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        A new variety of hellhound has landed in the Griffin Sanctuary and it's causing trouble with the other animals and starting fires. Charlotte and the team of experts will have to try every trick in the book to look after this strange hellhound while making sure the entire sanctuary doesn't go up in flames.

        ****

        The Hellhound Growl is book 8 in the modern fantasy Griffin Sanctuary series. It is packed full of adventure, mythical creatures, and a sapphic romantic sub-plot.

      

        

      
        If you enjoy mythical creatures, zoo documentaries, slow burn sapphic romantic sub-plots, and a heroine who loves animals, you're going to love The Unicorn Herd.
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      I never thought I would miss the smell of unicorn poop but when I entered the Unicorn House, a wave of nostalgia hit me. I hadn't spent much time as an intern here and yet, this place always felt a little like home. Luckily, I had a good excuse for coming here often.

      "Felicity!" I shouted, raising the cups of coffee in my hands.

      My girlfriend grinned and paused the wheelbarrow of fresh hay in front of me. There was a slight sheen of sweat on her forehead and her arms were toned from all the hard labour, something I loved to see.

      She leaned in to kiss me, infecting me with her smile. I was so glad that we made it through our rough patch because just seeing her always cheered me up.

      "Which coffee is mine?" she asked, holding out her hand for one of the cups.

      "Who says one of them is for you? Maybe I bought Nissan coffee," I teased while I handed her the one on the left.

      Felicity stuck out her tongue. "Cute."

      "I know." I took a sip of my own coffee and went over to the fence so I could look at the unicorn herd. They were grazing fairly close by and in the low afternoon light, their silver fur shimmered opalescent and made them look even more majestic.

      I sought out my secret favourite, Sticker the rescue, pleased to find him right next to Candle. They were doing typical unicorn things like nudging each other with their snout and pressing their bodies together. It would've been a happy sight if it wasn't for a jealous Criss who was giving them shady side-eyes, no doubt waiting for a moment of distraction to steal Candle's attention away.

      "So we still have a love triangle?" I noted.

      Felicity sighed. "Don't talk to me about it. I've spent most of my morning trying to keep them apart. Criss tried to bite me."

      "Did he manage?"

      "Luckily not. But he did stomp on my foot so you know, yay for sturdy boots." She leaned on the railing while she admired the unicorns with stars in her eyes. "Even so, I love spending time with them. I don't know why it's so calming but when I'm here, the world always feels so much calmer."

      I nodded. "I know what you mean. This is my favourite place on the entire planet."

      "Even better than my bed?" Felicity teased.

      A laugh bubbled up from within me. "No comment."

      Luckily, she didn't look insulted and there was no reason for her to be. Part of what made the Unicorn House so peaceful and wonderful was that I could always find Felicity here and that it was filled with memories of us working together.

      Felicity leaned against me, her head landing on my shoulder. We stood side by side, watching the herd going about their daily business. The Sergeant at the front, scoping out the terrain for any dangers, while the others grazed to their heart's content. The old-timer of the group, Jun-Jun, was hobbling at the back. Her bad leg was getting worse with time, even though we were doing everything we could, and I knew a hard decision would have to be made about her at some point soon. Unlike people, animals didn't understand prolonging suffering.

      Thinking about that put a heavy knot in my stomach so I focused my attention on Sticker who was thriving. He did a few funny jumps and it brought a smile to my lips. When he first came in, malnourished and without a horn, I would never have imagined that he'd ever look like this. He was in great health and living the perfect unicorn life. The only thing better would be if they were out in the wild.

      My walkie-talkie crackled and Jacob's recognisably deep voice came through it. "Jacob to apprentices. Next meeting in twenty minutes at Quarantine."

      "Looks like the peace and my break are over," I said as I grabbed the device. I brought it to my mouth to reply. "Charlotte here. Heard. I'll be there."

      Some of the others answered too but I ignored them because having a moment with Felicity was more important.

