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CHAPTER 1:  LOOK AT ME WITH AWE, 

MORTAL 

Labra woke to thunder. It forked through the sky, invading her 

bedroom with stark silver, making her squint against the piercing light. It 

shook the house and rattled the windows. In the wake of the flash, a 

daemonic silhouette stood in the doorway - tall and regal, with majestic 

horns curving upward. The scent of pine and rain-soaked earth wafted in, 

blending with the aroma of dried sage hanging on the wooden walls. The 

creature stepped inside her bedroom, tail swishing once. The daemon’s 

tail curved skillfully upward to close the door behind her.  

“Did you make the thunderstorm, Momma?” Labra asked, blinking 

away the sleep in her eyes. 

Her daemonic mother’s voice was rich and calm. “Yes, my little night 

bloom. The sky is alive tonight.” 

Labra felt the bed dip as her mother slid under the silk sheets. 

Momma’s scent was comforting - a blend of earth and wildflowers after 

the rain, with a hint of spice.  

She enthusiastically snuggled into her mother’s embrace. “Will you 

teach me to call lightning one day?” she inquired with an imaginative glint 

in her eyes. 

Her mother chuckled softly, “Let’s start with the basics first.” 

Labra pouted but didn’t argue. Instead, her small fingers gently 

traced the curve of her mother’s horns. Labra was proud of how much 

she resembled her mother. She had the same opalescent hair, tail, and 

golden vulpine eyes. The only thing she lacked was horns and curves. 

“Momma, when will I have horns like yours?” She asked. 

“One day,” her mother whispered, her breath warm against Labra’s 

ear. “When you’re ready to become a woman.” 

Labra’s eyes widened even more, and she gave a determined nod. 

“I’ll be the bestest, scariest witch around. Just like you, Momma,” she 

declared softly. Then she nestled her head against her mother’s chest, her 

breath slowly evening out as she drifted into a peaceful slumber, 

surrounded by love and the scent of the storm. 
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* * * 

 

Labra was flying.  

Through the cold darkness, she fluttered, her delicate moth wings covered in 

stardust. She was seeking flowers in the gloom. Minds waiting to blossom under her 

touch. Around her fluttered her cousins and aunts; too numerous to count. They were 

ethereal, moonlit beings of the night, gently alighting upon dreaming heads, which 

blossomed like flowers. They took nectar as payment, but in return, they gifted dreams 

of love and whispers of inspiration.  

On the horizon, a cascade of warm, golden light surged across the starscape. Her 

heart fluttered as she felt an irresistible pull towards it. Within the light, a feminine 

silhouette, adorned with long, flowing locks and a crown that glittered with stars, 

beckoned her. There was a scent, like musk, which filled her with a strange but 

appealing heat. Her multifaceted eyes strained to see through the brilliance. She knew 

this figure, didn’t she? It was like seeing a memory through a veil. They had stopped 

their ethereal flight – stopped alighting upon the dreamers. 

Nearer and nearer, she flew, her curiosity mingling with a joy that welled up from 

deep within her soul. Through the periphery of her compound vision, she saw her kin 

also drawn towards the light.  

“Look closer,” said a voice like velvet, her mother’s voice.  

Her kin had stopped. Something was wrong. Their purpose was to light upon the 

dreamers. Yet they flew towards the light. For what reason, Labra did not know. 

“Look CLOSER,” the voice urged with an intensity that shook Labra’s very 

being.  

Labra hesitated and peered again. Shadowy chains, thin as spider silk, but 

strong as iron, were attached to the necks of her family, guiding them to the light. 

“There. Look and see. Know your enemy, my child,” hissed the voice. 

Labra closed her eyes, though she had no eyelids. When she opened them again, 

she was herself - a small girl with vulpine eyes, now piercing through the light. There, at 

the center of the light, was her grandmother, Inanna, Queen of Desire. Her horns regal, 

her beauty otherworldly, but her mouth was an enormous, gaping maw. Her smile was 

not welcoming but sinister, like a spider inviting flies into its web.  

Labra’s heart twisted in her chest. She wanted to shout, to scream a warning to 

her family. But no sound escaped her lips. Her family kept flying, closer and closer, 

until Inanna’s mouth snapped shut with a deafening crunch. The illusory golden light 

shattered like glass. In the silence that followed, Labra’s wings disintegrated into motes 

of light, and she felt her body tumbling into the abyss.  

A chain snaked around her throat, pulling taut. She clawed at it, her tears 

mingling with the stars as she choked. Her small body dangled, suspended between 
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what was and what could never be, the taste of lost dreams bitter on her tongue. 

“Help... Momma...” she gasped as the darkness swallowed her whole. 

 

* * * 

 

Labra jolted awake to the sound of bone-chilling screams piercing 

through the dawn air. Her heart hammered in her chest as she saw her 

mother writhing next to her, her face contorted in agony. The screams 

were raw, desperate cries. Her mother’s back arched unnaturally, her tail 

lashing wildly, and her feet kicking the sheets off the bed as if trying to 

escape the torment that besieged her from within. 

“Momma! Momma, what’s happening?!” Labra cried, her small 

hands reaching out hesitantly, terrified of causing more pain. 

The room seemed to darken, as if shadows were clinging to her 

mother. Labra’s breath caught in her throat, her young mind struggling to 

understand what was happening. 

