
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      The Lord of the Labyrinth

    

    
      
        EMMA CASTLE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Emma Castle Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        An Important Note from the Author

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  




  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      Copyright © 2025 by Lauren Smith

      Cover design by Daqri Designs

      

      Emma Castle supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact emma@emmacastlebooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      **No part or whole of this book may be used to train AI softwares, systems or language learning models. Such use is a violation of the author’s copyright protection and not fair use.

      **No AI was used in any part of the creation of this book. Emma Castle writes all of her books by hand and uses no software language models. This book is Human Created.

      

      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

      ISBN: 978-1-962760-70-6  (standard edition ebook)

      ISBN: 978-1-967219-19-3  (standard edition trade paperback)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Important Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is a love letter to the 1986 movie Labyrinth starring David Bowie and Jennifer Connelly.

      The movie is about a sixteen-year-old girl who accidentally wishes her little half-brother away to the Goblin King. When she realizes her mistake, she must journey to the Goblin King’s world and find her way through the labyrinth to rescue her brother.

      If you’re like me, this movie creates a wonderful sense of nostalgia. We have a girl struggling to find out who she is in the world and what power she possesses as a woman and an adult to define her life. And then of course you add in David Bowie in those tight pants and a billowy blouse, crooning his songs and enticing Jennifer’s character, all while the threat on her brother’s life hangs in the balance. It is a story involving more than just one kind of awakening for the heroine.

      When I set out to write a more adult Labyrinth retelling, I knew it would be an intense experience. I have so many emotions tied to this movie because I grew up watching it. And like many things that you rewatch (or reread) over time at different ages, you gain new perspectives on how it made you feel, what it made you think as you were younger and then later on as you grew older. I wanted to really capture the magic of the story by mirroring the character journey as best I could in certain ways. Before you read the story, I want to explain a few choices I made as the writer and why I felt they were important to discuss before you dive into this adventure.

      Firstly, this is an adult romance novel. It contains descriptive sex scenes between the hero and heroine. Unlike in the movie where the heroine is sixteen, my heroine is eighteen. I know many readers roll their eyes and go “ugh” when they think about an eighteen-year-old young woman and a thousand-year-old Fae hero. But for me, part of the charm of the movie is watching the movie heroine, Sarah, discover her first true sexual attraction and her own self-worth and power. I wanted to capture that same journey with my own story, but have the heroine be a legal adult, that way we can finally enjoy love scenes between two consenting adults.

      As of the day I write this note, I am thirty-nine years old. Eighteen feels like a lifetime ago, but I do remember that when I turned eighteen, I realized I was suddenly, for the first time, truly in charge of my future. That my choices would reflect my life’s path and that I was the person I needed to rely on. Becoming an adult can be exciting, it can be terrifying, and it can be a mixture of both. There are dozens of “first” experiences in those years after graduating high school. And in some ways that series of “firsts” and the choices a person makes can define who they are for years to come. It’s the point where we start to truly discover ourselves. It is the beginning of a grand journey that will last many, many years.

      With my heroine, Kate, I want you, the reader, to feel what it’s like to be that uncertain eighteen-year-old, to wonder about your future and feel that first spark of true adult female attraction that’s more than just a crush. I want you to go back in time and relive that period of initial self-discovery with Kate as she navigates through her adventures in the labyrinth.

      While this is in a way a retelling of the movie, there are parts that differ from the movie. I relied heavily on fairy research. I read extensively on the history of fairies all over the world. Each creature you read about is based on real fairy lore. The two ruling courts of the higher classes of Fae, the Seelie and Unseelie, are based on Scottish and Irish mythology, with the Seelie being the light Fae and the Unseelie being the dark Fae. The idea of the fairy courts of the Seelie and Unseelie have existed for hundreds of years, and many romantasy and fantasy authors have relied on such lore to create their own fairy worlds. Jim Butcher in his Dresden Files was the first author to really use fairy courts in modern-day fantasy writing more than twenty years ago, and many authors since then have been inspired by his concept of seasonal courts.

      For my own story, I wanted to draw the distinction between morning and twilight as my two courts because so much of my created lore relies on the fairies being connected to either sunlight or twilight and moonlight. Unlike the original movie, my hero is not a Goblin King but actually a Sidhe (pronounced “Shee”) or Shining One, one of the original ancient Fae peoples that possessed immense powers, according to existing world lore.

