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        The influx of new mythical animals proves a tough challenge for the Griffin Sanctuary. For the first time, they're housing a kelpie but trouble brews as none of the keepers have much experience with this particular breed.

      

        

      
        It's up to veterinarian-apprentice Charlotte to keep the kelpie as comfortable as possible but an unforeseen pregnancy makes the task harder than expected.

      

        

      
        Failure is not an option because her job, the kelpie's life, and the future of the Griffin Sanctuary are on the line.

        -

        The Kelpie Crisis is book 7 in the Griffin Sanctuary series about apprentice veterinarian Charlotte as she learns how to care and handle mythical animals. Every book has a new animal case and can be read out of order. The series contains a slow-burn sapphic romance.

      

        

      
        If you enjoy mythical creatures, zoo documentaries, slow burn sapphic romantic sub-plots, and a heroine who loves animals, you’re going to love this series.
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      Felicity and I arrived at the loading bay of Quarantine where a small group of my colleagues were already gathered. I recognised my mentor and senior vet, Jacob, and the head keeper, Gwen, who stood out anywhere she went with her head of copper curls. There were also a few of the veterinary nurses. A bit of an eclectic mix but for this exercise, we needed people with muscle.

      That wasn't me but I had a different role to fulfil.

      Jacob smiled in acknowledgement when he noticed me. "Ah, Charlotte! You've made it." He waved to get everyone's attention. "Good news, our practice-kelpie is here. Charlotte weighs about the same as the kelpie we're moving so she graciously volunteered to be our dummy. She's going to get into the van and lie on the stretcher for us. Then we can carry her from here to the bay where she'll be temporarily staying. The kelpie, not Charlotte."

      The people around me chuckled at his little joke.

      Pleased with himself, Jacob continued. "The kelpie will be sedated but not tied down because they secrete a very sticky mucus from their back which means we can't put anything on top of it. If you accidentally touch it, you will get stuck to it. That's why Charlotte will alert us if anyone touches her."

      This was what years of studying and months of being an intern and apprentice got me.

      I made my way over to the van and climbed into the open back where a blue tarp with handles was laid on the floor. I couldn't say I was particularly looking forward to being hoisted up in the air and carried through Quarantine on a tarp but here we were.

      The plastic crinkled as I sat down on it.

      "Just going to shut you in," Jacob announced as he closed the doors of the van.

      It was a good thing I wasn't claustrophobic. I lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling of the van, waiting for the practice run to start. This was definitely one of the weirder things I'd done in the name of taking care of animals.

      I could hear Jacob's muffled instructions through the van and then the doors were pulled back open. Two of the porters grabbed the corners of the tarp and pulled me down a ramp. I could feel the ridges and bumps of the metal under me as I was slid onto the ground. More people crowded me, all grabbing a handle of the tarp.

      Felicity smiled at me as she bent down to pick up the corner of the tarp.

      "On my count," Jacob instructed. "Three... two... One!"

      I was lifted in the air and almost rolled to the left when the people on that side weren't entirely in sync. They compensated luckily and I stayed in the middle of the tarp, nice and flat. As they transported me in, I watched the underside of people's heads. It was a bit comical, a new angle to see people I saw every day. If I was a braver person, I would take pictures.

      A few people groaned from the effort and despite my weight being key, since it was meant to be the equivalent of the kelpie, I still felt a bit self-conscious. I wasn't necessarily in bad shape, but a lot of long hours meant I did more snacking from the vending machine than I would like.

      I stayed still as I was carried into the building, worried I was going to be dropped. While I stared up at the heads above me, I could hear the shuffling of shoes and the crinkling of the plastic. It was a bit of an odd experience but not entirely unpleasant. It was like being in a moving, plastic hammock.

      Felicity grinned down at me, that cheeky grin of hers that made her eyes sparkle. "Comfy?"

      "Very," I replied with a smile. "I wonder if this is what it's like to crowd surf."

      "Is that something you're particularly interested in?"

      "Not really."

