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Gwen loved her job as a park ranger in Big Basin Redwoods. She got to enjoy the beautiful redwoods every day, listen to the wind rustling through the trees, and make sure the park stayed a wonderful place to visit for both humans and shifters.

But she loved some days better than others, and welcoming a new colleague was not on her list of favorite things to do.

She’d met Charlotte once during the interview process, but Emily had done most of that as head ranger. 

Gwen trusted Emily to select the best person for the job, and Charlotte had seemed friendly. 

Now it’d be up to Gwen to be just as friendly as she showed her new colleague around, while her gargoyle’s instincts told her to be weary of the newcomer. 

The park was her territory. She’d grown up in the area and had stayed. Once a gargoyle settled somewhere and made it their territory, they rarely left. The park was the most important thing in the world to her, and Gwen couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. 

It made dating hard. Sure, plenty of attractive hikers visited the place, and Gwen had a thing for outdoorsy women, but those hikers only stayed for a couple of days, maybe a week. Never long enough to see if it was someone Gwen wanted to leave the park for. 

But Gwen had always known that finding someone special would be hard. She wasn’t an extrovert. She’d been to a gay bar once and hated every awkward second of too loud music in her ears. After an hour, she’d left but didn’t feel like she’d missed out by leaving so soon and hadn’t gone back since.

Besides, she was perfectly happy on her own. She had a dream job in a beautiful park where she could fly free as a gargoyle once the sun had set. Plenty of shifter guests envied her. 

Park visitors required her protection during their stay, and she prided herself on her night-time patrols. She loved flying over the park and keeping an eye out for trouble. But someone like Charlotte, who would be here long term, felt like an intruder. A potential threat.

And no matter how much Gwen reminded herself that Charlotte wasn’t a threat, her instincts would keep her alert and standoffish. She’d make a terrible first impression on Charlotte.

Knowing she’d have to tell her about her shifter form tightened the knot in Gwen’s stomach. She didn’t kid herself about what she looked like. Gargoyles looked like monsters from your worst nightmares, with claws, sharp fangs and bat-like wings. Her pointed ears along with her long, thin tail made her look even more like a human’s idea of a devil. Even Emily had gasped the first time she’d seen Gwen’s shifted form, and the bear shifter didn’t scare easily.

Gwen sighed as she entered the HQ. It’d get better as she and Charlotte got to know each other, but the first few weeks would be awkward. 

“Hi! You’re Gwen, right?” 

Gwen blinked at the woman with a big smile and blonde pixie-cut waiting by the reception desk. “Yes.” She offered her hand. “And you’re Charlotte.” 

“You remembered!” Charlotte laughed. “Do you know if Chief Wilson is here yet? She told me to be here at eight, and it’s five to eight, but is she the type to be early or on time?” 

Gwen was about to suggest they check their boss’ office, when the door opened and Emily walked out to greet them.

The bear shifter was about as tall as Gwen, with strands of silver in her brown hair that she’d tied back. She nodded at Gwen and shook Charlotte’s hand. “Glad to see you, Charlotte. You had a good trip here?” 

“Oh yeah, traffic was quiet.” 

“Where do you live?” Gwen asked, curious. 

“Shady Grove. I just moved here.” Charlotte smiled. “How about you?” 

“A cabin in the park,” Gwen replied. “Nice and quiet.” 

Wait, did that make her sound like too much of a weird loner? 

“It must be. And close to work,” Charlotte said. “I’d love to see it sometime.”

Keep her out of our den! her gargoyle growled, protective instincts flaring up. 

“Sure, once you’ve settled in your new home,” Gwen agreed, ignoring her gargoyle insisting that Charlotte was only interested in taking Gwen’s home for herself.

Emily eyed Gwen. “Why don’t I show Charlotte where everything is around HQ, and you set things up behind the reception desk?” 

Gwen smiled, relieved Emily had given her an out. She’d told her boss already about how she expected her gargoyle to react, but that she’d do her best not to let Charlotte notice. “All right, see you after the tour. Welcome to the team, Charlotte.” 


*


The knowledge that someone new was in the park’s headquarters made it more difficult to sit quietly behind the desk, but Gwen focused on her routine of making coffee and going through the emails and bookings. Her gargoyle would settle eventually once it was clear Charlotte was friendly.

It was half past ten when Emily returned with Charlotte from their brief tour outside. “If you have more ideas for activities, then I’d love to hear them. Especially arts and crafts.”

Gwen grimaced at Emily mentioning park activities as the chief and Charlotte headed into her office to deal with paperwork. Gwen knew Emily was right about them needing more arts and crafts to do with the kids, but Gwen was terrible at them. She wasn’t neat or precise enough to fold animals from paper, and having excitable kids around only made that worse. She preferred taking people on tours around the park, telling them about the plants and animals. 