      While most of my story concerns Kate’s journey through the labyrinth and her time with Roan, the dark Fae King, there is an additional storyline concerning Roan and his tensions with the Seelie court led by his cousin Culan. I chose not to spend page after page involving expansive battles or court-related dramas. I wanted it to feel more like a fairy tale where the story focuses on the adventures of a limited group of characters. I also wanted the focus to be on Kate’s personal journey and her romance with Roan, where I believe it’s the most rewarding and the most fun! Just like in the original movie, Sarah’s journey was episodic, and while she was dropped into a vast world, she only discovered parts of it through her adventures, and I wanted it to be the same for Kate.

      There is a small cast of secondary characters that I hope you will enjoy. For fans of Hoggle and Ludo from the original movie, I’ve created a grumpy kobold named Patch and a female troll named Magda. They become Kate’s friends and help her discover her self-worth and her courage, as well as show her the power of having friends who truly support you, even when you feel you are in your darkest hour.

      I hope you enjoy Kate and Roan’s story.

      

      All my love to you, dear reader,

      Emma Castle

      June 2025
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        Once upon a time…a wish was whispered, weaving a spell of sweet longing and moonlight. No dark king could resist such an enchantment as a mortal woman’s wish . . .

      

      

      
        
        —Anon., Tales from the Twilight Court

      

      

      

      The barn owl that was more than simply an owl ruffled its feathers as its gaze swept through the darkened bedchamber. Layers of purple shadows stretched over the room, except for a single beam of moonlight that illuminated the figure of a young woman curled on top of the covers of a bed against one wall. Her soft weeping altered the vibrations in the air, keeping the owl that was not an owl on edge. He shuffled his clawed feet on the carpeted floor of the woman’s bedchamber.

      The owl’s eyes funneled the scant light and allowed him to survey this new world through a predator’s sharpened gaze. He stretched a wing out until pain forced him to pull it back against his body. A soft screech escaped him. He had come a long way from the portal in the woods, and his injured wing still needed time to mend.

      The woman on the bed stopped crying. The owl that was not an owl buried his face in his feathers, going still.

      She sat up and looked around the room, her eyes trying to adjust to the darkness. He peered back at her through his shield of feathers. Her gaze finally settled on him, and a strange sense of destiny tugged at the core of his being, as though each breath this mortal woman took bound him more and more to her.

      A life saved meant a life owed. But he was clever, and the payment of his debt would not come in a way this mortal would expect.

      “You okay, Handsome?” Her dark hair fell around her shoulders, and the tracks of tears on her face shimmered like liquid moonlight over her cheeks.

      Human tears. Did she not know the power they possessed? He could cast an enchantment that would last for centuries with a single tear from this beautiful woman. His eyes missed nothing as he studied her in the half dark.

      Oh, little mortal, he thought as he ruffled his feathers. She slid off the bed and came to him, her slender bare feet peeking out from a loose pair of satin trousers she’d worn to bed.

      “I hope the vet was right and that you’ll be all right after a rest. You’re too beautiful not to be flying out in the night.” She knelt beside him and reached out a hand to him. He opened his beak and gave a little nibble on her finger, making her smile through her tears.

      “You’d never hurt me, would you?” she asked.

      Her tone told him that she didn’t mean that he wouldn’t claw or bite her. No, it came from somewhere deeper, somewhere darker in her soul. This woman had been hurt, and yet she dared to trust him.

      Oh, but, little one, I am darkness. I harm those with light within, even when I do not wish to. It is my curse . . . it is my nature.

      However, that endless black abyss within him that roared with rage and demanded blood went eerily quiet when this human was near. Each time she held out a finger to him or caressed his feathered head, a sense of peace he’d not known possible overtook him, quieting the raging storm inside him.

      Could she be filled with a light he’d never seen before? A light that made pale the very essence of the Shining Ones like him? Surely not, for this woman was mortal. She had no ancient blood, no connection to his realm.

      Her brown eyes, like honey shot through with amber, watched him intensely, just as he watched her.

      “I wish I knew what you were thinking,” she mused. “It must be quite serious, because you look like you’re frowning.” Her lips curved up in a half smile.

      The owl moved a step closer on the carpeted surface of the floor toward her. She stroked her fingers over the top of his head as he continued to look back at her, unable to tear his gaze away. Pleasure rippled through his body, and the ache in his injured wing faded to the background of his mind.

      Had this mortal cast a spell on him? Such a thing was not possible.

      “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” she asked.

      He chittered softly, and she grinned. His breath caught at the dazzling sight. It was like the glamour he could cast upon others, yet he saw no visible magic.

