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Content Warnings





This story contains the following content: 


	Captivity


	Restraints


	Dehumanisation


	Torture


	Character Death


	Death of parents





If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a magizoologist and his new job …
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Josef, Brooke, and Vanja





He felt their eyes watching him, multiple pairs that bored into the back of his head. Tracing his steps through the apartment, homing in on him wherever he turned. He moved with slow, languid steps, weaving between piles of discarded books and haphazardly placed furniture. All the while they watched him, those piercing eyes. Following him, moving through the empty space he left behind him, silent footsteps echoing in his mind. 

Then she pounced, and Josef crashed to the ground with a resounding laugh. His cackle joined the excited yipping of his three-headed dog. His small, rustic apartment was filled with the sounds of their combined joy.

“Spot, Spot!” He pushed at the three great maws yawning over him, dripping hot saliva onto his freshly pressed shirt. The central head, with its little pink bowtie, whined and pushed at Josef’s arms, trying to smoosh itself under his hands. The left head, with a bright red bow snuggled between its ears, was snuffling at the side of Josef’s head, drooling incessantly in its excitement. The right head, with a purple bow attached to its right ear, was licking her master’s face, while her tail was trailing a streak of fire through the air as it wagged and wagged.

“Stop it,” Josef breathed out, trying to grab some air. “You’ll set off the fire alarm again, silly pup.” With a great push and many whines, he managed to dislodge Spot, trying to pet all three heads at once with only his two human hands. She was bouncing around him, barking in three deep, baritone voices, her coal-black fur soft under his touch. 

“I was just getting you your food,” Josef admonished her, pressing his finger against the warm, wet nose of the central head. Her coarse tongue darted out and almost swallowed his entire wrist whole, leaving hot slobber to cool on his shirt cuff. The glasses he lost in the kerfuffle he found under the coffee table. He gave the dark lenses a cursory dust-off and inspected the thin, metallic frames. They sat securely atop his crooked nose, hand-made specifically for his face, hiding from the world his russet eyes. Without the second set of eyelids his full-blooded dragon kin had, he found the world painfully bright, and his eyes were sensitive to almost everything. His apartment stayed dark, with dimmed lights and pulled-down curtains. Luckily, Spot was also used to the darkness, still dancing around his legs, rubbing her thick body against his abdomen. He could only hope the fur wouldn’t show on his black slacks.

He set about feeding Spot her morning portion of hot coals and bison flank. She had three bowls made of iron, decorated with little coloured symbols corresponding to each head. Whenever Josef slept in late, she would grab all three bowls and jump on him, hanging them over his head as he tried to rub the sleep from his eyes. She loved those bowls, handcrafted just for her, the way they clanked and thunked. It was the very first thing his uncle taught him about cerberi: they had sensitive hearing, and they loved sound-based toys.

There was a picture on the mantelpiece, right above Spot’s bowls, that featured his uncles. Brooke Ryan and Josef Braun were a handsome pair: a six feet, two inches, hairy, Irish blacksmith, and a five feet, six inches, nerdy, German dog trainer. They met through his mother, Brooke’s long-suffering twin sister.

Uncle Josef had been the most famous magizoologist of his generation  and the owner of an award-winning show cerberus. It was on Josef’s own birthday that his uncle gifted him Spot II, the descendant of a long line of show dogs. Alongside her came the three metal bowls, Uncle Brooke having worked on them for weeks. Josef still remembered the way his uncles stood together, arms around each other’s waists, heads pressed against one another. His mother had called it love at first sight, love until the very end. Watching them stand over him, Spot in his arms, they looked like the happiest pair of people in the world. Josef had felt honoured when he was asked to help design their gravestone. Love like that only comes once in a lifetime. 

Spot bumped against his legs, her bowls already empty, pulling Josef out of his reverie. 

“Shit, I’m gonna be late!” 