Gwen loved it when kids asked questions about what the animals ate and how they lived, but when it came to making something with paper and glue, it always ended up a mess. 

She was in the middle of processing a booking when a harried-looking man entered the HQ. He looked to be in his early thirties, brown hair mussed and eyes panicked until he saw her. “What’s wrong?” she asked, as he strode over.

Danger? Her gargoyle perked up, wondering if there was something they’d missed during last night’s petrol.

The man, wearing casual hiking gear and a backpack, glanced around as he leaned across the desk. “It’s a, y’know, issue.” He gestured vaguely at himself. “Is anyone else here?” 

“I’m the only one here, sir,” she replied, lowering her voice. “And a shifter as well.” 

The man looked relieved. “Yes, the woman who checked us in a few days ago mentioned the rangers were all shifters. It’s my son.” 

Gwen stood up at that. “Is he in danger?” 

Her gargoyle wanted to fly off immediately. This was their territory. If a child was in danger, it was their duty to save it. 

“He’s stuck up a tree.” The man sighed. “We’re the Brooks’.” He gestured at the computer. “It’s me, my wife, and Jonathan.” 

Gwen typed the name, eyes widening when she saw the information. Both the man in front of her, Stephen, and his son Jonathan were pegasus shifters. His wife wasn’t a shifter. Gwen could only imagine how worried Annabelle had to be. “Is your wife with him?” 

Stephen nodded. “Yes. I flew here. I avoided the trails,” he added. “But I had to get here as fast as I could. Can you help? He’s just getting the hang of shifting and flying. We came here so we could practise somewhere out of the way. I was showing off in front of him, and he tried to copy me and…” Stephen sighed. “He’s stuck in some branches near the top of the tree and panicking. I flew up there to try to calm him down, but I can’t get close enough. I can’t get him out either, not with my hooves, and—” 

Gwen put a hand on his arm. “We’ll get him out,” she told him firmly, hoping to stop the rising panic in his voice. “Your son isn’t the first shifter, and he won’t be the last.” 

“He’s stuck very high up, what if the branches won’t hold him?” Stephen continued. “He’s only five and can barely fly, and what if he panics and shifts back and—”

“He will be fine,” Gwen said, trying again for the firm and reassuring tone she’d often heard Emily use on worried guests. 

How did the older woman manage it? 

“And in the afternoons we usually have—” Emily strode out of her office, followed by Charlotte. When she saw Stephen at the desk, she fell silent and looked at Gwen expectantly.

“His child is stuck up a tree,” Gwen explained. “It’ll require our special equipment to get him out.”

Emily walked over, beckoning Charlotte to come with her. “I see.” She turned to Stephen. “I’m Chief Wilson. Do you need to explain in private, or—”

“We’re the only ones in the building,” Gwen said. “It’s safe.” She was glad Emily was here to take charge.

If given the choice between talking down a panicked parent or doing arts and crafts with kids, Gwen would rather get the glitter glue.

Charlotte stood back, looking worried. “Can I do anything? Get you some tea or coffee?” she asked. “Water?” 

Stephen was silent for a moment. “Actually, yes. Water would be good.” He ran one hand down his face. “Sorry, you three must think I’m the worst dad ever.” 

Charlotte headed for the break room, while Gwen moved around the reception desk to keep an eye on the entrance and make sure no non-shifters would come in.

Emily had led Stephen over to sit on one of the wooden chairs next to the stack of brochures. “Can you walk me through what happened with your son?” Her tone was warm and firm at the same time, and Gwen was impressed. Maybe she’d be able to sound like that given enough time and practice.

She listened with one ear as Stephen explained the situation, Emily swearing softly when he mentioned his child was a pegasus shifter. 

Charlotte returned with a cup of water. “What’s the plan?” 

Gwen joined them, still with her eyes on the door. She liked Charlotte’s can-do attitude. It couldn’t be easy, her first day here and already they had a crisis on their hands. But Charlotte didn’t look phased.

Her gargoyle insisted they didn’t need to wait and plan with the others. They’d be able to find the child and return him to his worried parents by themselves. But Gwen stayed, knowing she had to wait for her boss to come up with the plan. She couldn’t just fly off. 

She wondered what kind of shifter Charlotte was. Emily had mentioned she wanted a new ranger with a useful shifter animal, but Gwen wasn’t sure what the bear shifter considered useful. Gwen could fly, and Emily was strong. What else did they need? 

Emily got up, towering over Charlotte and Stephen, who was sipping his water. “We’re lucky. They took their son for flying lessons off the trail and in one of the clearings.” 

“We followed the shifter route,” Stephen muttered.

Charlotte frowned, but Gwen nodded. They had a couple of routes around the park especially for shifters to use while in their animal form. It kept them away from the humans who came here for a hike. 

“Charlotte, you head out first and climb up the tree. See if you can calm the kid down. Gwen, we’ll head over as fast as
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