      “Very well. I’ll be right back.”

      She left the room. After a moment, the door opened, but it was not the young woman who entered. It was the little boy he had seen when the woman had first rescued him and brought him here. The boy couldn’t have been more than ten or twelve mortal years. His mop of blond hair and blue eyes made him look desperately innocent. This was the sort of child who would have been welcome in his realm, for the Shining Ones adored beauty in all its forms.

      “Wow. You’re so cool.” The boy knelt on the floor and reached out for him with a gentle touch, just like the woman’s. “Kate’s amazing. Of course she’d rescue you. I bet by the time she’s done taking care of you, you’ll be better than ever.”

      And who is Kate to you? the owl wondered silently. He’d spent so little time in the world of men. This modern age had left his kind overshadowed by bright lights and frightening technology that weakened magic.

      “I . . . I think she really needs a friend right now,” the boy suddenly confessed. “I’d love to be her friend, but she doesn’t even want me to be her brother.” He paused, his face tightening with pain. “But I’d do anything for her. Anything.”

      A little brother. A loyal one. That was something the owl understood. Loyalty was a treasure to be cherished and protected. Even for a creature of darkness and mist, he craved loyalty and—foolishly—love.

      Perhaps I am not so different from these mortals. He chuckled at the ridiculous thought. He was the king of twilight, the lord of silver and night. What did he have in common with humans?

      “I better go. She’d get upset if she knew I came into her room.” He offered the owl a secretive smile. “So take care of her for me, okay?”

      Then the boy was gone. A few minutes later, Kate returned and sat on the floor at the foot of her bed with a small bowl of water and a parcel of brown paper.

      “Here you go.” She set the bowl down. The owl that was not an owl bent forward so that his beak could dip into the water to drink. He had been thirsty, and the cool water was a balm to his injured body.

      “Now, try this.” She opened the parcel and began tearing something into small chunks. “I bet you’ll think it’s tasty.” She offered him a small piece.

      He humored her and tasted it. It was meat. Finally, a proper source of sustenance. He clicked his beak and moved closer so she could feed him several more bites. Once he felt satisfied, he moved away from her a little. She wrapped the meat back up in the parcel but left the bowl on the floor while she disappeared from the room again.

      The food had not been the kind he was used to; it held no healing powers, yet he felt stronger. In a short while, he could return home.

      “Feeling better?” Kate asked when she returned. He closed his eyes halfway and fluffed up his feathers in a show of contentment.

      “I have to get to bed. It’s Christmas tomorrow, and I need to sleep if I have to deal with Sandra.” She reached out once more and trailed her fingertips over his uninjured wing. The caress was delightful, and he despised how much he enjoyed it. The woman thought him some common woodland creature and was treating him like a pet. But damned if he could lie and say that her touch didn’t stir dark, delicious things within him.

      “You know, I think it was you who saved me tonight,” she whispered. “I don’t know where I would’ve ended up if you hadn’t crashed into my window. I might have kept driving in the dark and gotten lost. Or worse.”

      Lost in the dark. It wasn’t a fate a creature full of light like this woman deserved.

      He was forever lost in the shadows. It was his burden, his fate.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” she whispered to him. She then returned to her bed, this time climbing beneath the sheets. She let out a sigh of contentment that filled the room with new vibrations that called to him.

      He watched.

      He waited.

      He wondered . . .

      Once she was deep asleep, the moonlight burst into stardust above her head and her dreams played out before his eyes. Mortals always failed to shield their dreams, and now he had a glimpse into her world. He watched with rapt attention as the magic of her mind moved through countless images.

      Figures made of glittering dust danced before him, playing out a private opera of whispered words and bittersweet music. But soon the sweet words changed, and her dreams were consumed by the phantoms of her nightmares.

      “Selfish creature . . . never listens . . . have to do something about her . . . Send her away . . .”

      The owl’s eyes slanted as he spread his wings, filled with rage. Kate stirred, her dark dreams disrupting her so violently that even in her sleep she began to weep.

      The owl let out a hiss and took flight, landing on the woman’s bed. He hopped close to her and pressed his beak against her cheek, clicking softly. Her eyes opened, and she stared up at him in shock and wonder.

      “How did you get up here? Did you fly?” she asked, wiping her eyes. He bobbed his head, his eyes tracking the sight of her tears, his dark heart pounding furiously. She sat up and carefully scooped him into her arms, burying her face in his feathers without fear.

