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      Lady of the Oak is a modern, fantasy fairy tale (and origin story) in the Forbidden Royals of Faerie series, intended for an audience age 17+.

      

      Ariana Owens is having the suckiest eighteenth birthday in history. Separated from her friends and lost in Sonoma Valley National Park with a dead phone for company, Ariana stumbles over an oak tree. Her luck takes another terrible turn when the tree talks to her then tosses her into Faerie.

      

      Befriended by a bite-happy talking spider, Ariana will have to evade the Wild Hunt and certain death as evil-Fae dog chow in order to find her way back home to Sonoma.

      

      But the spider keeps telling Ari she’s already home...
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      Ariana ducked under a low branch of a massive blue oak tree in the seemingly never-ending parade of blue oaks surrounding her in Sonoma Valley Regional Park.

      “Come party with us in nature, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. Meh.”

      When she stepped on leaves covering a branch that snapped under her weight, she almost tumbled onto her face in the dirt. “So far, this is the total opposite of a good time.”

      Alone in the dark with a dead cell phone—and on her freaking birthday no less—was the very definition of a totally bee-a-dee bad time.

      “This sucks!”

      No response came from the darkness. A thick shroud of fog crept along the ground, obscuring her Dr. Martens and skulking around the base of the trees as she stomped in what she hoped was the direction of the all-night Samhain festival.

      She should never have let her friends talk her into woodland insanity for her eighteenth birthday. She should’ve let her parents throw her a nice party in their big backyard like they’d offered. But nooooo, peer pressure won out, and she ended up stuck in the middle of too much nature with zero people and no clear way out. She couldn’t even hear the music from the party, despite a few speaker stacks and back-to-back DJs, so music should be echoing far and wide in the park.

      Why isn’t it?

      A shiver streaked down her limbs, and she tried her best not to think too hard about how weirded out the eerie silence made her. She would just keep moving. Sitting and stewing seemed like the worst idea possible. People died when they stopped moving, right? Or maybe that’s only in a snowstorm…

      “It’s my own fault for stepping off the path,” she muttered aloud, checking her phone again to see if it had magically started working again. “I swear you were at, like, eighty-two percent battery when we got here a few hours ago, you stupid brick.”

      It had been functioning just fine when she was on the main Valley of the Moon trail, following behind two of her friends while texting her parents in their group chat. Then, as she fended off their well-meaning advice about responsible partying, she thought she heard a kitten mewling off to her left.

      Coyotes or raccoons or other park beasties would make a meal out of a poor, itty bitty kitty, so she shouted to her friends to come with her before she dashed off to the rescue. Her two adult felines would probably love a little baby brother or sister to boss around, and Mom and Dad were always rescuing strays, so they wouldn’t mind another addition to the household pet menagerie, either.

      “But of course there’s no cat, because suddenly I’m in a Halloween horror movie, and I’ve just done the thing you’re never supposed to do—separated myself from the others. Cuz I’m an idiot.”

      She shrugged her mini backpack purse off, shoved her useless and black-screened tech into it, then resettled the bag between her shoulder blades.

      And talking to yourself out loud—so all the demons, ghosts, and other spooks can hear you—is also a super dumb move in a horror movie.

      Then again, real, live people should be able to hear her, too. She sucked in a huge breath and yelled, “Hello? Can anyone hear me? I need help!”

      Silence answered, save for the rustling of leaves in the cool evening breeze and the chirping of crickets.

      Bet there are a lot of creepy crawlies out here.

      The cheery thought had her heart thumping and her flesh trying to creep off her bones. Between the chilly, foggy weather and the insects, she probably should’ve chosen a more practical outfit for the party. Her black Goth Lolita dress and thigh-high striped stockings left too much skin exposed for bugs to bite.

      She shivered and quickened her pace on the uneven ground.

      The brisk breeze abated but the temperature dropped further, making her wish she added a cloak or some other stylish and warm layer to her Halloween birthday outfit.

      The crickets ceased their incessant screeching. The sudden silence rang in her ears. Her unease increased.

      A break in the trees and a fluttering sound overhead had her casting a wary glance up at the night sky. Please, oh please let there not be bats.