Then, as abruptly as it began, the shadows receded, and her mother 

went limp. Her sweat-soaked body lay trembling, and her breathing was 

ragged. A trickle of blue blood seeped from her nose, staining the pillow 

beneath her. Her mother’s sobs were muffled as she covered her mouth 

with a trembling hand. 

“Momma, are you alright? Please tell me what to do!” Labra’s voice 

quivered with panic, her eyes welling up with tears. 

Her mother’s voice was a hoarse whisper, “Fetch the solsarin and 

brew some tea. Hurry please.” 

Solsarin was a magical herb with silver leaves and slow-growing 

tubers which could heal pretty much anything. Her mother always kept a 

bag of the rare herb in the kitchen. 

“Okay, Momma,” Labra said, her voice unwavering despite her fear. 

As she turned to leave the bedroom, her hand lingered on the door 

handle, and she glanced back. Her mother’s once mighty figure seemed so 

fragile, like a flickering flame in the darkness. 

Labra’s eyes darted around the adjoining room before settling on the 

small wooden cupboard her mother kept stocked with herbs and other 

ingredients. With a deep breath, she sprinted into the kitchen, her heart 

pounding in her ears. 

Reaching into the cupboard, her fingers brushed against various jars 

and pouches until they closed around a small cloth bag. She opened it to 
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find only a few small pieces of solsarin root left – not nearly enough for a 

strong brew. 

Labra’s hands trembled as she placed a pot of water on the hook 

over the fire rack. She recalled the times she had seen her mother conjure 

flames with a mere flick of her fingers. However, for some stupid reason 

her mother refused to teach her such things “until she was older,” so she 

had to rely on flint, kindling, and time.  

Sparks flew and she built the fire slowly from the wood pile nearby. 

As the water began to boil, she crushed the solsarin root and 

dropped it in. The fragrant aroma of the herb infused the room. She 

wished there were more to make a proper, hearty brew, but this would 

have to do for now. 

Carefully, she poured the steaming tea into a cup and rushed back to 

her mother’s side. 

“Momma, I made it for you,” she said, trying to keep her voice 

steady as she handed over the teacup. 

“Thank you, Labra,” Momma whispered with a faint smile. She 

looked so worn and frail as she took the cup from Labra’s hands, but her 

eyes, those piercing eyes, still held a fierce determination. She took a sip 

and some color seemed to return to her pale face. 

Labra hesitated before speaking. “We’re out of solsarin.” 

“I’m too weak to get more right now,” Momma said. “Do you 

remember where it grows?” 

“Uhm…” Labra scrunched up her nose and tapped her chin, trying 

very hard to look like she was just about to figure it out. 

Momma took a deep breath. “By water. It grows by water, where the 

sun doesn’t show. This time of year, the leaves are small, but don’t let that 

fool you, the roots can be large. Dig it up but...” she paused to catch her 

breath, “be careful not to hurt the stem or leaves. You can take some of 

the root but leave enough so that it doesn’t die. If you’re having trouble 

finding it, use your eyes like I showed you. Do you remember?” 

“I take a deep breath, like this,” Labra demonstrated by taking a deep 

breath, “and I close my eyes… till I feel the whoosh.” Labra felt a whoosh 

of energy. “Then I open them and…” Her voice trailed off as she looked 

at her mother and saw a faint glow of light around her. The aura was 

throbbing, painted red, streaked with black lines. Seeing the aura caused 

an empathic pain in Labra’s own body which made her lip quiver. “Oh, 

Momma, you hurt.” 
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Momma gave her a weak smile. “It’s good you remember. If you’d 

been born in the Twilight, you’d already be an expert with your eyes by 

now.” Her voice was softer now. “What you’re seeing is the world as it 

truly is -a tapestry of emotions and energy. Try to keep your focus and 

your eyes open in the woods. If you bump into anything big, use the 

concealment spell I taught you, alright?” 

Labra nodded, her expression resolute. But inside, she didn’t have 

any intention of hiding. These woods were the Witchwoods. And she and 

her mom were witches. This was her territory. She was way scarier than 

anything out there. Well, except for maybe a bear. Or a boar. Or a wolf. 

Or the big cats from the mountains. Or… 

“I promise, I’ll remember the spell,” Labra said, her voice filled with 

determination. 

 

Labra stepped into the Witchwood, a place as familiar to her as her 

own home. The towering trees with their gnarled branches seemed to 

whisper secrets to each other as they swayed in the breeze. A dense 

canopy of leaves filtered the sunlight, casting an enchanting, dappled light 

onto the forest floor, which was carpeted with moss and fallen leaves. 

The Witchwood in the spring was a place of magic. Wildflowers 

bloomed between the trunks of ancient oaks and beeches, their fragrances 

mingling with the earthy scent of the woods. The air was cool and moist, 

and the only sounds were the distant calls of birds and the rustling of 

leaves. 

Labra knew she had to find a woodland stream. She recalled her 

mother’s words: solsarin grew where the sun didn’t show, by the water. 

Labra ventured deeper into the forest, stepping over roots and rocks, 

occasionally brushing her fingers over the leaves and bark of the ancient 

trees. The pulse of life coursing through them made her stomach rumble.  

Compelled by hunger, she pressed her lips to the bark of a towering 

tree filled with a vibrant energy. The rough bark grazed her skin. With 

closed eyes, she drew forth the essence of life, the very loosh that ebbed 

within the tree, sipping it as one might supp water directly from a crystal 

spring.  