      “I wish I could leave, that you could fly me away from here . . . I wish I could forget everything.”

      A wish . . .

      She had spoken a wish he had the power to grant. The strength of her desire infused her wish with power, and his magic was strengthened by it. If there was something that mortals possessed that the Fae envied, it was the power of their wishes. Creatures like him did not make wishes.

      Yes, little one, yes.

      He could take her away. He possessed enough power now. And once he took her to his world, she would be his and he could study the strange effect she had on him for as long as his dark heart desired.

      Releasing his hold on his wild shape, the barn owl transformed into his true Fae form. Now towering over the young woman, he wrapped his arms around her. She stiffened in his hold as her face tilted up and she saw him without his glamour.

      Her lips parted in shock, but it was too late to change her mind.

      “Your wish is granted, little one. You’re mine, now and forever. I shall steal you away by twilight.” He spoke the claiming words that would bind her to him forever. Patterns of moonlight and shadows whirled around them as he opened the space between worlds and carried her into the darkness with him.
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        Beware the deep, dark woods. Men have been lost within the birch and poplar branches. But should a woman venture forth, the rowan and ash will show her the way. Their boughs will bend and their leaves will murmur to the twilight king . . . his bride has come.

      

      

      
        
        —Anon., Tales from the Twilight Court

      

      

      

      A few hours earlier

      

      “He’s not my favorite, Kate. Stop acting like a child and be more respectful to your mother.”

      “Stepmother,” Kate Winslow corrected her father as she desperately tried to control her temper. The only time her stepmother ever called herself Kate’s mother was win she was trying to win an argument or shame Kate into something in front of her father.

      Robert Winslow glared at her from across the kitchen island, arms crossed. Her stepmother, Sandra, stood beside him, lips pinched in a sour frown. She continued to cut a bunch of carrots into small chunks for the Crock-Pot for tomorrow. Sandra’s brown eyes met Kate’s, a dark glint in them, warning Kate of the poison she was about to spread in Robert’s ear.

      “I’m not a child!” Kate snapped. “I’m in college, for God’s sake. Stop treating me like some spoiled brat.” She couldn’t understand why her father believed anything Sandra said about her. It was all so clearly untrue.

      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t act like one, Katherine,” Sandra said as she set her knife down. “Caden doesn’t act like this, and he’s eleven.”

      Caden. Her half brother. The son Sandra had given Kate’s father. The perfectly adorable kid whom Kate loved, but Sandra used him as a wedge to drive Kate even farther away from her father. And now that she’d officially moved into the dorms two hours away, that emotional distance between them had only intensified. She hadn’t known how unhappy she’d been these last few years until she’d seen how other people on campus behaved with their families. Many had blended families like hers, but none seemed as miserable as she was.

      She almost hadn’t come home for Christmas. When her roommates had asked her about it, she’d felt a terrible sense of dread at the thought of having to face Sandra again. And worse, she would disappoint her father just by being here, just like she was now, even though all she did was speak the truth. Kate had no value to Sandra, to the woman who could have been a second mother to her, if only she had wanted Kate just a little. But she never had. From the first day she’d met Kate, Sandra had made it clear that Kate was only in the way. Unwanted. Even at eighteen, when she was moving on with her life, it still hurt.

      Tears stung Kate’s eyes. She wasn’t a child. She was earning a business degree and studying French. She had talents, skills, and intelligence. She had earned a full academic scholarship, which had made her father proud until Sandra said it was only to be expected given the private schools they had sent her to. As if Kate’s grades had been purchased and her years of hard work meant nothing.

      Before Kate’s mother, Amber, had died, she’d told Kate that a child was born into the world with love, that they didn’t need to earn it. But her mother had been wrong. Sandra had made it clear love had to be earned, and Kate could never do enough to please her. Somehow, that wounded Kate beyond words, knowing that her mother’s wonderful ideas about the world weren’t true.

      How can she make me cry all the time? It’s like she knows just what to say to make me look like a child.

      “You know,” her father said, his tone firm but gentle, “I think it’s time you went to see someone about your issues.”

      Kate gripped the edge of the white granite countertop. “My issues? The only issue I have is being a part of this family.” The moment she said the words, she regretted them, but she’d be damned if she took them back. A look of satisfaction lurked behind the shocked expression on Sandra’s face. A black pit formed in Kate’s stomach. She’d played right into Sandra’s trap. Again.

      “Kate,” her father warned. “This is why you need therapy. You need to understand how you fit into this family. Not everything is about you. Your mother taught you better than that.”