      Someone almost stumbled and I came dangerously close to sliding to the side. I tried to stop myself from moving until I remembered that the kelpie would be sedated, so I should be as much of a lump as possible too.

      Jacob spoke again. "We're approaching a corner."

      Turning proved difficult and the nurse at the front misjudged how fast they needed to go and disrupted the rhythm. The tarp slacked and I let myself roll to where gravity wanted me. Panicked, someone compensated by pulling their side up higher, causing me to roll the other way.

      Someone put their hand on my leg to stop me from sliding and cursed instantly. "Shit! Sorry, I touched the kelpie."

      The group groaned collectively and I was dropped to the floor faster than necessary.

      "Ouch!" I exclaimed when I hit the ground. "Careful with the practice kelpie, please."

      Felicity knelt down next to me, concern written on her face. "You okay?"

      "Yeah, I landed on my bum."

      Jacob sighed and rubbed his face. "This is exactly what we can't have happen. If you touch the kelpie, you will become stuck to it."

      "Sorry," the nurse apologised.

      "That's alright, it was bound to happen," Jacob said with a groan. "Always keep equal tension on the tarp. If you get tired, speak up so someone can tag in."

      I remained on the floor until they were done organising themselves and the tarp was picked back up. Without another incident, I was carried into the sterile bay where the kelpie would stay while she was in our care. It was a tiled room with a fenced off area that would allow us to supervise her until she could be moved into a temporary habitat that included a tank where she could birth her babies.

      I looked forward to it.

      Jacob seemed pleased with himself. “Excellent. Same thing in two days, but with a real Kelpie. Maria will be here waiting to take an ultrasound and do some tests that we couldn’t do at the private collection so anyone that’s not needed for that part, please vacate the room as quickly as possible.” He turned to me. “You can assist her.”

      A murmur of agreement could be heard and I nodded too. I was lucky that I would get to stay and observe, which was exciting. I’d never worked with a kelpie before, let alone a pregnant one. It would be exciting to see what was going on in her pouch.

      I would just have to be patient and wait two more days.
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      I stood in the canteen with my dining tray in hand, scanning for an empty spot to sit. It wasn’t nearly as crowded anymore, not since a bunch of the interns had been let go. That itself had taken lunch from a social event to a more practical part of the day which was really just about stopping hunger and getting enough energy in me to last the rest of my shift.

      Felicity appeared next to me and nudged with her head to a table near the windows. “Over there.”

      “Oh, good spot.”

      We weaved through the space, dodging people going for seconds or finding their own seats. A few of them gave me friendly smiles but I was mostly ignored, which was fine by me. I didn’t particularly want to engage anyway. A quiet break with Felicity was exactly what I liked, although I had to admit to missing the rambunctious lunches with all our friends, but things just weren’t the same without Ramona to fire us up.

      I settled in my chair and instantly dug into my soup before it got cold. Potato and leek, and bland too. I salted it generously and reached for one of the packets of pepper on Felicity’s tray.

      “Gwen stopped by earlier to talk,” Felicity said, not batting an eye at me stealing something from her. “She wants me to take care of the kelpie once it’s here. That’s crazy, right?”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I don’t know anything about them.”

      “I don’t think anyone else does either.”

      “Still… I literally just became a junior keeper. And my specialty is unicorns. Kelpies are completely different, aren’t they?”

      I hummed. “Yeah, I believe so. Unicorns are mammals, kelpies are amphibians. Only the hoof-care is similar.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought which is why I don’t fully get why Gwen is putting me on it.”

      “You might just be the only one who has time,” I suggested between bites.

      “That might be it. Still, I’m worried. I wish I knew more but there’s very little information online or on Mythix.”

      I nodded and reached for my phone. “If it helps, I’ve been bothering Mei all day with questions about kelpies. She has done routine check-ups with the ones in the Abyss so she knows a thing or two. I can read what she said.”

      Felicity nodded in that typical way of hers that meant she was listening.