In record time he had run a brush through his curly, auburn hair, dug out his house keys from the deepest recesses of his couch, and left the house in a dress shirt still covered in drying cerberus slobber. I’m so not getting this job.
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The Facility for the Conservation of Magical Creatures





The Facility for the Conservation of Magical Creatures (known as the FCMC amongst the common rabble) loomed above Josef like an omen. The Behemoth of dark metal glinted in the morning sunlight, its many windowed eyes staring down at the man approaching it. The massive double doors were an unwelcome invitation into the belly of a beast that burrowed deep beneath the earth. The weaving tails of corridors and hallways that stretched beneath the small city were only rumours, but each rumour held a grain of truth within it. The corporate, metal Behemoth was just a taste of the beast that was the FCMC, and Josef willingly approached it. He felt like a knight of old approaching a dragon, in the days where people still thought of dragons as mindless, brutish beasts. He felt like Sir Thaddeus the Dragon Friend, the first man to ever study his scaled foes. The very man who brought the world of humans out of a dark, deadly, terrified age, into the age of enlightenment and knowledge. 

Sir Thaddeus’ face was plastered upon a plate made of gold hanging above the double doors of the entrance. His handsome, almost kingly profile was turned towards the profile of another man, his expression severe. The smiling, handsome face of Charles Young contrasted with the stern face of his ancestor, both of them framing a ring of black metal inserted into the golden plate. Both grandfather and grandson, the first man to study a dragon and the man behind the genius of the FCMC, stared at the curling body of a snake biting its own tail.

Every time Josef looked at the old logo of Limbo Laboratories, he couldn’t help but shiver. Why anyone would incorporate the symbol of such an organisation, old and dead as it was, into their own signage was beyond him. How much they differed, with the FCMC striving for the protection of all magical beings. The Limbo Labs, meanwhile, were better off forgotten in the annals of history.

Josef walked through the double doors of the FCMC building. He pushed his glasses further up his crooked nose and ran a hand through his curly hair once more. He caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of a bell at the welcome desk. His dark, olive skin stood out against the bright blue dress shirt he wore. His skin-toned lips were turning red from where he was worrying away at them with his teeth, picking at the dry skin there until he could faintly taste his own blood. His cheeks were pleasantly round, but he noticed that his collarbones stuck out too much. His mother’s funeral, he realised for the first time in weeks, had taken far more out of him than he had anticipated. He supposed that he’d needed to see the effect for himself to believe it, despite all the times his sister Vanja and his father pointed it out to him.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the glint of metal, and he focused his attention on a statue placed in the centre of the room. The tall, looming presence of Sir Thaddeus was much more appealing than his own visage, with its broad shoulders and thick chest. It was mounted upon a base bearing a plaque with his name and was held up securely by the steel cords attached to its back.

“Can I help you?” The receptionist appeared behind the welcome desk before he so much as leant towards the bell. Maybe just looking at it was enough to summon the clearly bored, possibly underpaid young woman with a drawling, accented voice. She scratched the corner of her red lips with an equally red, manicured nail, and the motion made her very shiny, very golden hoop earrings swing. Josef wasn’t sure what was more glaring about her: the almost eye-bleeding shade of red that she seemed to prefer or the far-too-overgrown horns growing out of her head. He didn’t even think to mention the horns; he doubted that she didn’t know. Still, poor girl, had the money for a manicure but couldn’t even find a good buccicure place in town. 

“I’m here for a job appointment.” He coughed, fumbling with his wallet and managing to not drop his ID when giving it to the receptionist. She didn’t take it, didn’t even move her plump hand away from her mouth, just took a cursory glance at the thin, plastic rectangle, and then looked back at him.

“Right, nephew of the hellhound trainer, yes?” She quirked her red lip up into something that almost resembled a smile, and Josef wondered if Vanja, if she were there with him, would like her.

Then he realised what she had said and felt his cheeks flush hotly. “I, uh … ”

“It’s your name; it gives you away.” She giggled, and it sounded melodic, almost tempting. “Not that it’s not a nice name, but certainly not very common. Not the whole combination, at least.” She added the last sentence after a moment of silence, in which Josef tried his best not to choke on his quickening breaths. He pushed his glasses further up his nose, bunching up the fabric of his slacks with his fist.

“Nice eyes, though. Got a dragon in your family?”

He swallowed and let out a breath. “Yes, actually. Adopted great-grandfather, passed on his genes through the paternal line.”

“Explains the lack of wings,” she added, her grin only growing wider. “I’m a satyr, hence the horns. Full-blooded, but most people don’t really get to see the hooves.”

