada, but we didn’t fly. We just drove. My mom wasn’t extremely interested in flying—something about the corruption of airline leadership and conspiracies about intentionally tampered-with airplanes. Did you know that there are usually up to fifty airplane crashes a year? That’s a lot of people who could die.”
I bite my tongue, trying hard not to tell Lily that she’s already told me this twice now. One, I don’t want to embarrass her, and two, she’d probably forget and tell me again anyway. I let her drone on about airplane architecture and a homeschool field trip they did to a Boeing manufacturing plant years ago. There are some pretty interesting things, I have to say, and it does help distract me from the constant noise of everyone’s thoughts. 
When we arrived in northern Michigan over a week ago, it took us some time to figure out our bearings. After making it on foot to a small local town, we were able to secure a ride to Mackinaw City, the closest place with an airport. Even as a large Samoan kid, the cold breeze that blew off the lakes there chilled me to the bone. A quick flight from there to Kentucky allowed us to restock at our house.
When you’ve moved as much as we have growing up, no place truly feels like home. Yet after traversing Qotan and being beaten, battered, nearly mind-controlled, and ultimately seeing a lot of death, a normal-looking house in a small town feels very cozy. We didn’t stay long. Dad gathered a few things, restocked on various other incidentals, then we set to work. First on the list? A set of burner phones with location access. After seeing how many times our phones got sucked dry just looking for Lily in Portland, it was obvious that we needed a bunch of them to run through repeatedly. Ten seemed like a good number, if not a bit overkill, but hey, now we don’t have to wait for a phone to charge to use the searching stone. 
My fingers fiddle with the pant leg of my sweatpants as I resist the urge to pull one out right now and test it. Not only is cell phone use wholly not allowed on an operating aircraft, but it would also draw a ridiculous amount of attention on the full flight. The last time we tried using it on a map, we discovered that the halfling had already been captured and taken to Qotan by Gulran and his cronies. It feels like every moment we spend on traveling and not watching the location of this sixth and final halfling is just asking for the same thing to happen. We checked before this flight left nearly ten hours ago, but a lot can happen in ten hours. 
I have to say I was a bit surprised at this kid’s location. So far, we’ve been extremely lucky to find all the halflings in the same country. When that light popped up halfway across the world in the Philippines, I have to admit that my outlook on the situation turned relatively sour. 
Dad was equally not thrilled about it, knowing the travel and expenses would shallow his pockets more than expected. Lily, on the other hand, couldn’t rave any more about the potential experience. The only silver lining in all of this is that Lily’s mom is loaded, even more so than Dad. She promised to pay for all of this, saying that it would be hardly a blip in their bank account when considering all they had. While appreciated, Dad has been a bit more subdued because of it. 
Lily lets out a deep yawn, triggering my brain to follow suit. 
“We still have three hours of this flight,” she says, mouth turned downward. “I think I’m going to get some more shut-eye. Mind if I scoot over you to take a trip to the bathroom?”
I nod. Most people could probably just turn their legs to the side to let her through. Not me. I have to stand up completely, moving forward so that she can slip by to head to the restrooms at the rear of the plane. Being elf-blooded, she’s unnaturally tall and is also forced to arch her back so as not to smack her head on the ceiling. She thanks me before shuffling down the narrow aisle. Even in a turbulent airplane, she walks with incredible grace. Even though I shouldn’t, I check to see if she has a mental barrier up. She doesn’t. So naturally, I peek into her mind, curious to know what she’s thinking. An image of Cassidy stands at the front, along with images of David and Krista. I sigh. 
The problem with splitting up is that there isn’t a lifeline to Qotan. For all we know, David and the others were captured by Gulran and are being tortured daily. Or maybe they conquered Qotan and are now dominating the world there. We have zero idea, and that bothers me. When communication is easy to come by (on account of my mind-reading thing), having no information feels like falling into a deep well and drowning with no way to contact anyone for help. I worry for Cassidy, and more so for Amir. He just learned that he can’t ever return to the human realm. That’s got to be a huge blow to him. 
“You doing okay over there? You’ve made enough faces that I can nearly figure out what you’re thinking without having to read minds,” Bob says, leaning his large body over the aisle so he can speak quietly to me. 
I nod. “I just can’t help but think about David and the others. I wish there were a way that we could know that they are okay. And I really hope that this last kid is easy to find so we can be on our way.”
He looks thoughtful. “Sometimes it’s better to just accept that certain things are beyond your control. We just have to focus on how fortunate it was that we didn’t have to watch Amir die a horribly painful death. There’s been too much death of late.”
Bob casts his eyes upward as his mind drifts to thoughts of Stacey and her ignominious death at the hand of David’s dad. Sure, it wasn’t his fault, but it still sucked. A flash of his deep love for her and even deeper sadness at her loss transfers from his open mind. I grit my teeth, not ready for the onslaught of images and emotion.
“Are you worried about what we’ll find when we get to the Philippines?” 
He shakes his head. “Qotan and Earth have similar geographic structures, so since the Philippines is surrounded by the ocean, the same must be true in Qotan. If Gulran has the means to traverse that distance faster than we can, then I’ll be shocked. While marvelous in some ways, Earth is leagues ahead of Qotan in technology. At this point, I’d rather hope that we are ahead of them than sit and wallow in anxiety.”
“True enough. I’ll try to do the same,” I say.
Bob laughs lightly. “You’ll try. That’s something, at least. We’ll get ’em, one way or another.”
“Get who?” Lily says, returning from the restroom. 
“The last teen,” I say, my fingers fiddling faster with my pant leg as I give her the obvious answer. 
“Right. Should have known that.” She slips around me as I stand to get out of her way. “Surely it can’t be that difficult to get around the Philippines. It should be interesting without someone being fluent in Tagalog. I have been learning it a little bit. Look: Magandang hapon.”
I raise an eyebrow. “And that means—?”
“‘Good day,’ or something like it. Kamusta kamo gwapo. That’s ‘How are you?’ I’m well on the way to being fluent.”
I shake my head. “I thought you were going to sleep, not babble to me in a different language.”