      Your mother . . . Those two words cut Kate’s heart like a knife.

      “But I don’t fit,” she said, almost in a whisper. She wanted to leave, but her body was frozen to the spot, unable to move. “That’s what she wants.” Kate glanced at her stepmother. “Isn’t it? Driving me away so you get everything?”

      Sandra’s eyes lit up. “See, Robert? She just wants her inheritance. This little stunt is about money.”

      The evil woman had turned her own words against her. A metallic taste filled Kate’s mouth. She swallowed, but her throat felt like it was coated in broken glass.

      “That’s it. I’m done.” Kate turned to leave.

      “Kate, come back. We aren’t done talking about this,” her father said.

      I am done, she thought bitterly. Done with everything.

      She stormed through the house, stopping only when she reached the stairs by the front door. Christmas lights covered the bushes outside, and a tall Christmas tree filled the entryway with its lushly decorated greenery. It was beautiful, but none of this was real. She wanted the old Christmas back. She wanted to have her mother’s hand-sewn stockings on the fireplace mantel and randomly collected ornaments that carried special stories for their family. Sandra had stored them in the attic and replaced Kate’s childhood with glitzy store-bought stockings that held no Christmas memories.

      Christmas music drifted from the kitchen again. It had been paused when Kate interrupted them. Somewhere along the way, this had ceased to be Kate’s world. Sandra had conquered it and controlled it, just like everything else in Kate’s life.

      This wasn’t home. Home wasn’t anywhere anymore. Her once beautiful world was now a frozen palace of ice in a land far out of her reach.

      Kate stared at the family portrait above the fireplace. It held only her father, Sandra, and Caden. Sandra had scheduled the photo shoot on a day when Kate had final exams in high school, and she hadn’t been able to sit for the portrait. Sandra was doing everything she could to push Kate away from her father. She kept pitting Kate against Caden, and Kate despised that even more. Caden was a sweet kid. She loved him, but seeing how her father glowed when he looked at his son compared to how he looked at her . . .

      She shivered as a fresh layer of ice frosted her heart.

      Stop thinking about what should be. Think about what is.

      That was what she had to do. Her mother was dead. Her father had moved on. It was stupid for Kate to cling to her past and pathetic for her to wish for an impossible future.

      Rather than go up to her room, Kate grabbed her purse from the side table and headed for the front door. She had to get out of here. She had no idea where she’d go. She only knew she needed to find a place where she could breathe and think. Something had to change in her life. She just had to figure out how to move forward.

      “Kate?” Caden’s voice halted her as she put her hand on the doorknob.

      The little boy stood at the top of the stairs, wearing buffalo plaid red-and-black pajamas. His blond hair was a mess, and his blue eyes were wide with worry.

      “Yeah?” she said softly, not wanting Sandra or her father to hear.

      “You really think Mom has favorites?” He said Mom so innocently, as if he didn’t understand that Sandra didn’t want to be Kate’s mother.

      That’s what hurt Kate more than anything. That she felt so unwanted when she would have been glad to have had a second mom. When her father had first gotten remarried, Kate had been open to the idea of a new mom. But from the moment she met Sandra, it had been clear the woman had no desire to have Kate in her life.

      “I . . .” She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Don’t worry about what I said. I’m just mad.” She could tell that he heard the lie upon her lips.

      Caden came down a few steps on the stairs. “You’re leaving? But tomorrow’s Christmas.”

      “Then you should go back to bed so Santa will come tonight. He can’t visit if you’re awake. I promise I’ll come back.” He must have heard the uncertainty in her voice and came down the rest of the way.

      “Kate, I’m eleven. I know Santa isn’t real,” Caden said politely. “You promise to come back?” He put a hand on her arm. “Please? You’re my sister.” His blue eyes were full of a pleading that tore at Kate’s heart. She really loved her little brother, but so much of Sandra’s cruelty involved him, and it created a bleak ache in her chest whenever she was around the boy.

      “Promise me,” he said again, his fingers tightening on the sleeve of her sweater. He could tell she didn’t want to come back, that this place was a dark abyss of pain for her.

      Her throat tightened. “Okay, I’ll be back tomorrow. I promise.”

      Caden released her arm as she opened the door. Rain was coming down in thick torrents, matching her grim view of her future with her family. Caden gave her a small, helpless wave as she closed the door. She rushed to her car in the driveway, shielding her face with one arm.

      The rain moved across the lawn and driveway in waves, the drops hitting the ground so hard they formed a layer of mist.

