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Please note that this book contains some darker emotional themes than other Modern Monsters: Sugar & Spice books. Content advisories are available at the end of the book and at bit.ly/alone-in-the-woods
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As I walk along the deer trail, mid-spring breeze rustling through the budding trees, dappled sunlight falling across the brim of my hat, last night’s rain clinging muddy to my work boots, there’s that old familiar sense of peace and wonder that first made me fall in love with the woods.

You know what they say about park rangers—we get paid in sunrises and sunsets. These moments in between aren’t half bad either. Though, I do kind of wish my nest egg was a little bigger after ten years.

Alone on my rounds, it’s easy to forget the penny pinching and the extra challenges of being a female ranger. Each day holds new wonders. Teraton Highlands State Park is just a few hours outside of the city of Teraton, the biggest settlement of exo-humans in the country. Some of the hoof-prints along this trail are from horses, but others are from the centaur family that came through yesterday, asking for my recommendations on scenic overlooks before bounding out into the forest, the fretful stallion chasing his children and wife with bug repellant.

I walk these trails frequently to check for fallen logs that block accessibility, encroaching poison ivy, and faded trail blazes. On hot days, I’ll keep a few water coolers filled on the lower trails. But today is pleasantly cool and sunny, still early enough in the season that so far I’ve only passed a couple of regulars.

Going off-trail to scan an area for invasive species and tag dense infestations for volunteers to clean up later takes up the rest of the afternoon, and dusk is settling over the forest as I make my way back to the ranger station, heading along the wide gravel road that leads through a designated camping area. On the uphill side are a series of little rentable cabins, and on the downhill side are level clearings that make for easy tent pitching or car-camping.

I have a love-hate relationship with this campground. It’s easy to get to, and the good side of that is it’s always a delight to see kids fall in love with the wilderness, or older folks keep that love alive. Hunting garter snakes with ten-year-olds is an absolute highlight of my job.

On the other hand, this camping area also attracts a lot of loud, inconsiderate frat types who blast music out of their pickup trucks and leave rings of beer cans around their campsite. Those people are the bane of my existence. I remind myself that it could be a lot worse—this is a relatively small state park, so we don’t have nearly the amount of backcountry rescues, organized poaching, or dangerous fugitives that plague the larger parks.

Still, my mood sours as the staticky notes of Top Forty radio crackle out across the gravel road, and I heave a sigh. Last week, I had a guy grill me about why there wasn’t enough cell signal for him to stream his music, never mind that downloading it takes zero effort. I’m not sure if it’s better that these guys figured out how to use their radio.

A squirrel scurries out in front of me, then glances back at the commotion before flicking black eyes up at me, as if asking me to deal with the intrusion. I’m already on my way to—we don’t have rules about noise levels in the park just for fun. It really does disrupt the wildlife.

There’s only the one group camping tonight, so I strongly consider heading back to the station and doubling back with my co-worker, Chris, so that I’m not alone. But the only thing I hate more than dealing with these types of people is having to waste extra time dealing with these types of people.

Maybe these guys will be chill, I tell myself. Sometimes people just don’t know any better. I step around behind the unnecessarily large black pickup truck—manufactured at that size so it’s exempt from regulations on emissions and fuel efficiency, I bitterly note—with all the optimism I can muster.

There are five men, late to mid twenties, all white, wearing tank tops and basketball shorts, sitting in folding chairs around their campfire. At least the fire is fully inside the metal ring we provide for each campsite. I spy a can of bug spray concerningly close to the fire, but I’ve seen way worse.

“Evening,” I call out over the blare of the truck’s radio, and two of the men look towards me. “How are you all doing tonight?”

The man closest to me, with patchy scruff and a trendy long-on-top haircut that doesn’t really work with his facial structure, flicks his eyes down to my chest, then my hips, then back up to my face as he smiles.

What’s the verdict? I want to demand, knowing he’s taking in my golden tan, my long brown ponytail wavy from the humidity, and my curves pushing out against my beige and brown ranger uniform. Girl next door? ‘Lesbo’? A guy once told me I looked like Emma Watson, but that may just have been because I ‘wouldn’t shut up about gender stuff’. I’d mentioned it once in passing.

My optimism wriggles in my grasp like a slippery fish, but I just barely hang onto it.

“Better now,” the man says.

I groan inwardly, but keep my face relaxed. “First time camping with us?”

“First time here. But don’t worry hun, I’ve got plenty of experience.”

Oh my god. “Well, we have the same sound policies as most parks. This,” I point a thumb over my shoulder at the truck, “Needs to come down a bit, and quiet hours start at ten.”

The man slaps his buddy’s arm and points at the truck. “I told you,” he says, surely lying. “What the lady wants, the lady gets.”