As much as I try to keep my annoyance out of my tone, I’m a little tired of hearing her voice. She doesn’t seem offended in the least. 
“Yeah, you’re right. Wake me when we get there so the plane—with me in it—doesn’t take off somewhere else.”
I laugh, which causes the wrinkles at the side of her eyes to deepen. Another thought of Cassidy and worry flashes in her mind. It’s been hard for her. She felt like she was in charge of Cassidy, to be there to protect her and help her adjust. Now we’ve been ripped apart by different realms. Countless times, I’ve had to remind her that it’s going to be okay. Cassidy is in good hands. Still, the girl stresses. Can’t blame her though. I miss Krista daily. This might be the longest we’ve been apart, and I hate it. 
“Any chance you can put up a barrier? I could use a little break from Cassidy worries,” I say.
She cocks her head. “Oh—wow. Yeah—that’s embarrassing. Still getting used to that one.”
Her barrier goes up, and I sigh. It’s only a small drop in the ocean compared to the free-flowing thoughts of every other human aboard the plane. She nods to me, then grabs her pillow, smashing it against the window and sighing with her eyes closed. 
“You should get some shut-eye, too. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how little you’ve slept. Even the greatest of bears needs to sleep, or else he’ll fall to his enemy’s claws,” Dad says. 
His point is made, but there has been a notable lack of me shifting into any animal form since we made it back to Earth on account of there being no enemies. Our only guess is that the dark races have been pretty distracted with the death of their former leader, Urothar, who had been leading the campaign against the light races for many years, but he’s gone now. Without his rule, it’s hard to say what troubles Qotan will have to deal with going forward. Gulran escaped, and each of the dark races has its own ruler who could easily spin out of control, taking Urothar’s place and continuing the fight. All I know is that we’ve been free from attacks and trouble. The lack of fighting has been refreshing. Bob hasn’t even made me do fighting drills, which is what ultimately scares me the most. 
While he lies there, he puts up his own mental barrier. I frown, knowing it’s his right to have privacy, but I also worry that now I can’t keep an eye on him, what with his wife’s loss. Krista and I may not be blood siblings, and he and Stacey may have married out of convenience, but he loved her. I could tell. Her passing is affecting him, and he’s just hiding it. I silently pray that it’s not going to take him down a dark path that could end very badly for not only him but me as well. 
Sighing, I follow his example, sliding my behind down on the cramped seat so I can lay my head back without it falling to the side. The roar of the engine takes over the subdued conversations throughout the cabin. Even the fussing baby nearly ten rows up falls away as I focus on my breathing, relaxing my body to a point that I can fall into a deep sleep. 
I know the moment I start dreaming because my field of vision is replaced by the beautiful scene of Qotan, more specifically, the elven city of Terendrell. Tree-grown structures extend from the ground, cultivated by the elven magics to serve a dual purpose as living plants and elven shelters. Roped bridges formed from the thick roots of plants and trees weave in and out of doorways and balconies carved out of the trees, slats of wood filling the centers and providing walkways for the elves. The tall creatures walk with the grace only ballet dancers ever achieve, their arms gliding in time with their feet as they move about their business. A light rain filters through the canopy above, turning into more of a mist by the time it reaches the peaceful city below. 
“Saying that we need to do something about it. We have the dark races running with their tails between their legs. If we struck now and struck fast, it might give us the advantage that we need. Think about the last few fights we’ve had; they’ve fallen apart on us. Don’t you think we should do more of it?”
The voice calls in my mind, distant and echoed, as if I’m standing in an underground cave full of water. I know the voice the moment I hear it, and in my dream state, I smile. Lucid dreams are about 50/50 for me, so they aren’t surprising when they happen, but they make me as giddy as a little schoolgirl. Having all that power at your fingertips is incredible. I raise my hand, ready to start tearing down the dream and building a new reality for myself. I might as well have some fun if I’m going to be alert in the dream for the next few hours.
“Look, you aren’t wrong. I agree that we could be a little more aggressive, but we don’t know what we don’t know. Just because Urothar’s head got bitten off by my mom doesn’t mean we’re off the hook. Dranith is still in shambles; the elves said that orcs still have control over it. Then there is the literal fact that the dragons are still missing. I’ve also overheard Ilvinar mention something about attacks to the south still happening nearly daily. Ferona’s ugly face is still alive, so until she kicks the bucket, any number of things could—what are you doing?”
I recognize David’s tone pretty quickly, but I dream about him and Krista regularly. I don’t think much of it until I hear his explanation stop. Frowning, I turn my dream mind’s eye in the direction of his speaking. His hair is cropped shorter than usual, and he wears thick, red-colored armor. Blue eyes search me for a moment, and I’m at a loss for words. Why is he looking at my dream self like that?
“Did you have a question or something? Why are you raising your hand, Kris?”
I blink, realizing he’s looking at and speaking directly to me. 
“Uhhh, I’m not sure. Something weird is going on,” Krista’s voice says, coming from behind me. I let my hand fall to my side, turning to see where she is. 
Only the wall of the closest elven home is there, the empty window dark, its inhabitants off doing whatever elves do daily.
David frowns. “Krista, what are you looking for? You’re looking pale now.”
“Something’s not right. My hand went numb there for a second, and I lost control. Now it’s back.”
My mind’s eye, of its own volition, looks down at my hand. It’s a lot paler and much smaller than usual.
Then it hits me like a ton of bricks. Eyes wide and chest tightening, I let go of control of my hand. 
Krista sighs. “That was weird. Anyway, like I said, if we hit them hard and fast, I think we could gain an advantage. Maybe we could actually find out where the dragons are being held and how.”
David shakes his head. For once in my entire life, I can’t hear anyone’s thoughts. This isn’t that strange, considering dreams are just dreams. No one has conscious thoughts when they are created by imagination. Yet in this moment, I get the feeling I’m not dreaming. In all my dreams, lucid and non-lucid alike, I’m always myself. Seeing that hand and hearing Krista’s words with her not being there . . .
I am her. 
I balk at the implication that I’ve somehow taken her form in this dream. What my brain is doing to me in this moment completely distracts me. Why would my mind make me into someone else, let alone my half-demon sister? 