She didn’t seem to mind his little snort or his shy smile. “Always nice to meet someone else with non-human ancestry. We seem to gravitate to each other, almost.”

“It is nice, isn’t it? You’d think we’d be more widespread by now, what with it being the twenty-first century. You know, with the internet and all.” She sent him a wink, and he realised that her eyeshadow was of a similar shade of red as her lips and nails. “That why you’re interested in working with magical creatures?” 

His smile became more earnest. He could feel his eyes crinkle at the edges, slightly lifting up his glasses. “No, actually. You see, I originally wanted to be an athlete like my mother, but right before her death she told me I didn’t need to be like her to make her proud and … ”

“Uhu … ” She breathed out slowly, giving him a look he couldn’t quite place. He held his breath for a moment, looking at her through the dark lenses of his glasses, fiddling with a stray thread from his trousers.

“My sister gave me the idea, inspired by my uncle. The hellhound trainer one,” he eventually said, breathing out each word slowly and deliberately. She gave him a nod, no longer smiling at him, no longer softly gazing at him with slightly closed eyelids, a finger pressing gently against the corner of her lip. 

“Well.” She coughed, looking back to her computer. “Hate for you to be late, talking to me like that. I’ll let the guide know you’re here.”

“The guide?”

When she looked back up at him, it was with a blank look. “The tour guide.”

“I’m sorry, I came here for a job interview.”

“No.” She kept staring at him. “You have an appointment.”

“Where does a tour factor into this?”

“You’ll be joining four other interviewees. You’ll be touring around the facility, being introduced to the magical creatures you’ll be working with.” She paused, and when Josef didn’t respond, she continued, “It’s how Mr Young wants it done. He wants hands-on interviews, not just a conversation behind a desk.” She turned back to her computer, her blank stare unwavering but her head swivelling downwards and to the side. Josef rubbed at his temple, trying to make sense of it. He felt as if he was going mad, as if this were something he obviously should have known.

Vanja and he had done research. It was true that the job searching website had mentioned a ‘job appointment’ as opposed to a ‘job interview’, but Josef had assumed this was a mistyping, an intern who made a mistake, nothing to focus on, not really.

The receptionist with the red … everything waved him over to the elevator and told him which button he was supposed to press. His stomach clenched when the elevator jerked and began moving, and he wasn’t sure if it was just the locomotion or if he was making one big mistake.
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Galaxies in Your Eyes





He arrived at a room with five other people already waiting for him. He went to open his mouth, bumble out an apology, but he was silenced by a sharp-looking woman sitting at the head of a meeting table. She waved him into a seat next to a man, about his own age, with a blue tie and a diamond earring. The only thing Josef could think about as he sat down next to him was just how much those two accessories clashed. 

“As I was saying,” the woman at the front said with a voice like the beginning of an earthquake, and a severe expression that terrified Josef, “here at the Facility we value hands-on work above all else. In your job working with the endangered animals we keep at the Facility, you will come in contact with beasts that you won’t find in a regular zoo. Many of them are dangerous; some of them are even deadly. Very few of them are peaceful or harmless, but even with such creatures you must ensure that you act accordingly. That is why the Facility does not conduct regular interviews. All of you already possess knowledge of, and even experience with, working with magical creatures of some kind. The thing that will set apart those who will and those who won’t get the job is the ability to adapt and make split-second decisions. We need to ensure that you are prepared to work with the creatures entrusted to us, and today you will do so in a contained environment. If you do well here, you may look forward to further training and a bright future in the conservation of magical creatures. Now, are we ready to head down to the veterinary level?”

All four of the people around the table nodded, and Josef followed suit only a few seconds later. 

During the tour guide’s lengthy speech, he had a good chance to look at who he was competing with. Out of the four, the person he sat beside was the only other man in the group. The other three interviewees were women, one also his age, another that looked barely out of college, and one who looked older than his mother. 

The youngest, although looking to be barely eighteen, must have had relevant experience, meaning she was most likely very confident in her skills. She was dressed in a pink skirt and a black shirt that reminded him of something one of Vanja’s exes would wear, with pentagram earrings reminding him of a completely different ex.
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