What I want is for you to not act like a chauvinistic asshole, and I’m clearly not getting that anytime soon.

The second guy turns down the volume to a more reasonable level, then stays where he is by the truck, leaning against it to join the conversation, beer still in his hand. I think maybe he’s trying to look cool? I don’t know—this shit makes me feel so over thirty.

Sometimes guys like this will flirt with women they think are ‘ugly’ as some sort of dominance thing. Honestly, I hope that’s the case. Being mocked, I can handle. I think about getting my hair cut short again—back then, I clearly read as ‘butch lesbian’ to these kinds of guys. The attention wasn’t necessarily better, but it was different.

Now, it’s fifty-fifty between getting read as butch and getting read as some sort of forbidden fruit, the curves of my body pressing against my masculine ranger uniform acting as some sort of siren’s call, some paradox these men must solve by stripping me naked and rendering me feminine again.

I wish that was something I’d made up, and not something that had been direct messaged to me when I ran the park’s social media. Repeatedly.

As my thought settle, I ultimately decide to not warn them about the bug spray. It’s been wet lately, so there’s little risk of forest fire, meaning they can only hurt themselves. They’ll figure it out, or they won’t.

“Thank you,” I grind out. “Have a good evening.” I turn to leave, my optimism hanging on by a thread. Sure, they’ll probably watch my ass as I go, but if they keep their mouths shut I can move on with my night, and at this point that’s all I want.

“Oh hey,” calls out the first guy, and the optimism shrivels in my chest like grass in a drought. “I’ve got a question for you.”

It takes every ounce of my willpower to stop and turn around. It’s your job to answer questions, I remind myself. Maybe he wants to know how late the trails are open.

“Would you rather be alone in the woods with a man or a bear?” he asks.

“What?”

“It’s this thing on social media. But like, it’s obvious, right?”

It should be obvious that it’s literally my job to work alone in the woods in bear country. But the guy leaning against the truck is staring at me, and there’s a tension in his shoulders I don’t like. He’s close enough to reach out to touch me, and I don’t want to spook them by stepping back. I scan the group. The other three men are on the opposite side of the fire, but all inebriated enough to make (or at least co-sign) some very bad choices.

My heart’s beating faster now and my body tenses. I’m running the numbers on how to answer—but ultimately, I don’t have to.

“You of all people know how dangerous bears are,” the first man continues. “Next time a girl comes through here, you should talk some sense into her. I don’t see why women have to be so fucking dramatic about it. Bears, like, rip your face off and eat it.”

“Yeah, I heard they’ll eat you alive,” says one guy on the other side of the fire.

“You’re just walking along and BAM,” says the one next to him, gesturing so dramatically that beer sloshes out of his can.

Great, now the whole group is involved. I hope that they’ll get each other going and I can slink away, but then the first guy stands up.

“Actually, yeah, where are you going? You shouldn’t be alone at this time of night. I’ll walk you back to... wherever.”

“Yeah!” the guy leaning against the truck says with sudden enthusiasm. “What if you’re on your period? It might attract the bears!”

Oh my fucking god. “No, thanks,” I say firmly. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t have to put on an act for me, sweetheart. It’s okay to be scared. Bears even scare me a little, to be honest. But nothing I can’t handle.” He steps towards me, puts his hand on my arm.

I fight the urge to step back out of his reach. It’s like with a cougar—if I run, I’m prey.

I’d sure as hell rather be next to a cougar right now—bears aside.

“Really,” I say. “I’m fine. My shift’s not over. I’ve got more rounds to do.”

“I’ve got all night,” he says with what I’m sure he thinks is a winning smile. His breath stinks of cheap beer.

“Enjoy your night with your friends,” I say, tilting my head towards the fire. “I do my job every day. Don’t worry about it.”

“Let me show you just how nice it is to be alone with a man in the woods,” he croons.

That’s the last straw. I yank my hand away and step back, palming the pepper spray—bear repellent strength, ironically enough—on my belt.

His face goes dark, angry.

“No,” I say. “Stay here with your friends.” I glance around the group, praying that one of them will grab his buddy’s arm, tell him he’s had a few too many, and keep him with the group. But they look on, bewildered and passive.

The guy leaning against the truck, clearly trying to wingman now, says, “Oh, you don’t have to worry about him. He’s a good guy.”

“If you’d really rather take your chances with a bear,” the first guy spits, “then you deserve to be mauled. Just you wait. One of these days, a bear is going to get you and tear you limb from limb. And you’ll wish I was there.”

I wish I could say I’m surprised it escalated this quickly, but I’m not.

“You know what?” I say, finally giving up on a polite resolution. “I’ll tell you why I’ll pick the bear every day of the week. I’ve had to use this—” I un-holster the pepper spray. “—exactly five times in my career.”