      She pulled me closer by my hips and kissed my nose. "I'll see you after work?"

      I nodded. "Yours or mine?"

      "All my flatmates are going to be at mine. Yours?"

      "Sounds good. I do think Tamara will be there but one flatmate is better than three, right?"

      She nodded and kissed me again, this time properly. It wasn't something I would want to do in front of people but our only audience was a very ambivalent group of unicorns who couldn't care less.

      We broke apart and I checked my phone for the time, calculating how much time I had to get from here to Quarantine.

      "Go," Felicity encouraged. "Otherwise, you'll be late."

      She was right and that was part of what I loved so much about her, she would never ask me to compromise my career for her. I wouldn't the other way around either.

      I kissed her one more time, waved goodbye to the unicorns, and set in motion to find out what animal was in need this time.
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      I reached Quarantine with only a few minutes to spare but luckily, reception was empty save for Hatty who had made herself home on top of the keyboard. The little house sphinx looked up and rolled on her back when she saw me, causing something on the computer to ding in error.

      "You're a chaos monster," I said as I picked Hatty up so she didn't cause more havoc. Once, she deleted the entire week schedule and had thrown everything in chaos. Knowing the sphinx, she had enjoyed it too.

      She meowed softly and pressed her head into my hand, desperate for a bit of affection.

      "You're so demanding," I said while I stroked her and conducted a secret check. Her fur was looking beautiful and shiny which was a good sign that she was nice and healthy. On top of that, her horns were growing properly and her nose wasn't dry and cracked.

      Hatty didn't stay in my arms for long and jumped out onto the window sill where there was a perfectly good patch of sun too, it just didn't cause carnage in the practice.

      "I swear, sometimes I'm convinced you do this on purpose."

      The sphinx looked me dead in the eye, held my gaze for a very deliberate moment like she absolutely understood what I was saying, before yawning and rolling innocently into the sun.

      I continued on to the meeting room where I was the first of the apprentices to arrive. Jacob was already there, but looked like he hadn't slept in days.

      He hid a yawn. "Ah, Charlotte. How are you?"

      "Not bad. You? You look tired."

      He checked his reflection in a metal piece on the coffee maker. "Oh, I do, don't I?"

      "I thought things were calming down since almost all of the animals from the private collection have been moved."

      Jacob flattened some of his hair. "It is on the animal front but IREMA has been on me for the case they’re building against the owners. I’m happy to do it so justice can be delivered but they’re very demanding.”

      I wondered if I could ask more questions about that or if it wasn't my place. Before I could, some of the other apprentices arrived and I joined them at one of the tables while Jacob grabbed his tablet.

      Tamara sat down next to me, loudly chewing gum. She leaned over. "Just as a heads-up, some school friends are visiting me tomorrow, so it might get a bit rowdy."

      I did what I could to muffle my frustration. "How many friends?"

      "Not that many. Three, but only two are staying over. Is it okay if they crash on the couch?"

      "Umm. I guess." Maybe it wasn't a huge amount but three more people in an already small flat didn't sound very appealing. Especially not if Felicity was going to come over, that was way too many heads.

      I grabbed my phone to message her, not super pleased about having to change our plans. It could get busy in her flat too and that wasn't really what I wanted after a long day of work.

      Tamara seemed to pick up on my mood. "Is there an issue? You have your girlfriend over all the time so I thought it would be fine."

      She did have a point, although Felicity was usually in my room and didn't want to play drinking games which Tamara's friends almost definitely would.

      I forced a smile. "No, it's fine. It's your home, too."

      She nodded and got her phone out, hopefully not to invite more people. Even though I didn't dislike her as much as I did in the beginning, I didn't think we would ever be great friends.

      Jacob cleared his throat, silencing the chatter. "Alright, I'm going to keep it brief. The jackalopes have been fighting again and will need treatment and company."

      "I can do that," Tamara said quickly. "I love fluffy animals."