After a few swallows, a warmth radiated through her. The loosh 

from the tree was bland and left her mouth feeling sticky, like it was 

coated with sap. It was unpleasant, but she felt sated. She heard her 

mother’s voice in her ears, telling her to be grateful as she touched her 

hand to the tree in silent thanks, then continued her search for solsarin. 
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As she walked, she saw how the Witchwood was both wild and 

cultivated. Here and there, she spotted the signs of care taken by both her 

mother and the nearby residents of the village of Elmswatch - a tree 

carefully pruned, a grove of medicinal herbs protected by a ring of stones. 

Despite the enormity of the forest, she could sense that every tree, every 

plant was cherished and looked after by the women of Elmswatch. And 

the reason it was only the women of Elmswatch, was because Momma 

was a daemoness. Aside from the huntsman, Hagen, only the women of 

the village were allowed to come into the woods. And even then, only on 

Deus Day. 

But that was silly. Momma liked girls just as much as she liked boys. 

Even sillier was that the Deusians couldn’t comprehend that some of their 

women liked her too – especially those who had been forced to marry 

men. Their lives were actually very sad. Momma helped them feel better. 

The only reason women were safer in the woods is because they weren’t 

as rude as the men. Man or woman, if they were nice, they wouldn’t have 

to worry about getting drained. Momma was a good daemon.  

Labra marveled at how productive the humans were within the 

woods, even with only one day of the week available. They kept it clean, 

cultivated, and free of underbrush – which was immensely helpful in her 

current quest. 

Soon, the gentle babble of water tickled her ears. Excited, she 

followed the sound until she came upon a small, clear creek running 

through a shaded glen. Ferns and moss lined the banks, and she noticed a 

fallen log that had become home to a thriving ecosystem of mushrooms 

and insects. 

Labra took a deep breath, like her mother had taught her, and closed 

her eyes until she felt that familiar thrum of energy. Opening her eyes, she 

looked at the world around her through her auric sight. 

The creek before her was a ribbon of pure, flowing energy, and she 

could see the auras of the trees surrounding it like pillars of light. As she 

scanned the banks, she spotted a faint silver glow coming from a patch of 

tiny leaves near the water’s edge. Solsarin! 

She hurried over and knelt, her heart pounding with triumph. As she 

began to dig around the roots with her hands, she realized something was 

amiss. The ground around the Solsarin had been disturbed, and the soil 

was looser than she had expected. Upon examining the plant, she saw that 

its root had been carefully pruned, leaving almost nothing left. 
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Labra felt a mix of emotions. On one hand, she was relieved that 

whoever had taken the root had done so with care and respect. On the 

other hand, she was left with a dilemma; there was hardly anything for her 

to take without endangering the plant. 

She thought of her mother, lying weak and in need of this very herb. 

But then her mother’s words echoed in her mind, Leave enough so that it 

doesn’t die. 

Labra took a deep breath and gently patted the soil back around the 

plant. Her heart was heavy, but she felt a sense of resolve. She would find 

another solsarin. All she had to do was find another patch of dark, on 

another bank, in another undisturbed part of the forest.  

I can do it, she told herself. 

As Labra was about to stand, she heard a rustling in the foliage 

behind her. She stiffened. Her mother had told her to use the 

concealment spell if she encountered anything big. But her curiosity was 

too strong. 

She turned to look, and what she saw made her catch her breath in 

wonder. 

In the clearing stood a young human, who appeared to be around 

her age, perhaps no older than twelve. This human had tousled dark 

brown hair, loose and unkempt, which framed their face in a way she 

hadn’t seen before. They were kneeling slightly upstream from her, 

intently digging at something in the dirt. What caught Labra’s attention 

most was how different this human was dressed from the others she had 

encountered in the Witchwood. Instead of the long dresses typically worn 

by human females, this one wore trousers—a rare sight that piqued her 

curiosity. 

Labra’s eyes grew large as realization struck her. 

Woah. It’s… it’s a boy! That’s not a girl, that’s a boy. He’s not the huntsman 

either. What is he doing here? Men aren’t allowed in the Witchwood. If he sees me, 

momma will get angry. 

That’s when she noticed what he was digging at: solsarin. 

“That’s mine!” She shouted without thinking.  

As Labra’s voice broke through the quiet of the clearing, the boy’s 

startled movement sent a few loose stones clattering down into the 

stream. He quickly turned to face her, and the sight that met Labra’s eyes 

made her heart twist with an unexpected pang of sympathy. 

The boy’s face was marred by signs of a recent, harsh beating. One 

of his eyes was swollen shut, surrounded by a dark bruise that seemed to 
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spread across half his face like a shadow. His nose was swollen and 

crooked, as if it had been broken not long ago. Despite the clear signs of 

pain that must have been throbbing across his features, when his good eye 

found her, it widened in a mix of surprise and something warmly akin to 

joy. 

Then, as if the sight of her had momentarily washed away his 

discomfort, his lips stretched into a brilliant, albeit lopsided, smile. The 

smile transformed his face, lighting it up with such a genuine brightness 

that it seemed to push away the shadows of his injuries. Even in his 

battered state, there was an unmistakable spark in him, a resilient spirit 

that not even his wounds could dull. 