“See, bears—”

“Once on a bear, and four times on humans. Male humans. And there was a time I didn’t have this.” I shake the can. “And getting mauled by a bear would have scarred me less. So, yeah, I’ll pick the bear.”

“If you women didn’t—” He steps toward me.

“If you don’t shut up and stay where you are, I will spray you in the face. Choose wisely.”

He’s fuming, his hands curling into fists at his sides, his ego writhing under the expectant looks from the other four guys. The only reason I’m not panicking is because I have the pepper spray and it’s plenty strong to deal with all five guys.

“Crazy, paranoid bitch,” he finally spits. “You’re insane if you think I’m actually attracted to you. I’m a nice guy. I was doing you a favor. Like I’d actually want to hit that,” he waves a hand at my body. “Disgusting.”

“Great,” I say. “The feeling is mutual. Bye.” I turn to leave.

“I’m reporting this to your boss!” the man continues. “Threatening your customers?” He gives a hollow laugh. “You’re going to get fired.”

I turn back with a wry smile and a thumbs up. “Thanks. We value your feedback.”

Never mind that they’re not customers, because this is not a business, it’s a public service. The ranger station is only a blessed few hundred feet away, where this campground meets the park’s main road, but I tense as I start towards it. This guy is mad, he’s going to watch me leave, and he’s the last thing I want to see outside the building when I’m done with my shift in a few hours.

Old warnings rattle through my head—never tell them where you’re going next, never tell them your address, never let them walk you home.

I lied when I said I had more rounds to do, but it’s a good cover story. I head back towards the trailhead I’d just come from, even though darkness is closing in.

As I walk away, I listen carefully for the crunch of gravel behind me. Thankfully, it doesn’t come. But I’m paying enough attention to hear the over-loud comment, “Dude, she really was on her period. What a bitch.”

Then from another, “Do you think the bear will eat her pussy first?”

A bellow of laughter echoes from the campsite.
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Chapter 2
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I pass under the quiet darkness of the trees and the adrenaline is fading from my limbs, leaving behind shakiness and a painful knot in my throat. A wooden bench along the trail beckons me, and I sink down and let the tears come. It always adds insult to injury when things like this get to me. Those assholes don’t deserve my tears. At least I can look forward to ranting to my friends this weekend at brunch, then moving on with my life.

It’s full dark by the time I stand up from the bench, and I can still hear the radio from the truck even though it’s now quiet hours. It might even be louder now than it was initially. “Sorry,” I murmur to the woods, then flick on my flashlight and continue up the path.

The crack of a branch from behind me startles me, and I whip around with my flashlight beam, heart racing again. But it’s not a cougar or a bear that I’m looking for as I frantically scan the darkness of the woods—it’s the men from the camp.

My flashlight lands on a deer, freezing it in place. I let out a deep breath, our mutual terror receding as I drop the flashlight beam and the deer bounds off.

A few minutes later, I spot the triangular orange trail blaze that will take me uphill and around the campsites, and eventually drop me directly behind the office. It’s now late enough that I’ll be the only person there when I get back.

I check the walkie talkie on my hip. It’s on, operating normally. Which means my coworker, Chris, didn’t even check where I was before leaving for the night. If those guys had tried something, if I hadn’t had my pepper spray... lot of help Chris would have been.

Chris, who was already at the office and could have easily come out to tell those guys to turn it down, even before I’d gotten back from my rounds.

There’s a flash of anger through my chest, and I sigh. Chris really is a nice guy, but he’s young and oblivious. It’s not that I want him to be constantly thinking about whether the women in his life are getting sexually harassed, and I certainly don’t want him to ‘worry’ about me being alone, but—I don’t know. I could have fallen, passed out from heat exhaustion, whatever. Chris just lives his life in this bubble of safety. He’s the kind of guy to say “Why didn’t you tell me you were uncomfortable?” after that kind of situation, as if it wasn’t obvious, but then also say, “Ah, they didn’t mean any harm by it, don’t worry about them.”

The sad truth is the only reason I’m certain I won’t get fired is because my boss is also a woman. But I hate that these are the things I have to think about. So many men care so much more about whether women defend themselves ‘correctly’ than about their fellow men who are committing harassment and assault. Behavior like that should get those guys banned from the park—but of course it won’t. They’ll be free to come back, free to harass me again. Sure, I’ll be able to ‘call a coworker for help’, but that’s even more time and energy I have to spend while those guys don’t even get a slap on the wrist.

I’m too tired to be furious right now.

An owl calls out, deep and low, and crickets murmur on either side of the trail. A soft breeze rustles leaves, and a coyote howls in the distance. The smells are different than in the daytime, wetter and deeper now that the sun’s rays have faded.
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