      The full moon, glimmered behind gossamer clouds. Ariana sucked in a relieved breath. The last thing she needed was an animal attack. Do bats even attack people? Maybe if they got hungry enough. She ducked under another in a long line of trees.

      Let’s not forget about the bobcats and coyotes living in the park. Oh, and the scorpions and⁠—

      Ariana walked into a spider web.

      “Ah! Ah!” Her shrieks pierced the night as she scrabbled at the sticky, wet webbing plastered against her face.

      Her feet collided with something hard protruding from the ground. Stupid tree roots!

      She fell, flailing limbs knocking painfully into jarringly hard earth. The oak’s massive, knobby roots seemed to catch her in their hard grip as she landed on her ass amongst them, with her worst nightmare still clinging to her skin.

      Spiders. No, no, no. Anything but spiders.

      Her chest squeezed tight, and her gut twisted. Sputtering and coughing, she swiped at her face then wiped her hands on her dress over and over and over again until finally, her flesh seemed free of the gross insect’s home.

      But…what about the arachnid itself? Or, worse, themselves?

      Visions of a swarm of spiders skittering over her cemented itself in Ariana’s mind.

      “Ew, ew, ew!” Goosebumps galloped along her arms, and she swung her gaze around.

      Nothing slithered or scurried or crept her way. Thank God. And the Goddess, since it’s Samhain.

      She clutched the large annoying roots that had tripped her up and attempted to heave herself back to standing on her somewhat shaky limbs. A sharp sting shot up her arm from her left hand. One of her boots didn’t budge, and she almost twisted her darn ankle as she sank back down.

      “Ow! Crap!” Her foot was wedged between a couple of gnarled roots thicker than her thighs. And her palm hurt like a giant murder hornet had stung her.

      Greaaaat. I am definitely a critter meal in the making.

      Maybe she could untie her boot, slip her foot out, then jiggle her boot free afterward? Ignoring her hand for the moment, she leaned forward to untie⁠—

      Liquid dripped from her skin. “Why is my hand wet?”

      A dull ache pulsed in her palm. She raised her arm and scowled at her hand. In the dim light, a long gash on her thumb pad registered as a dark slash. Blood seeped from the wound, and dripped in rivulets along her skin, disappearing under the long bell sleeve of her dress.

      She hissed in pain. “Gross.” Must have cut myself on some pointy bit of tree root.

      A throbbing on the side of her thigh, a few inches above her knee caught her attention, joining the pain chorus in her body.

      She pulled up her hem with her good hand and squinted at a three-inch slice on the side of her stuck leg, where apparently another sharp bit of bark had ripped right through her thigh-high stocking and precious skin.

      “How the heck is that even possible? And ow, ow, ow!”

      This is bad. She had no first aid supplies, nothing to clean and disinfect her wounds.

      “Fantastic.” If she didn’t die out there as an animal’s dinner, then she might die later of some horrible bacterial infection from dirty cuts.

      Could tonight get any worse?

      A coyote yipped.

      Yes. Yes, it can.

      More yips. Of a pack. Close, waaaaay too close to her location.

      “Fuckity fuck-fuck!” Sorry, Mom and Dad. This situation requires swearing.

      She had to get out of there, ASAP.

      Fear for her life shoved away her worry over infection. She jiggled her imprisoned leg in frantic tugs. With her injured hand curled against her chest, she leaned forward, the fingers of her good hand scrabbling for her boot laces. No luck. She’d double knotted the damn things. No way she could undo that fast, one-handed.

      “I have to get out of here. Let me go you stupid tree, let me go!” she yelled at the oak, heart pounding so hard her chest hurt. “I want to go home!”

      The tree moaned.

      Ariana screamed.

      The coyotes howled.

      “Offering accepted,” a bass voice boomed from behind her.

      She shrieked and whipped her head around. No one there. Nothing but the tree trunk…

      Which had groaned at her.

      Okay, clearly someone dosed her water at the party. Probably with acid. Or maybe there were mushrooms in the brownie she ate? Or the strongest pot on the
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