      She wrenched open the driver’s side door and threw herself in, half soaked by the time she slammed the door shut.

      Kate started the engine but sat in the driveway for a few minutes, watching her headlights light up the garage door. She rested her head on the steering wheel and closed her eyes, fighting off more tears.

      “What the hell am I doing?”

      She couldn’t just drive away from her family on Christmas Eve. But that was exactly what she was going to do. Drive somewhere. Anywhere. Just get away for at least a few hours.

      She raised her head and, with renewed determination, backed out of the driveway. The rain pounded against her windows, making it impossible to see more than a dozen feet ahead of her, even with her headlights on and the windshield wipers working like mad.

      She turned down the road that would carry her away. Despite the rain, she could make out the silhouette of the dark woods ahead that bordered the housing development. Only a thin strip of asphalt separated the dark wood from the suburban neighborhood she had just left. Her mother would have called that a liminal zone. A place between, not quite one thing or another, but somehow a hint of both.

      Kate slowed as she passed the woods and thought of her mother and how much she missed her. Her mother had loved to read her fairy tales, myths, and legends. She had often warned Kate never to venture into the woods, unless she was strong enough to fight off any wolves that might come after her. Kate used to imagine an enormous wolf pursuing Red Riding Hood, but as a grown woman, Kate knew that other dangers lurked in dark places, in those strips of the earth that lay between worlds.

      Suddenly a flash of white and silver streaked through the darkened woods.

      A gust of wind exploded, bending trees violently in her direction, and her car swayed as the wind buffeted it. The passenger window exploded in a shower of glass. Kate screamed as the car rocked on its wheels and something soft and white smacked into her body. She covered her face, gasping. The wind howled like some childhood nightmare, and wild flashes of light broke over the car in spirals, blinding her through her closed eyelids.

      Then, everything went silent. Even the rain suddenly stopped. A strange hum filled her ears—half felt, half heard—deep in her chest and inside her head, a tone that sent her pulse racing before it dropped into a slow, steady rhythm. In the tomb-like silence that followed, she dared to open her eyes and look around.

      It took her a moment to adjust to the darkness again. She stared at the shattered passenger window and the creature crumpled on the seat. A barn owl splayed its wings out and stared back at her as it struggled to stand up. Its right wing didn’t seem to move the way it should. Its heart-shaped face bobbed and swiveled around, looking at her and the car in confusion. The owl let out a piercing screech.

      Kate had no idea what to do. One of its wings was bent, and several feathers seemed out of place. Its body quivered, possibly from shock.

      She calmly moved to grip the wheel and let out a slow breath. “Okay . . .” She wasn’t afraid of the owl, but she was afraid it might hurt itself more if she spooked it.

      Thin red slashes on her forearms dripped with blood. She was only now becoming aware of the pain. She wasn’t sure if the scratches were from the glass, the owl, or both. She examined the cuts and winced, but they didn’t seem too severe. What mattered was the owl. It could be badly injured, and she couldn’t let it suffer.

      There was a veterinary ER nearby. They might let her have some antiseptic wipes and bandages while they checked on the owl. She prayed they could fix its wing and that it would be able to fly again.

      “Okay, little guy, I’m going to take you somewhere to get you help.” She started driving again. Thank God the rain had stopped.

      She headed for the veterinary hospital a few miles away. The owl’s unblinking gaze was fixed on her the whole time.

      “I promise you’ll be okay,” she said. “Just don’t claw me when we get there? I just need to make sure you’re not hurt so we can get you flying again. You want that, don’t you?” If she’d been able to fly, she’d never want to touch the ground again.

      Kate stopped at a red light and looked down at the owl. Its one wing was still a mess of white-and-gold feathers, while the other was tucked securely against its side. The owl swiveled its head to watch the bright lights of fast-food restaurants and coffee shops along the street. Then it swiveled its head back to look at her. It slowly blinked, its dark eyes luminous.

      “You’re beautiful,” she whispered.

      Kate didn’t feel silly talking to the owl. She loved animals. Before her mother had died, her family had a golden retriever, Macintosh. She’d loved to bury her face in his fur and talk to him about everything she’d done that day. That was one of the many things she loved about animals—the quiet ability to exist on the earth and to accept others with such patience. They listened and let humans be themselves. It was a gift that people often took for granted.

      They soon reached the veterinary ER. The bright red-and-white sign of the building glowed above them, the mist from the storm creating a halo around the letters.

