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~*~

Gwen



Gwen Woods walked around the campground, more to be seen in her park ranger uniform than because there’d been reports of trouble. It was six P.M. and all around her she could see people working on dinner, either chopping up ingredients or trying to get their stoves to work. In an hour, she’d be doing the same thing, except in the small kitchen nook of her cabin rather than out here. She smiled as she looked up at the clear sky. It would definitely be a good evening for eating in the open air and sitting in front of your tent to read a book or play a couple of games. Maybe later tonight she’d do some reading outside and watch the sunset.

Gwen had been working in Big Basin Redwoods for a little over six years now, and she loved every minute. It was hard work, not just physically, but also when dealing with stubborn tourists. She didn’t think a shifter could ask for a better job than being in the outdoors. She couldn’t imagine working in an office all day, filled with people and noise and yet more people. 

She knew some of her distaste for office jobs was because of the type of shifter she was. Gargoyles needed to fly and patrol their territory to make sure everything was secure. Gwen got restless when she hadn’t shifted for two days, her gargoyle getting more and more impatient and worried inside of her. What if an enemy was entering their territory? What if someone was in danger? 

Gwen had spoken to other shifters who came to the state park now and then so they could shift and run free. It was good to see the joy on their faces after they’d come back from a run as a wolf or from flying around as an eagle. Sometimes they hadn’t shifted in weeks, and Gwen wasn’t sure how they managed that. Maybe their shifter animals weren’t as restless as hers. Even now, her gargoyle yearned to take to the sky. 

Gwen took a deep breath, curling and uncurling her fingers. Soon.

We should fly now. It has been too long. What if someone is in trouble? A lost hiker? A wounded hiker?

Gwen was sure she would’ve heard reports if that had been the case, but the concern still niggled away at her. No, she’d finish checking this campground first, nodding at the campers and making sure things were nice and quiet around here. Once the sun was down, she’d fly and patrol the area, sticking close to the treetops so no one would spot her. 

While she was considering which area to patrol tonight, she ran into three people, two men and one woman. They were carrying flashlights and backpacks, talking animatedly amongst themselves. Gwen frowned at that. Flashlights? There was still plenty of light to see by. “Evening,” she called out. 

She watched as one of the young men started, and he turned towards her. “Oh!” he said, grinning. “Yeah, good evening!” 

She walked over to them, making sure a friendly smile was on her face. “Going for an evening stroll?” she asked, looking at the young man who had greeted her. He seemed to be in his early twenties, just like the other two. College students going camping for the weekend, perhaps? 

“Yeah,” the woman piped up. “That’s fine, right? We’ll be super-careful!” 

Gwen eyed their flashlights. “There’s no hiking after sunset,” she told them. “A quick stroll is fine, but you have to be back before it gets dark. It would be too dangerous.” She wasn’t worried because of the animals in the park, but because of the trails themselves. It was easy enough to get lost during the day, or trip over a branch. She wouldn’t let this trio stumble around in the dark. 

The blonde woman nodded, her expression serious. “We know. That’s why we’re here.” 

The second man held up a camera. Dark, curly hair stuck out underneath his beanie. “Don’t worry, we won’t get too close. We just wanna get it on camera.” 

“Get what on camera?” Gwen asked, frowning. 

“Your giant bat-monster!” the young woman said, smiling. “No one on the forum has gotten a good video of it yet.” 

“We’re gonna get so many hits.” The first man was practically bouncing on his feet now. “We’re gonna be famous!” 

Gwen was still looking at the woman, hoping she had misheard. “What giant bat-monster?” she asked. Inside of her, her gargoyle had gone very quiet. 

“Duh, your giant bat-monster,” the woman said, as if that explained anything. She looked at her friends when Gwen remained quiet. “You don’t know about your giant bat-monster? It’s all over the Internet.” 

“Well, not the entire Internet.” The man with the beanie held up his camera pointedly, smiling as well. “Give us a few days, though!” 

Gwen tried not to show her increasing panic on her face. “Hmm, well, I haven’t heard anything about it,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t waver. “And anyway, you’re still not allowed to go hiking after sunset.” 

The first man let out an annoyed huff. “Oh, come on! How are we supposed to get footage of the bat-monster if we can’t go out in the evening?” He leaned closer. “Look, this could be great publicity for your park. Do you know how many people go to Loch Ness every year? Do you know how much money you could make?” 

Gwen did know that, and she had no interest in getting that many tourists. “We’re fine without our own Nessie, thanks,” she replied dryly.