David sighs again. He runs a hand through his hair, tousling it upward a couple of times so that the front bits stay up when he pulls his hand away. “We do need to find them. But how?”
“I’m telling you, we need to knock some heads in.”
He chuckles darkly. “You and your head-knocking. I think your calm demon form is more pleasant than this one. Can you at least try to cool it? Amir’s struggling enough as it is; he doesn’t need your ‘fight, fight, fight’ mind making that worse for him.”
“Fine, but we aren’t done talking about it.” 
A strange sense of self washes over me, as if my mind can’t figure out who exactly I am. Blinking, I look up at the roped bridges and tree homes scattered in the vast network of branches in the canopy above. Elves meander here and there, tall and imposing, yet gentle in most aspects of their life. This has to be the most vivid dream I’ve ever experienced, from the smell of the wet earth to the breeze as it touches my face. I want to bask in it, revel in this moment while I’m away from Qotan. For some time, I forgot I’m even on an airplane outside this wonderful dream. 
“Do you think Jared and Lily are doing okay?” David’s voice breaks my reverie.
I shrug, but not of my own volition. It’s like some force is guiding the movement.
“Probably. Jared’s resourceful. He’s kept up with me throughout our lives. And that Lily girl . . . she’s a spitfire, to say the least,” Krista’s voice echoes in my head. A wave of annoyance and—a surprisingly strong anger—warms my chest. It’s so overwhelming to my normally calm brain that I cough. Krista coughs too. 
“You okay?” David asks, putting his hand on my back—or her back. Being inside Krista’s mind is really throwing me for a loop.
“Yeah, I think so. Maybe I need to sleep or something. Look, Jared and the elf girl are going to be fine. Let’s just hope they find that kid before Gulran and his goonies do. As much as I want to go on yet another rescue mission—”
An overhead announcement for our flight echoes so loudly in the dream that it drowns out the rest of the conversation. I have a distinct feeling that this is not a dream. The sights, the sensations, and how Krista reacted when I moved her limbs felt all too realistic. Is my connection to Krista spanning realms? My chest burns in excitement at the prospect of being able to see them. That they are alive is reason enough for me to rejoice, but now I can hear they are making progress against our enemy. 
I snap awake to someone shaking my shoulder. 
“Hey, we’re here already. Do you normally sleep so hard?” Lily asks, an eyebrow raised.
“He’s always slept like a hibernating bear,” Dad says from his place across the aisle.
Lily snorts. “Well, paint me jealous. I didn’t sleep that well. At least I got some shut-eye. Hopefully, our layover doesn’t feel too long because I really want to get this flying thing over with. Who knew it would take four planes just to get to the Philippines?”
I ignore her comment. My brain is still mulling over the new information gained from my dream. It feels profound and important, so I don’t want to mess it up when I relay it to her. 
Lily clearly detects something’s wrong with me. She cocks her right eyebrow. “Something wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”
The baby a few rows down starts crying then, mixing with my confused thoughts and turning them into an even more complicated jumble. I hadn’t realized the kid had even stopped crying until he started again. 
“I had a dream that seems important,” I say, pausing when I almost blurt out the words “Qotan” and “different realm.” With the fussing kid and the purring of the airplane engine, I’m pretty sure our neighbors front and back wouldn’t hear us, but it’s still not worth the risk. The less crazy we seem, the less likely we are to get flagged as dangerous, particularly in an airport. I tap my head, making sure both Dad and Lily register what I’m telling them to do. I sense Bob drop his mental wall, with Lily following pretty closely after. 
I saw Krista and David in Qotan.
“What?!” Lily exclaims aloud.
I press my finger to my lips.
Quiet! 
Sorry!
It’s hard to explain, but my mind somehow attuned to Krista while I slept. With the time dilation between realms, it’s hard to say if it was the same time in Qotan as it is here, or if I was seeing something in the past, but they were talking about the war and the progress there. 
I relay the information as quickly and succinctly as possible, Lily hanging on my every word. She sighs when I stop, letting her head bang softly against the headrest. It goes without saying that we hoped David and the rest of our team would have made more progress in the war, or at least in rescuing the dragons. Based on the conversation, they aren’t on either front. Remembering the terrifying shadow creature that we witnessed right before we phased back to Earth, I shiver. Even with Urothar dead, Gulran and Ferona—not to mention the other rulers of the dark races—still have plenty of sway in the war. And if they can summon more of those creatures, then it’s not going to look good for our side of the conflict. 
None of us feels like discussing more after I share the information, so we lapse into silence as the plane descends toward the Philippines. I lean over just enough to peek out the small window, the verdant land spanning outward in an endless view. Sporadic buildings sit here and there among terraced rice fields, but before long, the view changes to a somewhat metropolitan scene. It’s surprising to see how many tall buildings they have here; for some reason, I imagined the city a lot differently. I reflect on how unfortunate it is that this halfling has been halfway across the world and how fortuitous it has been that the rest of us were at least within the same country.
The plane lands, and people start getting off quickly.
“Let’s hope that my Tagalog is good enough to get us around this place,” Lily says.
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We Meet a Gnome


It turns out that we don’t even need to speak the language. Lily’s shoulders slump the moment she discovers this. Her enthusiastic self tries to drum up conversations more than once with other travelers as we wait, yet each time she tries to say something in Tagalog, she gets a kind response from the locals and is then told that most people speak English anyway. 
Still, she tries. 
The moment I step off the plane, it feels like a wet, warm blanket is being pressed right against my face. In fact, every part of me feels damp, my sweat plastering the fabric of my tee to my back. My body is obviously sparing no time expelling nearly every bit of water possible from itself in an effort to keep me cool. 
It’s failing, in case you are wondering. 
Lily downs the last bit of her water bottle. “Looks like we’ll need more water. I’ll be right back.”
“Grab me a few?” I ask, holding up my nearly empty one. 
She nods, then saunters off. Her steps are light and quick, and just seeing her tall form move among the much shorter Filipino people is somewhat comical. If she felt out of place before, she surely does even more so now. Dad nudges me in the shoulder.