      She considered the problem of safely handling the owl, then spotted her gym towel in the back seat. That might do the trick. Kate retrieved the towel and got out of the car.

      “Just remember, I’m not going to hurt you.” She approached the passenger door, then cautiously raised the towel with one arm while she opened the door with the other. The owl pressed itself flat against the seat when he saw her advance, which made it more difficult. But after some careful prodding, she managed to wrap the cloth around the little bird and swaddled him like a baby, making sure his talons couldn’t hurt her.

      “See? That wasn’t so bad.” She ignored his disgruntled hoot and grabbed her purse with her free hand before she entered the building.

      The woman at the check-in desk wore a cheery Christmas sweater and was watching a Christmas movie on the big-screen TV in the empty waiting room.

      Kate cleared her throat, making the woman jump. “Hi. This owl crashed through my car’s side window. I think it injured its wing.”

      The woman’s lips parted in shock. “We don’t see wild birds here that often.” She stood and came around the counter. “Do you have it secured?”

      “Yeah, he’s wrapped up. His talons are in the towel.”

      “Okay, great. Let’s get you into an exam room, and I’ll have the doctor come straight in to look at him.”

      Kate took a seat in the first exam room, the owl still bundled up on her lap. She stroked the top of its head, and it tilted its head back to look up at her.

      “Now we wait—” Her whispered words were cut off as a middle-aged woman in green scrubs and a white coat stepped into the room. Her gray eyes lit up with wonder when she saw the owl.

      “Janice said you had an owl, but I honestly didn’t believe her. Let’s set it up on the exam table so I can get a better look.” The vet held her hand out. “I’m Dr. Coburn.”

      “I’m Kate. Thanks so much for looking at him.” Kate set the towel-wrapped owl down on the exam table.

      “I’ll see if he wants a little meat treat before I start messing with his wings.” The vet opened a little Ziplock pouch of treats and offered one to the owl. He stared at the vet’s hand and the treat with a look of effrontery.

      “Oh come on, just try it.” Kate stroked the owl’s head, and then it opened its beak and took the treat, swallowing it.

      The vet carefully unwrapped the towel around one side of the bird. The left wing seemed to be okay, at least from what Kate could see as the vet carefully stretched it out and moved it around.

      “Huh,” Kate murmured. “His wings looked worse just a few minutes ago when I first found him.”

      “Well, this one looks all right to me. Let’s check his right side.” Dr. Coburn covered the left wing and exposed his right wing. The owl clicked his beak in warning as the vet gingerly stretched his right wing out from his body.

      “I know it hurts. You’re a brave little guy, aren’t you? No one is going to hurt you.” She ignored the hiss the owl threw at her.

      “Hey, she’s not gonna hurt you,” Kate whispered as she stroked the owl’s head. “It’s a boy?”

      “Oh yes. Male barn owls have paler white-and-gold feathers, while the females are darker gold with hints of brown to blend into wooded areas while they nest. This fellow is a boy, aren’t you, handsome?” Dr. Coburn stroked the owl’s head with a gloved finger, and he made a little cooing sound, his eyes half closed.

      “He seems to like that,” Kate giggled.

      The vet nodded. “One of my colleagues once said that owls have bird hardware but are downloaded with cat software. They love to be petted but can nibble a little when they’re feeling playful or anxious.”

      “Is his wing going to be okay?” Kate asked.

      “It seems to move all right. I think it’s just tender. I’m going to try to reset some of these bent feathers. Just give me a moment.” The vet prepared a large syringe with hot water and used it to heat up the feather shafts, then straightened out the bent feathers. As Kate adjusted her hold, the vet noticed the scratches on Kate’s arms.

      “Ouch, did he do that?”

      “I’m not sure. It was either the broken glass or him. I meant to ask if you have any antiseptic wipes I could use?”

      “I’ll do you one better. Let me get him taken care of, then I’ll see to you.” Dr. Coburn reset the remaining bent feathers and removed two that weren’t fixable, then tended to Kate’s scrapes.

      “They don’t look deep, but keep an eye out for infection. Go straight to the doctor if they start looking too red. Now, about this little guy—I know a rescue group that handles wild animals if you want them to take him in. Once he’s healed, they’ll set him free. I can get you the info sheet.” The vet left the room, while Kate continued to stroke the owl’s head. He made a soft twittering sound and settled deeper into the towel as she cradled him.

      “That’s it. Just rest, Handsome. You’ve been through a lot lately.” Kate had decided to name the owl Handsome.