As they locked gazes, Labra’s auric sight revealed more. His aura was 

a tapestry of sunshine yellows, calming blues, and energetic reds. The 

colors danced around him as if reflecting his very spirit – open, curious, 

and full of life. 

But what caught Labra’s attention more than anything else was what 

came next. The scent that wafted toward her – it was… intoxicating. A 

blend of spring leaves, earth, and something more, something alive. It was 

him. The life energy he exuded, his loosh, was rich, aromatic, and it called 

to the very core of her being. As a daemon, her essence was drawn to life 

energy, to loosh, and his was like a feast compared to the bland 

sustenance she had drawn from the tree. 

She restrained herself, but her mouth watered and her heart raced. 

“Don’t worry, I didn’t take any. This little guy has already been 

harvested. I didn’t take anymore.” Said the boy, his voice chiming like a 

gentle bell.  

Labra was shocked. He was obviously hurt, but he was more worried 

about killing the plant than healing himself. He wasn’t at all like the selfish 

and brutal Deusian men that were in her bedtime stories. 

She kind of wanted to talk to him, but no… she didn’t want to get in 

trouble.  

“Forget you saw me,” said Labra, then she started to turn away. 

“Wait! My name is Johan Faust,” said Johan. “Who are you? You’re 

so pretty. I’ve never seen anyone with gold eyes and silver hair before.” 

Labra paused for a moment, but then turned her back to him. She 

really should go… 

“Aaah! Holy Maker, you have a tail! That’s amazing! Are you a 

daemon? I’ve never met a daemon before.” His words tumbled out in an 

endearing rush. 
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Labra’s heart swelled, and she found herself smiling. She turned back 

around and puffed out her chest.  

“I’m not just any daemon,” Labra replied, her voice proud. “My 

name is Labra and I’m the daughter of the witch, Natylipsis! I am a 

princess of the Twilight, second in line to the Throne of Desire. Look at 

me with awe, mortal.” 

Johan’s eyes danced with excitement. “Your mom’s the White 

Witch?! That’s so cool! Everyone tells stories about your mother. Is she 

really as beautiful as they say? Mr. Smith said he saw her once from a 

distance and that he’s been enchanted ever since. He can’t forget her, no 

matter how many times the priest cleanses him.” 

“My mother is the crown princess of Desire. She’s the most beautiful 

woman on the planet.” Said Labra confidently.  

“Woah,” said Johan, mind blown.  

Labra raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you scared? Humans are easily 

enchanted by daemons like us,” Labra said with gentle firmness. “That’s 

why only women are allowed in the woods, and even then, only on Deus 

day. You should be careful.” 

Johan gave her a mischievous grin. “Hah. I’m not scared of someone 

just because they’re pretty. Anyway, what are you doing here?” 

Labra’s expression turned serious as she remembered the solsarin 

and her mother’s pain. “I’m here for the same reason you are. Solsarin. 

My mom needs it. But it looks like someone already harvested the plants 

here and left almost nothing,” she said, her voice tinged with worry. 

Johan’s exuberance seemed to fade for a moment as he looked at her 

with concern. “Solsarin might be hard to find. The Church told the herb 

pickers to gather as much of it as they could find. But I saw another 

stream not too far away. Maybe there’s more there?” Johan pointed 

further into the woods. 

A small flicker of hope ignited in Labra’s chest. “Could you show 

me?” 

“Sure!” Johan’s smile returned in full force. 

As they began to walk, Labra found herself continuously aware of 

the life energy emanating from Johan. It was so potent and enticing. As a 

daemon she was stronger than he was. She could easily overpower him 

and draw on his loosh. But the thought of harming this kind-hearted boy 

made her heart ache. 

“I’ve heard so many stories about daemons,” Johan chatted happily 

as they walked. “Do you really have magic powers? Can you fly?” 
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“Yes, we’re very powerful,” Labra said with a slight smile. Then, 

after a moment’s hesitation, she added, “You should be careful around 

daemons, Johan. Some of us can be dangerous.” 

He looked at her with a grin. “But not you, right?” 

Labra nodded, but glanced away with a guilty heart as she swallowed 

a mouthful of drool. Johan reminded Labra of an energetic little bunny so 

much that she wanted to pat him on the head. She struggled to shut the 

thought of how good he would taste out of her mind. He was too cute to 

turn into breakfast. 

They arrived at a spot by the stream where, sure enough, there was a 

patch of solsarin. Labra quickly knelt and began to carefully dig around 

the roots, thanking Johan with her eyes. 

As she cleared the soil around the roots of the solsarin, her heart 

sank. This plant too had been carefully harvested, leaving behind only 

enough roots to ensure its survival but not enough for her to take without 

killing it. The soil around it was loose and fresh, indicating that someone 

had been here recently. Her heart ached, for she knew her mother needed 

the solsarin desperately. 

Labra’s shoulders slumped as she whispered a soft apology to the 

plant before patting the soil back into place. 

Johan, who had been watching her intently, frowned. “Does your 

mom really need it? I thought she was a powerful witch.” He said. 

She looked up at him, her golden eyes glistening. “Even daemons 

can be hurt. We heal from physical injury almost instantly, but wounds 

caused by magic are different.” Labra explained. 

Johan scratched his head with a puzzled expression. “Yesterday was 

Deus day, right? I saw all the women in the village heading into the woods 

early in the morning. They brought all the solsarin they gathered back to 

the church. The wardens haven’t come to pick it up yet, so it’s probably 

still there.” 