“Something bothering you? You’ve been quiet ever since you shared your dream.”
I shake my head. “Nothing more than just the revelation that I can mind-link with Krista. The craziest part is that she didn’t even realize I was there. In hindsight, I probably should have tried to get her to discover I was in her head, but I couldn’t speak to her mind. It was like—I was her.”
Bob nods thoughtfully. “I think the most important thing we need to focus on right now is finding the last halfling, but you need to explore this more. If there is a way you can voluntarily communicate with Krista, or anyone else in Qotan, that would be a game changer.”
I nod, yet the weight of the new responsibility pushes down on my shoulders. 
Lily soon returns carrying an armful of water bottles. 
“I didn’t know how many you wanted, but based on how wet you are, I’m going to assume this place has already sucked you dry,” she says, handing me four, one by one.
I have the sudden urge to inspect my armpits to see how big the pit stains are, but I shrug it off. No reason to be embarrassed about my bodily functions. I’m a big dude. Combine heat with me, and you can pretty much assume it’s going to be a waterfall right away. Sweat beads on my forehead and drips down my face in droves. Some leaks into my eyes, stinging them a bit. I use my shirt to wipe off my face. I’ve lived in humid places, but nothing is like what I’m experiencing now. Even just pulling the thick air into my lungs feels like a job, though the longer we sit, the easier it seems to be getting. 
Lily whistles softly. “Anyone else feel like they’ve just showered and never dried themselves off?”
Bob laughs. “That’s a good way of putting it. But yes, to validate your comment, I do feel that way. Though I’m not sure it’s the humidity that’s going to get us in the end, I fear.”
I furrow my brow, turning to find that he’s pointing away from us at a gaggle of flight attendants huddled together. They watch us with concerned expressions from afar, and they aren’t even bothering to hide it. Heads together, they point and whisper, some laughing, others looking nervous. Amidst the chaos of Tagalog thoughts that flit through my head like a fuzzy radio station that I can’t turn off, I sense their thoughts specifically. Sure, everyone in the Philippines is supposed to know how to speak English, but they sure don’t think in it. Still, they aren’t too far away that I can’t focus on their thoughts specifically, so I do. 
And I’m met with more gibberish. I sigh, leaning back in the chair with the hopes of resting my head and closing my eyes, but the back of the chair is so far reclined that I’d have to slump nearly all the way down to get there. So instead, I just close my eyes and pretend like they aren’t staring at us.
“Oh, I see,” Lily says suddenly. 
“What’s that?” I peek an eye open, following her gaze.
“Everyone’s staring at us like we’re a bunch of crazies.”
I frown. “There are plenty of foreigners around here. Lots of old white dudes here to find their next wife, I’m guessing.”
Lily pushes my arm, apparently not pleased with my comment. “No, it’s not that. We’re literally the three biggest people in the room, and we’re together.”
Oh. Right. 
I sit up in my chair, more interested now. Sure enough, even with the few foreigners we see, nationalities not entirely known, they are all average height, which, sure, is still pretty tall compared to the Filipinos, but nothing like us. Even sitting down, I’m taller than or at least at face-level with many of the locals. Each of us is over six feet tall, and though Lily is rail-thin, Dad and I are like boats, with our thick chests and arms. 
“There’s not a chance we’ll be able to stay subtle where we are going,” Bob chimes in. “We may just have to use that to our advantage. Those seem particularly interested in you, son.”
Bob gestures toward another small group of locals. Two women and a man stand off to the side, whispering and pointing. Apparently, being subtle is less important in this country than it is in the US. The girls giggle with each other and point, but I’m met with the piercing stare of the man. I flinch, almost looking away, but pause when I see just how short he is. I’m unsure what the average height is in the Philippines, but this man looks like he’s rivaling the low end of the short metrics. He stands a whole head and a half shorter than the women, but his tense shoulders and intense eyes more than make up for his height. I match his gaze, keeping mine soft but leaving a bit of challenge in my eyes. 
He doesn’t back down. Curious, I focus on his thoughts, hoping that he’s thinking in English. 
Nope.
His mind rattles off Tagalog gibberish in a fast string. I sigh, looking away and preparing to let his thoughts fall into the din of the room when he thinks the word “Qotan,” and I freeze. My eyes snap back to him. His eyebrows shoot up practically to the top of his forehead. His grimace disappears, and amusement enters his mind and face. He leans in, whispering to the women, who pause their gossiping and turn to stare at us in unison. My skin chills.
“Something’s not right,” I say, honing in on the women’s thoughts now, too. Though still in Tagalog, I get the sense that they have changed their minds about who we are. Then the man starts walking toward us, the women following closely behind. I curse, drawing both Lily and Bob away from their conversation. I’d lost complete track of what they were conversing about the moment I noticed these three staring at us. I don’t feel threatened by them; I’m pretty much double their size, but we didn’t bring any weapons with us. You can’t have those in a carry-on, so we’re a bit exposed. Dad checked a few of the short swords, and Lily packed some knives she procured from our home when we restocked, but we don’t have those bags with us.
As they approach, I stand, making sure to look as imposing as possible.
“You not from here,” the man says.
Bob smiles warmly, standing with me and extending a hand. “No sir, we are from the United States, actually.”
His eyes flash to Bob, then size him up before returning to me. “You and you. Not from here.”
I shift side to side on each foot. “Right. He just said that. We are from—”
“No!” the man says more forcefully. “Not from here. From Qotan.”
I’m floored, stopping my restless shifting. 
“Magandang ha-poon,” Lily says awkwardly.
The women chuckle a little. The man seems unamused. 
One of the women looks to Lily and speaks back. “Mabuting Tagalog. Meronong ka mag-salita?”
Lily slumps. “All right, you’ve already lost me there.”
Did she just completely miss the fact that this dude just brought up Qotan right to our faces? In public? Just the fact that he even knows about Qotan is one thing, but the fact that he brought it up in public and knew that we were involved with the other realm is another thing. I resist the urge to nudge her to bring her back to reality. Sometimes I don’t know where her mind is at. More than once since we’ve been traveling, she’s missed some bits of conversations, joining in with some strange fact that isn’t always related.