      When Dr. Coburn returned, she put the info sheet in front of Kate. “Now, we’re a bit short-staffed right now, but you can leave him here until the holiday is over if you want; that’s when I can send him to the rescue group. Or I can leave you some care instructions if you want to hang on to him until the rehab center is open on Monday.”

      Kate looked down at the owl’s gold and white head. Handsome looked straight at her, unblinking. For a second time, the dark fathoms of the owl’s eyes seemed to make the world around her vanish. Spirals of silver light seemed to form within those dark, mysterious eyes, and she couldn’t look away.

      “Miss Winslow?” The vet’s voice was distant, as though it came through a deep tunnel. Kate shook herself back to the real world.

      “What you want to do?” the vet asked. “I don’t normally let people keep wildlife in their homes, but under the circumstances, I think he’d be okay for a few days with you.”

      “I’ll take him home for a few days. Can you call me when the wildlife center opens?”

      “All right, if you’re sure. Just remember, he’s a wild animal. Don’t treat him like a pet. I’ll print out some info on how to care for him while he’s with you. If you have any trouble keeping him until after the holidays, just bring him back here and I’m sure we can make room for him.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kate once more looked down at the owl in her arms. “You hear that, Handsome? You’re coming home with me.”
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      Once the path is set, you must move forward, never back. For to look back is to welcome the haunts of goblins and trolls or the will-o’-the-wisp to lure you into the dark. Do not chase the false lights for they will lead you to your doom.

      
        
        —Anon., Tales from the Twilight Court

      

      

      

      It was easier than Kate expected to smuggle an injured barn owl into the house. She slipped in through the front door, the owl still wrapped inside her gym towel. Her father was singing Christmas carols in the kitchen with Sandra while they prepared the Christmas meal for tomorrow.

      Kate cuddled Handsome close to her and crept up the stairs, wincing when the third step from the top creaked. She paused outside her bedroom and eased the door open. A shaft of light illuminated the hallway as a different door opened behind her.

      “Kate?” Caden whispered.

      “Yeah?” she whispered back, trying to keep the owl hidden from her little brother.

      “You weren’t gone very long. Where did you go?”

      “Uh . . .” She’d never been able to lie easily, especially not to Caden.

      Before she could say anything, he was at her side peering at Handsome.

      “Is that an owl?” he asked, his eyes going wide.

      “Yeah. It smashed through my passenger-side window.”

      “Is he hurt?”

      “He should be okay. His wing just needs time to heal.”

      Caden tried to move closer. “Seriously? Can I see him?”

      “You have to be careful,” Kate warned. “His talons are dangerous, okay?” She let her half brother see the owl’s face, which peeped out from the towel.

      Handsome looked annoyed, his eyes half closed. But Kate could be misreading a simple warning signal. Lots of animals changed their features to look more intimidating or threatening. She’d seen a video on social media of a northern white-faced owl who could change its facial appearance entirely by slanting its eyebrows and flattening its ears, which made it look more fierce when facing a predator.

      “Don’t tell Sandra or Dad, okay?” She kept her voice low as she spoke. “I’m only keeping him until the rehab center opens after Christmas, but they may force me to take him back to the vet, and they’re pretty full right now.”

      Caden met her gaze in confusion. “Isn’t rehab for people with addiction?”

      She smiled at her brother. “It’s a different kind of rehab. This place works with injured wild animals. When the animal is healed, they can release it back into the wild.”

      “So cool,” Caden said, grinning.

      “You can’t tell. Promise me.”

      “I won’t,” he vowed.

      “Good. Now go back to bed. It’s late. I’ll let you see him tomorrow. Our little secret, right?” She rubbed her free hand in his blond hair and he grinned.

      “I’m glad you came back,” he said.

      “So am I.” She was only glad to see Caden, though. Not her father or Sandra. And that thought only made the ache in her chest widen to a vast chasm of pain.

      Once inside her room, Kate settled Handsome on the floor near the edge of her bed, where she made the towel into a nest. The owl’s eyes were shut as it settled deeper into the towel. She was a little surprised he didn’t try to escape. It wasn’t normal to see a wild animal be so cautious and docile, especially injured. But then, she didn’t exactly have a lot of experience with wild animals. Maybe this was normal for owls, or maybe it was still in shock.

      She left him alone to change out of her wet clothes and into her favorite pajamas and hide the bloody sweater in her laundry hamper to deal with later. Then she pulled back the covers of her bed and climbed in to sleep, but she was too anxious to settle.
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