Labra’s heart raced. “Really?” 

Johan nodded eagerly. “Yeah, like I said, they store it in the church. 

But you can’t go there. They don’t like daemons near the village.” 

“I know,” Labra sighed. “But my mother needs it.” 

Johan’s eyes darted around as if contemplating a daring plan. His 

eyes settled back on Labra. “I didn’t want to steal from the church. But, if 

I didn’t find solsarin on my own I planned to do it anyway. Follow me, 

but we gotta be sneaky.” 

His small hand reached out and grabbed Labra’s. 
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Labra’s breath hitched as Johan’s hand grasped hers. His touch was 

gentle, and an electric sensation traveled through her as their auras 

entwined. Johan’s aura, a vibrant mix of yellows, blues, and reds, seemed 

to flow like a vivid stream down his arm and into their clasped hands. 

Labra’s own aura, which had been a turbulent mix of purples and 

grays, began to respond to Johan’s. The very moment their hands 

touched, the vivid yellows and blues from Johan’s aura seemed to gently 

weave through the darker shades of her own, as if strands of sunlight were 

piercing through a dense cloud. 

As they stood there, clasped hands slightly raised between them, it 

was as if she could see the energies dancing; his vibrant and full of 

excitement, hers more intense and anxious. But something beautiful was 

happening. His aura was like a soothing breeze, calming her anxiety. The 

purples and grays in her aura began to brighten as her anxious energy 

shifted. 

She looked into his eyes, which shone with genuine delight at the 

thought of helping her. Was this boy a simpleton? Had he been enchanted 

by her somehow, even though she hadn’t used magic? Did he want 

something from her? Was he trying to lure her into a trap? As Labra kept 

trying to think about why he was helping her, the aura he was giving off 

kept saying the same thing. He was having fun.  

Maybe he’s just really kind. No, no, that couldn’t be. Such people didn’t 

exist. Momma had said so. Everyone wanted something. Yet, looking at 

Johan, it was hard to imagine him planning to betray anyone. 

As they dashed through the forest, Labra forgot about looking 

around for predators, and instead found herself gazing in wonder at this 

strange human… at Johan. She felt energized as they moved through the 

trees and foliage, his infectious aura seeping into hers through their touch. 

And as her mood lightened, her desire to consume this sweet boy 

continued to fade, to where it was nothing more than an ambient noise 

buzzing softly behind her buoyant thoughts. It was such a noticeable shift 

that Labra began to wonder if he was using enchantment on her. 

Johan began laughing as he tugged her along at jog.  

“Come on, Labra, hurry up.” He said.  

“Human, if I chose to hurry, I would leave you behind crying and 

wondering where I’d gone.” Said Labra. 

“But then you wouldn’t get your solsarin.” Said Johan.  

“Are you trying to coerce me, mortal?” Labra asked. 
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“C-Coverce? I don’t even know what that means! Just hurry up, we 

need to get there while the priests are still doing morning prayers.” Said 

Johan. 

“Are you sure you’re not trying to trick me? I promise you’ll regret it 

if you are.” Said Labra. 

“I’m not.” Said Johan. 

“Then why are you so happy?” Labra countered.  

“I dunno. Maybe because I’m holding hands with a princess!” Johan 

cheered. His buoyant giggles echoed through the forest as they ran. His 

joy was infectious, and Labra found herself laughing. 

They reached the edge of the forest where the shadows of the trees 

met the sunlit outskirts of Elmswatch, the human village. Johan was still 

holding her hand when he started to tip sideways. Labra caught him.  

“Are you alright?” She asked.  

“I… who…” Johan looked at Labra as if he was suddenly confused. 

“Oh right, you’re Labra, and I need to get solsarin from the church.”  

Johan’s aura fluctuated chaotically, going dim around his head where 

he was wounded. The scent of loosh wafting from him faded slightly.  

“Johan?” Said Labra, her heart pounding.  

“I’m just a little dizzy from all the running. Wait here,” Johan 

whispered. “I’ll be back with the solsarin.” 

Johan slunk off through the streets of the village, staggering slightly. 

Maybe he was hurt worse than she thought. Humans were so weak. She 

didn’t know much about what kinds of ailments could afflict them, but if 

he got solsarin he should be fine. 

Hopefully he wouldn’t collapse before he brought her the solsarin. 

That would be sad.  

Labra could see the top of the church in the distance, with its 

pointed steeple and timbered framework. It reminded her of the towering 

trees back in the woods, but in an odd, artificial way. Close by, only a few 

villagers milled about, clad in simple, rustic garments. The whole scene 

was like one of those tales her mother would tell her about the human 

world. 

As Labra stood at the edge of the village, she became suddenly 

conscious of her appearance. Her silver hair, which cascaded down her 

back in luminous waves, caught the sun’s rays, making it shimmer with an 

opalescent sheen. Her heart raced; the last thing she needed was to draw 

the attention of the villagers. 
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She recited a mantra under her breath to help her focus her will. She 

didn’t need to do this to use magic, but it was a crutch that helped her 

focus her intention and give form to the magic. A vibration of magic 

flowed through her spiritual vessels, originating from the magical core 

located in her dantian, and flowing outwards into her aura, which 

concentrated upon the surface of her skin as she expressed her desire to 

disappear. Then, the air around her wavered and she faded from sight, 

blending seamlessly with her surroundings.  