“They just said we are from Qotan, Lily. Did you miss that?”
She blinks, understanding dawning on her face. “Right. Sorry, just trying to get the language down.”
The man has short pitch-black hair and dark eyes. Honestly, the women do too. Almost everyone here has the same coloring. His somewhat flattened nose is wide and broad, with sharp cheeks prominent around it. He wears a uniform of some sort, but I can’t place what it might be for—all white, with a logo on it I don’t recognize. The women wear short skirts and blazers of the same color, indicating that they must work for the same place. The women are either twins or siblings, because their large brown eyes and quirked mouths look very similar, if not the same. Their mocha skin seems to soak in the sun blazing in through all the glass windows in the walls and ceiling. 
“Why are you here? We see American all time, but no from Qotan.”
I clear my throat. “How did you know we aren’t from here?”
He gives me a withering look, as if the answer should be the most obvious thing in the world. 
“She’s an elf,” he says pointedly, shooting a glance up at Lily, who is seriously double his height. “I can see through magic; no illusions work for me.”
“Wait, so you can see—what I actually look like?” Lily says, curious now. 
He nods. “Friends can’t, but I can. And you—fairy blood?”
I’m taken aback by his accuracy. “How—?”
He waves away my question before I can even get it out. “I’m half gnome. These two are half dryads. Gnomes have very good eyes—can see through illusions and sense the truth. You the first Americans I seen who have half blood. Very common here in the Philippines, but less in other places. You are normal, just human, no?”
He’s looking at Dad now, who nods. “I’m his father. His mother is the fairy.”
My chest burns at the mention of my mother. Shame washes through me like a wave as I think about her betrayal. I’ve known my whole life that someday I’d be meeting my mom. I’d always hoped it would be a great experience, all hugs and tears as she, the one who sent me and my dad away all those years ago, finally reunites with her long-lost son. Instead, I got shoved in a cage and nearly mind-addled by the enemy. Her burning eyes and fierce expression is nearly seared into my memory. Her betrayal of not only the light races but also of my friends and me has left a hole inside me that I can’t seem to fill. Naturally, that burning immediately makes me think of Rolinda, who was captured by Urothar and is still missing. My jaw aches from how tightly I clench it, but I pull myself out of the angry reverie, focusing back on the man. 
The man doesn’t seem to notice my reaction, instead nodding thoughtfully. “You are lucky you have illusion powers. You look silly, human elf. Would attract too much attention here.”
“Yeah, well, that’s the point of it.” She sounds a little hurt. 
“What are you three doing here, then?” I ask firmly. We’d learned in Portland, after running into another half fairy, that there are other half bloods scattered around the world. Our human parents weren’t the only humans who had connections in the other realm. Humans used to travel to and from Qotan relatively freely before we were born, or so we were told. Doesn’t it make sense that there would be other half bloods roaming the world? The thought hadn’t ever crossed my mind. I didn’t exactly get out much. Even with reading minds, Bob and Stacey kept us in our own space as much as possible, interacting with the world as little as possible, except for when we went to classes. 
“Marvin, that’s my name. I live here. Work here. My father brought me to Manila when I was ten. Qotan was no a safe place anymore. Came back to his home in Manila through rip in reality.”
“The—what?” Lily and I ask nearly in unison.
He looks pained. “The rip. Between Qotan and Philippines. No portal but—something else.”
He launches into an explanation about how the two worlds, being overlaid with each other, sometimes had flaws. Apparently, a twist in realities caused a rip between them, an unofficial and more volatile form of travel between the two realms. Nothing like a portal, which is via organized space and travel. A tear in reality pulls everything and everyone into it violently, sending masses through all at once. 
“Wait, so you mean to tell me that there is a ‘rip’,” I finger quote in the air, “That just sucks people into it?”
Marvin nods solemnly. “My father and his people pulled in. Some die from the travel, but many live. He was in Qotan twenty years, had me, then we forced out through portals after war started. Nearly million people pulled in.”
My jaw drops. Nearly a million.
The women with Marvin continue to whisper to each other, their eyes raking over me like I’m a piece of meat. I decide in that moment that I’m glad I don’t speak Tagalog at all. The fact that they haven’t joined in the conversation isn’t lost on me.  
Lily shakes her head. “I’m sorry. That’s horrible.”
It’s about this time that I notice that every time one of us says something, he relates it back to the women in Tagalog. So they don’t speak English well. So much for the claim that everyone speaks English. One of the women, smiling coyly, raises her hand, a flower blooming in her palm instantly. She holds it out to me, a testament to something. What, though, I’m not sure. I take the flower, thanking her and flushing when I realize she probably doesn’t understand me.
Marvin shrugs, his next words bringing me back to the conversation. “Is reality. No matter where you go, you find half bloods or quarter bloods.”
“Quarter bloods?” 
He nods. “Children of halfs. Like my son and daughter. They quarter gnome blood. My son normal; my daughter has gnome abilities. Gets weaker over time.”
His short and quipped explanation somehow makes sense in my mind, but it’s still a concept I can’t quite wrap my head around. I’ve been destined to die from birth, so the idea of growing up and having a life and kids never seemed like a thing. It makes sense that, like all heritages, your blood and abilities would pass down, but still, it hadn’t ever occurred to me.
“So if it’s so common here, how many other people in this airport have Qotan in them?” Lily asks.
I gape at her. The words don’t necessarily come out as a challenge, but the way she says them does. I nudge her, and she shoots me a confused look. 
Marvin, clearly unbothered by the query, turns and points away, spinning in place as he starts naming things off. “Siren blood there, some dwarves, though they blend pretty well in our country. Some dryads, like these two. Dryads are loose-lipped and very flirty, many of those, at least ten just in the airport. Some pilots are half fairy, like you. Half troll—half orc—half goblin—”
“What?” I say, interrupting him. “Did you just say there are half orc and goblins?”
He returns his gaze to me, nodding. “Yes? Is that problem?”
“You’ve been to Qotan, right?” I say incredulously. “They are the dudes trying to capture and kill us.”