      "Good." Our mentor continued. "I also need someone to assist Maria with the pregnant peryton. Ivan, I had you in mind for this because it'll come with research on why her birth control failed."

      The third-year apprentice nodded. "I can handle it."

      "And then we've got a new arrival from the private collection, a hellhound. He's the one who's been setting off the fire alarm which is causing a lot of frustration and stress. Charlotte, since you have experience with fiery animals, can you assist me?"

      I wasn't sure if it was a good or bad sign that I was the only one who wasn't working independently but it didn't really matter, this was how Jacob divided up the labour and that was that.

      I didn't mind, it was my first time seeing a hellhound so I was looking forward to it.
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      I accompanied Jacob to the bay the hellhound was in, surprised to find a big piece of paper taped on the door. Someone had gone through the trouble of writing a warning on it.

      <Don't enter without protective gear. Let room air out before entering.>

      I looked at my mentor who was just wearing his white coat. "Do we have protective gear?"

      He laughed and put his arm in front of the lower half of his face. "Just don't breathe in too deep."

      That was a curious thing to say which made me all the more intrigued. I mimicked his movement, covering my mouth and nose without understanding why. Then he opened the door and a dense, suffocating smell wafted out that made my eyes sting. It was acrid and reminded me of sulfur, pee, and cleaning alcohol.

      I made the mistake of gasping and it assaulted the back of my throat. I coughed and inhaled more and coughed until the normal air from the hallway had diluted the stench enough to make it bearable.

      Jacob observed me with a concerned look. "You okay there?"

      I nodded even though my lungs were burning. "All good. What is that smell?"

      "Hellhounds have an interesting metabolism and their sweat, saliva, and pee contain high levels of alcohol and a few other noxious substances."

      "Noxious is right." I wafted clean air into my face, grateful for a non-burning breath.

      "We just need to wait for the gas to escape because if he sparks a fire, that could engulf the room in flames instantly."

      "Is that why the fire alarm has been going off so often recently?" I asked.

      "Yes, our new hellhound is to blame. It would be better if the room was properly ventilated but that's far too high tech." He stuck his head into the bay and nodded. "Alright, I think it's safe for us to go in but keep the door open. And if he does set himself on fire, make a run for it."

      This was certainly an unusual way to meet a new animal but I was more intrigued than worried. I followed him into the room, getting my first look at the hellhound. He was smaller than expected, but mostly because he was severely malnourished and crouched in the corner. If he stood up straight, his head would probably reach up to my elbow. Maybe even my shoulder.

      His ribs and hips were poking through his skin and he was covered in dark fur. There were silver scars all over his body, some that looked relatively fresh.

      "Oh, he is in bad shape," I blurted out, horrified by the sight.

      The hellhound flinched at the sound of my voice and growled, baring all his teeth at me. He was trembling and shaking, clearly not used to human company or not keen on it.

      Judging from the scars, my guess would be the latter.

      Jacob cleared his throat. "The owner of the private collection had him chained up as a guard dog. But despite their fierce looks, hellhounds aren't very aggressive. The fire is mostly for self-defence. So when our boy here tried to run away instead of attack, he got thrown in a small cage and was pretty much neglected."

      Both anger and sadness curled through me. People could be so cruel, and I wanted to lock the owner of the private collection in a small cage. If he went to jail, that could come true, and I'd never wished for more.

      “He’s not eating,” I noted, pointing at his food bowl that was still full of raw meat. He was also ignoring the soft bed that had been put out for him, favouring the corner instead.

      “No, I think he’s too stressed to eat,” Jacob responded with a sigh. “It’s something we need to change because, as you can see, he’s skin and bones.”

      "Poor guy. What's his name?" I asked.

      "Gold Flame Obsidian."

      "Sorry?"

      "You heard me. That's what's on the paperwork."

      "That's stupid," I blurted out, more anger rising up in me. That wasn't the kind of name you gave an animal you were going to love.
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