The illusion wasn’t perfect but, if she didn’t move, she was 

practically invisible. Now concealed, she could observe without fear of 

being detected. In the distance, church bells rang out. These bells echoed 

for miles and could be heard well into the forest. Momma had said that it 

was the signal for prayer.  

The villagers that had been milling about disappeared into buildings. 

As if on cue, Johan emerged from down the street that led towards the 

center of Elmswatch. His movements were agile and swift as he made his 

way back to her – much steadier than before. He quickly snuck around 

buildings, avoiding the view of open windows. 

She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, and for a moment 

she was overwhelmed with the enormity of what they were doing. 

Humans were weak. They could easily get sick and die. Even something 

silly like falling out of a tree could kill them. Solsarin fixed all that. For a 

little while, it made humans heal just as fast as a daemon. The magical 

herb was extremely valuable.  

Labra knew that without Momma’s help that the solsarin wouldn’t 

grow, so she was fine taking it from the humans. But for them each bite 

of solsarin was a lifesaving treasure. Though she didn’t know human laws, 

she knew enough to realize that Johan was putting himself at serious risk 

by helping her. So, she was relieved that no one was following him. 

When Johan reached the tree line, he paused, looking around with a 

puzzled expression. The wounds on his face were less swollen and his 

nose had straightened. Both of his brilliant blue eyes were open now, 

giving him a much better appearance. Seeing him made her feel funny 

inside, like the way she felt when she saw a cute bunny.  

“Labra?” He called softly into the underbrush.  

Labra then remembered he couldn’t see her. She cut off the flow of 

magical energy flowing through her aura that was shaped by her intention 

and released her spell. 
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Johan jumped back slightly in surprise as she materialized in front of 

him, but his shock quickly turned into excitement.  

“Was that magic?” His eyes twinkled with awe as he stared at her. 

Labra couldn’t help but puff up with pride at his reaction. It had 

taken quite a bit of effort to master such an advanced illusion, and it felt 

nice to be praised. However, Johan was far too conspicuous this close to 

town.  

“Shhh… quiet. Yes, it was magic. I’m a daemon, so it’s normal for 

me to do at least this much.” Said Labra. 

Johan eagerly turned out his pants pocket with a beaming smile and 

showed off his collection of around half a hand-full of solsarin root.  

“Here,” he panted. “It’s solsarin. I sucked a little on one of the 

pieces. I hope you don’t mind.” 

Labra’s eyes welled up with gratitude as she took the few pieces of 

precious herb from him. “I don’t mind. Thank you, Johan.” 

“You’re welcome.” He said, his eyes shining. “Uhm, Labra, can 

you… can you teach me magic? Please?” 

Labra paused for a second, staring into his too-human eyes, blind to 

the flow of auras and ignorant of the fact that he lacked the basic internal 

parts required to turn loosh into magic. Yet he begged her with his gaze, 

overflowing with pure excitement.  

“Maybe one day,” she replied. It might be possible. She just didn’t 

know how. 

Johan’s face lit up. However, as he realized she was about to leave, 

Labra could see his aura flicker. The brilliant yellow rays dimmed, and a 

gentle blue hue enveloped him - a sadness mingled with the kindness that 

seemed so natural to him. 

“I’m really glad we found solsarin for your mother. I hope she feels 

better. She helps so many people with her medicine, so I’m glad I got to 

help her too.” He said. His voice was soft, almost a whisper. He paused 

and took a deep breath. “I know you have to go, but, uhm, would you… 

like to be my friend?” 

Labra felt something in her chest. It was a little thrill, like when her 

mom tossed her up real high. Then she felt Johan’s aura as it moved to 

envelop her, seeking connection. It was like a soft, cozy blanket, and it 

made her feel nice inside, even though it was a little blue and sad too. 

She had never thought about having a friend other than her mom. 

Momma and her always had each other, and that was enough. But 
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standing here, holding Johan’s hand, Labra felt like maybe having him to 

play with would be… well, it would be amazing. 

She looked at Johan, pupils dilating as she felt a rush of excitement. 

Her mother had read her many stories about the great Daemon Queen 

Lilitu and her adventures in the mortal realm, so she knew exactly what to 

say in this sort of situation.  

“You’ve done me a great service, human. So, yes, I will allow you to 

be my servant… uh, I mean, my friend. I’ll even let you play with me!” 

She exclaimed. “But for now, I must go. Wait for me at the witching 

hour.” 

With that, she took a step back and recited her mantra, blending into 

the trees. She was confident that she had said the lines right and that 

Johan would be in awe.  

“Aah! You disappeared again!” Johan said in a loud whisper. “When? 

When can I see you? When is the witching hour?” 

Labra froze. The book didn’t mention anything about this sort of 

question. Lilitu had just vanished. Come to think of it, she didn’t even 

know where he lived.   

“It’s at midnight,” said Labra. 

“But I’m asleep then. Can’t we meet at another time?” Said Johan.  

“Uhm… what about after lunch? Momma lets me play in the forest 

around then. We can meet at the stream where we first met.” said Labra. 

“OK, I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye,” said Johan, squinting in her 

direction with amazement. 

“Bye~e,” said Labra, as she plucked a leaf off a nearby branch and 

waved it at him. The look of surprise on his face made her giggle. 