He looks away for a moment, considering my words, then nods subtly. “Right. Yeah, can see how that would no be cool. Well, like all us, they sent back to Earth, though perhaps for no same reasons as we were.” He puts a hand to his chin, considering the information I just shared.
I shrug it off. “Look, it’s pretty crazy to realize that there are other halflings all around the Philippines, but the fact is, we still need to locate one specific halfling. As far as we know, this person is on a little island south of Manila. It’s called—”
I curse when I forget the name of it. Everything sounds the same in this country. Gesticulating to Lily to pull out her phone, I continue to search for the word. She obliges, holding hers out with the map application open already. Bless her for always seeming to know what I need before I even get to telling her. Not sure where she learned that skill, but it’s been handy more than once. 
“Here,” I say, pointing to the triangle-shaped island in the sporadically spread islands on the Philippines map.
“Oh! Panay! I’m from there, actually. Where on Panay?” 
I slump. “I don’t recall exactly, and we can’t find out more without privacy—”
He raises an eyebrow at me. At this point, the two half-dryad girls have lost interest in our conversation. They saunter away, joining another group of like-dressed men and women who I only just now realize are flight attendants. Joining in the tittering fray, they continue to shoot us random looks here and there.
An announcement rings loudly over the speakers, playing first in Tagalog, then English, then another language I don’t quite recognize. Something distinctly Asian. It’s so loud that I have to stick a finger in my ear to try to clear my mind enough to focus on what Marvin is asking. 
“What you mean, privacy? Can you no search right here?” 
He reaches for the phone, but I pull it away, waving my other hand to dismiss his question. 
“No, it’s not like that.” I pause, realizing that a lengthy explanation about the searching stones and how they work just isn’t worth it. Not that he’s not worthy of said information. I’m just exhausted from travel and have no interest in explaining it. The back-minded conversations jump to the front of my brain, Filipino words and phrases consuming my thoughts suddenly. I squeeze my eyes shut, focusing on sending the overheard thoughts back to the recesses of my mind. I shoot a look at the gossiping group and see that their conversation has picked up and is more animated now. If I could just turn off the mind-reading completely, I might be able to handle crowded places better. Filling my lungs with the thick air, I use my physical sensations—the discomfort, heat, sweat, and feeling generally disgusting—to ward off the intruding thoughts. 
“Look, our flight doesn’t leave for another eight hours. Do you know if there are any faster ways to get there? Others are going after this kid, and we would really prefer to get there first,” I say. 
“You know, from a halfie to a halfie, a favor, if you will. You are a pilot, aren’t you?” Lily says.
Before I can nudge her again for overstepping her bounds, Marvin chuckles. 
“Yes, can do. I am a pilot, right? Favors for other ‘halfie,’ I can do. It’s small plane. Won be too comfortable. Is okay?” 
How had I not noticed he’s a pilot? My eyes dart down to his uniform, and sure enough, his white shirt has a golden pilot badge, and his shoulders bear the epaulettes indicating his role. I rub my temple, overwhelmed that the intrusive thoughts in this crowded airport are causing me to lose my observation game. Not only that, but I’m exhausted. Lily, while tall, at least fits in the airplane seats width-wise. She’s been able to snooze without too much trouble. Me, on the other hand? I’m lucky I even got the one good nap in, and even that was disrupted by literally possessing Krista’s mind across realms. My life sounds like a TV sitcom if I’m being honest.
“We’ll take it,” Lily says, holding out her hand for Marvin to shake. He grins widely, taking her hand firmly and waving it for a moment before letting it fall away. 
“Come this way.”
I pause. “What about our bags? We checked a few that we’ll need if we’re going with you.”
He nods. “No trouble.”
Snapping his fingers, he shouts something in Tagalog toward the gaggle of girls still gossiping about us. One of the two original half dryads from before shuffles out of the group toward him. After a brief gibberish conversation, she pulls a phone out of her pocket and looks at me expectantly. 
“She needs your name and next flight number,” Marvin says after my hesitation lasts just a bit too long. 
“Oh, right.”
Fortunately, our itineraries and tickets are right at hand. After giving her what she needs, she winks at me, then holds out her hand, a daisy forming on her palm out of thin air. She offers it to Lily, who beams at the gift. 
“That’s wicked cool! Thank you!” she says. 
Turning to me, the dryad once again opens her hand, but this time, a deep red rose forms, minus the thorny stem. She holds it out to me, then winks. 
I can’t stop myself from flushing. Fortunately, my skin pigmentation hides the embarrassment easily. My stumbling words, on the other hand, do not. 
“Th—thank you. Very kind,” I say, clearing my throat and looking away. This awards me a chuckle from the short Filipino girl, who saunters off to find our luggage.
“This way,” Marvin says. 
He leads us through the lobby to a door that is clearly marked as “Employees only.” The door leads us straight to the tarmac, the oppressively humid air backed by an intense wind, a promise of a storm in the distance. The positive thing about the thick air is that when it blows, it turns your sweaty body into an air conditioner. Nothing like a dry-heat wind that feels like hot and unproductive air. I sigh, closing my eyes momentarily as my body temperature plummets. 
“Thank heavens. I was dying in there,” Lily says. “They should really invest in some air conditioning.”
Dad laughs. “You really say it how it is, don’t you?”
She shrugs. “Why not? There’s no point in beating around the bush.”
Marvin either doesn’t hear us or doesn’t care about the conversation. He shuffles off across the paved tarmac to a small jet that looks like it will seat maybe a dozen people. The door hangs open, and Marvin jumps sprightly up the steps and gestures us to follow. When I ask about why an airplane is just sitting here like this, he indicates that it is always here, set for when important government officials might show up on a whim, which they apparently do regularly. The cabin is so small that all three of us have to duck our heads to reach our seats. It’s not spacey and comfortable like all those fancy private jets. Fortunately, it’s only the three of us aboard, so we each take a set of two seats to ourselves. When I turn to the side, my feet hang off the edge of the seats, and if I point my toes, I can almost touch the other side of the plane. 
We wait for a bit until our checked bags are brought, then the plane starts moving. 
“Next stop, Iloilo Airport,” Marvin’s voice comes over the comms. 