“Oh my God.” The young woman grabbed her friend’s arm. “Oh my God, we gotta name it. We gotta think of a good name for it, Chris.” 

Chris nodded, while his other friend went back to fiddling with his camera. “We’ll think of something.” 

“I suggest you think of it inside your tent,” Gwen told them firmly. At 6’1” she was taller than any of the trio, and they shrank a little when Gwen gave them her sternest look. “I will let other park rangers know about this incident. If we catch you three on the trails after sunset, we will ask you to leave the park immediately, and you will not be welcome here or in any other state park anytime soon.” 

That last bit wasn’t true, but going by the worried glances they shot each other, they clearly didn’t know that. 

Chris let out a sigh. “Fine, geez. We’ll be back before it gets dark.” His expression was sulky, far more a teenager than an adult. He gave her one last look, then stalked off towards the campground’s exit. 

The woman pouted. “This is really unfair, you know,” she said. “Chris, hey, wait for me!” She hurried after him. “We still need to think of a good name to put on the t-shirts we’re gonna sell!” 

“Shouldn’t you go with them?” Gwen asked the remaining man. “Make sure they get back here on time?” 

He looked at his friends, then at Gwen, and he smiled. “I know what this is. You’re the government. You’re just covering it up. How convenient that no one’s allowed to go outside at night when there’s a giant bat-monster on the loose!” 

“I think your friends will enjoy your little conspiracy theory more,” Gwen told him. “I suggest you join them.” 

He just kept smiling at her. “Sure. Sure.” He walked away, but after a couple of steps, turned to look at her. “We’ll get footage of that bat-monster, just you wait. We’ll be all over the news! You can’t cover this up forever!” 

Gwen didn’t reply, but stood there and watched them head off. She let out a sigh. There was no way they were going to be back here before sunset, but right now, there wasn’t a lot she could do except warn them. 

She had to tell her boss about this, and fast.



*



Emily Wilson, the bear shifter who had been head ranger for nearly twenty years, sat back in her office chair as she listened to Gwen. “Hmm,” was all she said, once Gwen had finished explaining what had happened. “That’s certainly something.” 

Gwen had always admired how her boss remained unflappable, but her calm reaction surprised her. “We have to do something about it. Those three idiots will be in danger if they stay out there tonight.” 

Emily nodded and got up. She was in her fifties, strands of gray amongst her brown hair, and while she was as tall as Gwen, Gwen always felt like Emily towered over her. “Then we’re just gonna have to keep an eye out for them, aren’t we? I’ll let the other rangers know.” She walked from behind her desk to look out the window. “This situation could easily get out of hand. I wouldn’t mind getting more tourists, but not like this. It’s bad enough when we get shifters coming here whose shifter animals aren’t native to the area and they get spotted. Remember all those bird-spotters we had a few years ago?” 

Gwen definitely remembered that. The bird-spotters had been a friendly bunch, but some of them wouldn’t stick to the trails and kept wandering off, certain they had seen the rare bird they had come for amongst some far-off trees. “Like I could forget.” 

“People coming here because of monster sightings might be even worse,” Emily continued, then glanced at Gwen. “Not that you’re a monster.” 

Gwen just shrugged. To humans, who had no idea about shifters and especially gargoyle shifters, she was a monster. Something unknown, something scary. Even other shifters were a little taken aback by her shifted form. “No, I get it. You don’t want me to become the next Big Foot or Jersey Devil. Trust me, neither do I.” The idea of more people coming here with cameras to get a glimpse of her made her feel nauseated. She just wanted to keep the state park safe. “Look, I caused this, so I want to handle it,” Gwen said. If she had been more careful during her patrols, she wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. “Let me do some damage control.” 

“What kind?” 

Good question. Gwen was quiet for a moment, thinking quickly. “I’ll stay in tonight,” she said, as much as the idea of not patrolling hurt. “Lie low. If they don’t get any footage, maybe they’ll get bored and leave tomorrow. If they stick around, I can try to scare them off tomorrow night.” If those kids wanted a giant bat-monster, well, that could be arranged. “They have a camera. I could take it from them as a gargoyle, and we can see if they actually have any footage.”

“Then the next day one of the rangers can find it and return it to them,” Emily mused. “Okay, Gwen, keep me updated. For your sake, I hope they’re easily bored and leave.”

Gwen hoped so as well. She didn’t want to go around scaring a bunch of college kids and stealing their camera, but she had to keep her secret safe. “It’ll be fine.”

She wasn’t sure if that was aimed at her boss, or at herself.
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