As she raced through the Witchwood, her heart was lighter than it 

had been in ages. Not only had she obtained the solsarin for her mother, 

but she had made a friend – a human who didn’t fear her. She couldn’t 

wait to see him again. She wasn’t supposed to talk to humans, but her 

mother didn’t need to know.  
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CHAPTER 2:  DON’T SPEAK HER NAME 

After Labra gave her mother the solsarin she had collected with the 

help of Johan, there was a noticeable improvement in her condition. 

Momma, still weakened but now able to move, had gone straight to the 

basement hatch and climbed the long ladder down to spend the night 

meditating in the crystal mine nestled deep in the roots of their home tree. 

The crystals’ energy aided her recovery, though she was far from her full 

strength. 

The next morning, while Labra was doing her daily chores around 

the house, she heard a distinctive knock on the front door – three quick 

taps followed by two slower ones. It was a pattern she had come to 

recognize. She opened the door to find a little plant man, a fey known as a 

dryad, standing on their stoop. His body was a tangle of leaves and vines, 

with small beady black eyes peering out from the greenery. In his 

outstretched arms he held a basket woven from vines and grasses filled 

with an assortment of fruits, vegetables, and tubers. 

“Thank you, Bushie,” Labra said with a smile, taking the basket from 

the fey’s arms. She had given him this nickname because of his bush-like 

appearance. 

The fey made a sound that was somewhere between a grunt and a 

rustle of leaves. “It’s not ‘Bushie,’” he muttered, but there was no real 

annoyance in his tone. They had this exchange often enough for it to have 

become a part of their routine. 

The fey shifted his weight, looking more serious. “Labra, there’s 

something else. A spirit beast has been spotted coming off the mountain 

at the border of the forest. Your mother should know.” 

Labra’s expression turned somber. “Momma is sick,” she explained. 

“She can’t deal with a spirit beast right now. Can you tell the huntsman to 

take care of it?” 

The fey’s leafy eyebrows knitted together. “Hagen... alright, I’ll tell 

him. But your mother should be informed too.” 

Labra nodded. “I’ll tell her, but she really can’t do much right now. 

Thank you, Bushie,” she said, offering him a fang-toothed smile. 

With a final nod, the fey scuttled off, disappearing into the 

underbrush as quickly as he had appeared. Labra closed the door, her 

mind now racing with the news of the spirit beast. She hoped the 
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huntsman would be able to handle it. The last thing they needed was more 

trouble, especially with Momma still recovering. 

As Labra made her way towards the kitchen, her thoughts 

preoccupied with the spirit beast, a thought struck her with the 

suddenness of a thunderbolt. She was supposed to meet Johan in the 

woods today. The knowledge hit her with such intensity that her hands 

involuntarily loosened their grip on the basket. Fruits, vegetables, and 

tubers tumbled to the floor in a cascade of color and soft thuds, rolling in 

every direction. But Labra barely noticed the mess; her heart pounded in 

her chest, fear and concern for her new friend consuming her. She knew 

she couldn’t let anything happen to him. Dropping to her knees, she 

hastily gathered the scattered produce.  

Labra’s heart raced with worry for Johan. They were supposed to 

meet in the woods after lunch, and the thought of him possibly 

encountering the spirit beast sent a shiver down her spine. She needed to 

inform Momma about the beast, even though her mother was still weak 

from her illness. When she was healthy Momma would have easily dealt 

with such a threat, but now... 

Clutching the basket’s handle in her teeth, Labra prepared to make 

her way down the hatch leading to the crystal mine beneath their home 

tree. She rarely came down here, as it was her mother’s sanctuary – a place 

of quiet meditation.  

Labra grasped the top rung of the long wooden ladder, its rough 

texture under her hands. The ladder creaked slightly under her weight as 

she began her descent into the earth. The air grew cooler and damper with 

each rung she descended, the darkness enveloping her like a thick blanket. 

The wood of the ladder was worn smooth from years of use, its 

surface polished by her mother’s hands and feet. Labra could feel the 

slight grooves and indentations, evidence of the passage of time and the 

many journeys made into this hidden sanctuary. At first, Labra couldn’t 

see; however, her daemonic eyes adjusted quickly to the lack of light, her 

senses heightened by the change in environment. 

Reaching the bottom of the ladder, Labra removed the basket handle 

from her mouth and stepped off onto the cool, earthen floor. The 

temperature here was markedly lower than above ground, the air tinged 

with the scent of moist soil and ancient stone. 

She navigated through the twisting roots that snaked their way 

downward, her footsteps echoing softly in the cavernous space. As she 

moved deeper into the mine, a faint glow began to illuminate her path. 
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The light grew stronger with each step until she found herself in the heart 

of the crystal mine. 

The mine was a place of wonder, a hidden gem beneath the earth. 

Crystals of various sizes and colors adorned the walls and ceiling, 

sparkling like stars in a subterranean night sky. Their light cast a 

kaleidoscope of hues across the cavern, bathing the space in a soft, 

otherworldly glow. 

The crystals ranged from small, delicate formations to large, 

imposing structures that jutted out from the rock like natural sculptures. 

Each one pulsed with its own energy, creating a symphony of light and 

color that danced across Labra’s vision. 

Labra had always found the crystal mine mesmerizing, a magical 

place that seemed removed from the rest of the world. But she was a little 

bit too worried at the moment to investigate the crystals as much as she 

normally would. 