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Ithought I knew what turbulence was. Not until this flight takes off. To say that the air is bumpy would be the understatement of the century. I nearly smash my head on the ceiling of the small cabin more than once, putting my arms up to keep myself from bruising my scalp. Fortunately, the flight is short. After only thirty minutes of flight and another fifteen for landing, we taxi to the end of the tarmac. 
“Was the flight okay?” Marvin asks as he emerges from the cockpit. 
“About okay as shoving us in a tin soda can and shaking it up and down a bunch before letting us out,” Lily says, groaning and holding her back. 
Bob laughs again. He needs to stop encouraging her; her comments are embarrassing. 
“It was great,” I say, leaving out the negative bits. 
“How can we repay you for your kindness?” Dad asks, pulling out his wallet. Lily sees this and shoots him an angry look, pushing his hand slightly and pulling out her own wallet.
“I will repay you,” she says. There’s an awkward moment when Dad and Lily have a “I’m going to pay, you aren’t” fight with just their eyes. Marvin saves us from it by clicking his tongue. 
“No need. I come back to Iloilo to pick up some things. Free of charge. Go find your person,” he says, waving us off the plane. 
A small airport greets us when we descend the steps. It’s ringed by some sparse coconut trees and lots and lots of rice fields. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen so much green in my entire life. The air is fresh, and the wind blows a little more firmly here. Thick dark clouds flicker in the distance, a promise of a storm on its way. I hope that we’re able to get to where we need to before it hits. Dad engages Marvin in a conversation regarding how we should go about getting places while Lily and I stand with our bags, mouths open as we take in the beauty of the island. 
“Maganda,” she says softly.
“What?” 
“It means ‘beautiful.’ At least I think so.” She pulls out a small notebook and flips through it, nodding and stabbing her finger on one of the pages. “Yeah, beautiful. Assuming I said it correctly. It seems like it’s pretty phonetic, so I can’t be too far off.”
“Why are you bothering to learn it?” I ask, not out of annoyance, just curiosity.
She shrugs. “It’s just my thing. I grew up with lots of free time. Not having to sit in a classroom for hours and hours gives a kid lots of space to learn whatever they want.”
She says a string of sounds that I recognize as Asian of some sort, then does it again, but this time it sounds like Spanish. “I’ve learned a few languages over the years. Tagalog was definitely not on my radar of usefulness, but I figure, why not take some time to learn what I can? It’s actually more interesting than I thought. They have this idea of ‘focus’ with their grammar that I’ve never seen before—”
I shake my head, letting her go on while I glance at Dad. He finishes up the conversation with Marvin, then comes to join us. 
Lily, thankfully, pauses when he approaches. 
“Are we all set, then?” I ask. 
“As set as we can be. There is supposed to be a bus depot close to here that will take us where we need to go. That is, assuming we know exactly where it is that we need to go. Do either of you recall the exact city on this island?”
My shoulders slump. “No, the blip on the map said it was this island, and that’s pretty much all we got.”
Lily rummages in her carry-on, pulling out one of the burner phones we bought while still in America. She taps the screen but doesn’t make it far before someone starts shouting at us. His words are a mess of consonants and vowels that make no coherent sense to our American ears. His anger and thoughts come to my mind, but they are no less confusing than his shouts. Waving his arms wildly toward the building at the end of the tarmac, I finally realize what the issue is. 
“We’re in the way,” I say, gripping both Lily’s and Dad’s shoulders to tug them away from where Marvin has already started taxiing his aircraft. We move quickly off the asphalt toward the main building, realizing suddenly that we don’t know how to get into it. The few terminals that exist have a door at each of them, but when we try a couple, they are locked. A few of the airport workers glare at us, but no one comes to talk to us. Even if they did, I’m not confident they could communicate. Most of the people in Manila said Filipinos all speak English, but the fact that the airport worker shouted at us in nothing but his gibberish isn’t a good sign. 
“Ano ginahimo nyo? Ngaa sa gwa? Gadto na.”
My stomach drops at the words. I turn to see an airport employee pushing a cart toward a door. Inside are all our bags, which I had apparently forgotten about. I’m too used to the baggage claim systems in the US that I didn’t even think about how Marvin didn’t take us to a normal terminal. The man gesticulates widely toward our bags, then says something else in his language. 
“Uh—sorry, sir, we aren’t from here. Do you happen to know the way to get in?”
The man furrows his brow. “English, only? Palagpat.”
“Yes, English only,” Dad confirms.
He shakes his head, a hand coming to his forehead. “Ay na ko. Palagpat ang mga kan-o.”
I frown, looking to Lily, whose eyes are wide, her shoulders shrugged so heavily that they practically touch her ears. A bit cheeky of me to think that she would have learned enough in days to be able to understand this guy. He sighs, then gestures for us to follow. He takes us to the edge of the building where another door is fastened. The sun beats down on me, drawing every last bit of moisture out of my pores while slathering my skin with as much liquid as possible. It’s a strange sensation being thirsty and very wet at the same time. The air is suddenly stagnant as we round the corner and move out of the direction of the breeze. Any hope I have of air-conditioning being present inside the airport is dashed when the man pulls open the metal door and ushers us inside. The air thickens, and the mugginess of a non-ventilated room bears down on me. 
We’re led through some gates and waiting areas until we get to the hallway to exit the airport. He mutters something else to us, pulling our bags with effort out of the cart. Grunting at the weight of the weapons we smuggled in checked bags, he shoots me a frustrated look before taking his cart away.
“So the bus depot is supposed to be down the street, or so Marvin said. Let’s get out of this place and make some plans. And I need to find some water, stat,” Dad says.
We make our way through the exit, the security guards giving us plenty of odd looks. Considering all three of us tower over nearly every one of the personnel, their stares aren’t unfounded. 
The stagnant air is suddenly refreshing when we step out of the airport. A collection of motorcycles with side carts attached sits parked outside, men holding up their hands and shouting something in the language. A few of them see us, and it’s like a wave as they rush over to us. They shout something at us in their language, and a few of them try to put their hands on our bags and tug them toward their vehicles. 
“Stop that!” Lily says, swatting one of them away. He dances back, incredulity written all over his face, before he waves his hand and stalks in a different direction. The other men don’t get the memo as they swarm around us, saying things like “ride,” and “cheap price,” but the rest is all the local dialect. I know enough about the Philippines to know they are not speaking Tagalog. After we are finally able to ward off the pushy tricycle drivers, not only because they would surely price gouge us as foreigners, but also because there is no way we’ll be fitting into one of those things. A half circle of road, not too far from the tricycle brigade, holds a number of parked vehicles waiting for people to board. They’re all painted and colorful, like elementary school children’s artwork. Similar to elongated SUVs, they are hollow, save for long benches affixed left and right inside. Bars ring the upper outside and rear. So these must be jeepneys. Lily spewed all sorts of facts about them on one of our long flights over here. Some people sit inside a few of them, on their phones or otherwise minding their own business. 
I walk over to a driver, who perks up at seeing me. His head dips down and up along the length of my person, a soft whistle leaving his lips. He says something in the language, and I shake my head, pointing to his car.
“Does this go to the bus depot?”
He puts a hand to his ear, trying to hear over the shouting of the tricycle drivers. 
“Bus—depot!” I shout.
The constant buzz of non-English thoughts floats in and out of my brain, some more calm than others, but I’m starting to get the hang of completely ignoring them. His thoughts come to the forefront of mine, but I still don’t understand them. 
“Bus? No, jeepney,” he says, patting his vehicle.
“Right, I know that’s a jeepney. I need bus. We need bus,” I say with emphasis. 
He looks from me to Dad to Lily, where he lingers with an even more surprised expression. Then his eyes light up. 
“Need bus. No here. Go.”
He nods vigorously to my left, with his lips pursed out as far as they can go and his eyes opened wide. I squirm inside, trying to figure out why he’s making a kissy face. Lily’s hand wraps around my limp right arm.
“He’s not trying to kiss you.” She chuckles. “He is pointing that way.”
The man keeps doing the motion, pausing every so often to see why I’m not following his gaze. Relieved that this odd behavior isn’t unnatural for this country, I follow his pointed lips to see a bright red jeepney with blue polka dots scattered all over it, like a leopard from a child’s book. I have to wonder if the jeepney had a voice, maybe it would try to get someone to put it in a zoo. 
I thank the man, but he continues watching us walk away with interest. By now, we’ve caught the attention of all the jeepney drivers, but they aren’t pushing us to get on like the tricycle drivers. 
We make it to the vibrantly red vehicle, and I point to it, catching the attention of the driver. “Bus depot?”
He doesn’t seem phased by us at all, nodding once, then waving his hand to tell us to get on. 
Lifting heavy suitcases into a small opening at the back of the vehicle while ducking down makes my back ache. I don’t bend far enough, and the top of my head meets the steel of the top of the doorway. I grunt, pain radiating down my head and spine before I bend deeper and wiggle my way to the middle of the bench. A few uniformed teenagers sit inside, gazing out the window or minding their own business some other way. A couple of girls chitter at the end, their conversation falling quiet as they spot me. One of them stifles a laugh, covering her mouth and whispering quieter now. I avert my eyes, avoiding the attention in whatever way I can. I think of David and how his emotions are easily displayed on his face. These thoughts cause me to spiral into oblivion as I’m reminded how I don’t know if they are doing okay. My dream-vision can’t technically be trusted, even though I desperately hope it’s true. 
“They really know how to accommodate tall people, don’t they?” Lily says next to me. 
I glance at her, squeezing my mouth shut to hold in laughter. Her head is bowed low, her back bent at an odd angle to keep her over six-foot stature contained. Dad looks worse. He’s crumpled in the back with a determined look on his face. He takes up at least a fourth of the small bench, but more importantly, he’s blocking up the doorway with his legs. The driver sees this, and with a palm on his forehead, realizes no more people are getting on this jeepney. He waves toward us, expression tight and angered. I suspect he complains to the other drivers before shaking his head and moving to the driver’s seat. 
As he enters, the few other people in the back start handing things forward, the driver’s hand extended backward, palm up over his shoulder. 
Money. Right, you have to pay for things like this. My mouth goes dry, and I look over at Dad.
Uh, I don’t think this ride is free. I didn’t even think about money when we got here.
And that’s why it’s good to bring an adult with you, he quips at me, digging in his pocket with effort and pulling out brightly colored bills. He passes them to me, and I hand them to the woman next to me. She stares at it with curiosity, widening her eyes, then passing it forward. When it reaches the driver, he pauses, looking at the money for a moment and considering the amount. The fact that the others passed coins and Dad passed a bill suggests that he overpaid, but the driver doesn’t seem interested in making it right. With a smile, he tucks the money away, revving the jeepney to life and pulling out of the parking lot.
Lily leans closer to me and speaks over the sound of the wind rushing through the open spaces. “Did that guy just price gouge us?”
I shrug. “Most likely, but what are we supposed to do? Can’t talk to him about it.”
The other passengers shoot us glances as they try to understand what we are talking about. When they look away quickly, I’m guessing they get very little. 
We drive a bit farther when suddenly one of the girls shouts something that sounds like “Deli long,” and the jeepney driver stops abruptly. Given that I’m not prepared for this, I slide toward the front, my hand reaching out desperately to grasp what it can. With my head ducked low and my body pressed forward, it happens to be Lily’s leg. I curse, pulling my hand away as quickly as I can. She notices but doesn’t seem bothered, shrugging it off like nothing happened. She is a weird cookie, to be sure. 
The local girls struggle to extricate themselves from the vehicle, forced to weave in and out of our legs since all three of us are blocking the exit. The moment they touch ground, the jeepney zooms forward, the driver not waiting long to get a move on. We stop two more times, disgruntled or confused natives boarding the vehicle and making their way through our maze of legs. I screw my neck around, trying to see the terrain out the window. Cement buildings with various holes exposing rebar line the sides sporadically, filled with either shanty houses or palm trees and brush. People mill about; the streets are far busier with pedestrians than in Kentucky. Jeepneys and tricycles galore zoom around, weaving in and out
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