In the center of the mine, where the light was brightest and the 

crystals were most dense, she found her mother. Momma was seated 

cross-legged on a plinth carved from crystal in the middle of a cavern, her 

eyes closed in deep meditation. The glow of the crystals reflected off her 

skin and horns, casting her in a radiant light that made her seem 

otherworldly. 

“Momma, I have some news,” Labra called softly, not wanting to 

startle her. She approached cautiously; her heart filled with concern for 

her mother’s well-being. 

Momma’s eyes fluttered open, revealing the depth and warmth that 

always seemed to reside within them. She accepted the basket Labra 

handed her and listened attentively as her daughter relayed the warning 

about the spirit beast. 

“Hagen will handle it,” Momma said calmly, her voice still carrying a 

hint of weakness. “The fey are adept at concealing themselves, and there 

should be no villagers in the woods until the next Deus Day. Hagen will 

have enough time to track it and take care of it before then.” 

Labra tensed. She wanted to tell Momma about Johan, but she 

couldn’t without getting in trouble. Still, this was a good opportunity to 

finally learn more about her mother’s condition.  

“Momma, we don’t get sick like humans, so how... what happened to 

you?” Labra asked 

Momma sighed, a look of weariness crossing her features. She set the 

basket aside and gazed into the distance, as if gathering her thoughts. “I 
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couldn’t tell you before, but now that I’m feeling a bit better, it’s time you 

knew the truth.” 

Labra leaned in, curious. 

“Your grandmother doesn’t want her descendants to know the truth 

of her cruelty. When she gave you that dream, I thought she wouldn’t 

notice my presence if I interfered, but I was wrong. In revealing the truth 

about her I triggered a curse she placed on me long ago. Her magic has a 

way of... reaching out, even from afar. You see, whenever someone thinks 

of her face, or her name, she knows it.” 

Labra’s eyes widened. She remembered the dream vividly, the light, 

the chains, and her grandmother’s sinister smile. 

“This place,” Momma gestured to the cavern, “disrupts your 

grandmother’s magic. The planet is alive, Labra, and the pulse of life 

through these walls muddies her vision. Makes it difficult for her to hear 

us.” 

Labra’s eyes widened at this, and she glanced at the glowing crystals. 

“But Momma, I’ve never even met grandmother before, why is she 

sending me bad dreams?” 

“Because, more than anything else, your grandmother wants to 

remain in power. Inanna is one of the six thrones. She was created from 

primordial lust and has existed since the dawn of life. For her to continue 

to hold her throne, the base desires which created her must remain the 

dominate form of desire in this world.” Momma explained.  

“But why is she coming after me?” Said Labra, plaintively.  

“Because you’re my daughter. Because I led a rebellion against her. 

Because you could grow up to threaten her one day. As a princess of 

desire, beings from the Twilight and beyond will look to you as an 

example of how to love.” 

Labra furrowed her brow in disbelief. She didn’t see how she chose 

to live would affect anyone other than herself.  

In response, Natylipsis flared her aura, and countless thin filaments 

which were normally hidden stretched out into the distance, blending with 

the ambient light of the crystals surrounding her. She gently scooped a 

handful of the fragile filaments into her hand. 

“These are all the beings I have lain with who still live. We are always 

connected, and they are connected to others in turn. Who you choose to 

love and how you treat them will send ripples through the hearts of 

creatures across this world. If you do not follow Inanna’s way, it is a direct 
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threat to her rule. And she would do anything to stop that from 

happening.” Said Momma.  

Labra felt a chill run down her spine. The thought of her 

grandmother’s insidious influence was terrifying. 

“That’s why I left the Twilight, our home, despite the risks of 

coming to the human world. Many other daemons have done the same. 

Together, we created a nation of free love to continue our fight. I’ll show 

you it to you one day, when you grow older.” Momma’s eyes met Labra’s, 

“But, Labra, if you ever see that face again, even in a dream, you must 

promise me to run. Come and find me as soon as possible.” 

Labra took her mother’s hand, squeezing it gently. “I understand, 

Momma. I promise to be careful.” 

Natylipsis smiled weakly. “Good. Good.” She said, relieved. Then 

she tapped her chin. “While we’re both here, would you like me to teach 

you how to meditate?” 

“Uhm…” Labra began, thinking of how Johan might be in the forest 

right this moment, along with a hungry spirit beast. 

“Darling, I know it seems boring, but it will help you control your 

thoughts. It makes magic safer and more efficient. I can’t teach you more 

dangerous magic until you master the technique. Aside from that, it’s 

good for your emotional health in general and will help you control your 

urges when you get older, so you don’t hurt your lovers. Useful, huh?” 

Her mother pitched, trying to convince her. 

I want to learn! Momma rarely taught her magical techniques. Her 

lessons mainly consisted of language, math, rhetoric, history, sewing, 

singing, dance and human husbandry – none of which helped her become 

better at magic.  

Natylipsis patted an empty space on the plinth next to her. Labra was 

tempted to sit, but the image of Johan’s smile flashed across her memory. 

She stamped her foot in frustration, then turned on her heel, calling over 

her shoulder as she ran. 

“Sorry, mom! Gotta play. There are trees in the woods and it’s warm 

and I like climbing. You know how it is. Things to do. Ok, bye!”  

She quickly darted off, leaving Natylipsis staring after her with a 

strange look on her face. 

 

* * * 

 