      I navigated to my chat with Mei. “Okay, so she said that they eat mainly shrimp. Depending on where the kelpie is from, the type of shrimp will be different.”

      “So we need to check where the kelpie is originally from and get shrimp from that region? I can do that.”

      “She said she has a chart for what a healthy serving size is, I can send it to you.”

      “That would be very helpful.”

      I scrolled up in the chat. “Oh, and she said that they put kiddie pools with water in their quarantine bays when they have a new kelpie.”

      “Really? They don’t have special bays for animals that need both water and land?”

      “That’s what I asked and she replied they don’t because of budget cuts,” I replied, showing Mei’s reply as proof.

      Felicity chuckled. “Should’ve guessed that. I’ll have to check with Gwen if we have one in storage somewhere. Or if we can buy one.”

      “I can ask Mei what kind they use,” I proposed.

      “Yes, maybe.” Felicity pulled pieces of her bread roll before eating them. “You’ve been chatting a lot with Mei.”

      “Hmm, not really. Just a few messages every other day or so and it’s mostly about animals. She sent me a video of Betty, the infinite kraken, waving. Look.” I twisted my phone with the video queued. “Isn’t that awesome?”

      A slight smile appeared on Felicity’s face as she watched the mass of tentacles press herself up against the glass and wave.

      “That kraken gives me the creeps. And that tank feels way too small,” Felicity remarked.

      “It is. Apparently, they’ve been building a new tank for her but it’s not going very fast because⁠—”

      “Budget cuts?” Felicity guessed in a clever tone.

      I chuckled. “Exactly.”

      “Looks like every place suffers from that.”

      “People don’t care about mythical animals. Or animals,” I replied. “And they think our sanctuaries are prisons.”

      “They are a little. Prisons for life for some of them.”

      “Yes, but we’re not the ones making it so our animals can’t return to the wild. That’s thanks to the poachers and deforestation and to a degree, overpopulation.”

      Felicity chuckled. “Well, we can’t kill off humans so there’s more space for animals.”

      “We should,” I muttered darkly.

      “That’s a wild take, even for you.”

      “I’m kidding,” I said, but some of the darkest feelings inside me weren’t. I hated the people who hurt animals, who could lock up these beautiful creatures in small cages and treat them like toys or decoration, like they weren’t precious lives. Just thinking about them made me tremble with anger.

      The world would be better without them, but I didn’t have any desire to make that happen. All I could do was look after the hurt animals and try and create a better world for them.
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      It was slightly chilly in the loading bay so I rubbed my hands together to warm them up while we waited for the van with our kelpie to arrive. It was slightly late which was likely due to traffic but what if there'd been an accident? The idea of the sedated and confused kelpie wobbling along the road was a frightening thought, both for the poor animal and any people it might come across.

      I glanced at Jacob but he didn't seem worried. Instead, he was chatting casually with the nurses. Knowing him, likely about the other animals in the bay. He was a workaholic if I'd ever seen one, which suited me just fine. That was what I wanted from a mentor.

      "It's cold," Felicity grumbled, slightly bobbing up and down. "And why are they late? I've got lots of other stuff to do."

      "Like cleaning up poop?" I teased.

      "Amongst other things, yes. And I'm installing new salt licks around the paddock. I found them kicking around somewhere in storage and Nissan approved them being put up."

      "Fancy, lucky unicorns, who doesn't want a salt popsicle."

      The van pulled up, putting an end to our conversation and my worries. I moved closer towards the rest of the group and helped with putting the tarp out on the ground. Nerves tickled in my stomach at the prospect of moving the kelpie. By now, she'd already been sedated for over an hour which was less than ideal.

      Jacob clapped his hands. "Everyone in position, just like we practised."

      I took a step forward before I realised I had no role. I'd always been the practise-kelpie which made me redundant.

      "Charlotte, you're taking Dave's place in the front. He called in sick," Jacob said.

      Grateful to have something to do, I got in position which happened to be opposite of Felicity. I rubbed my hands again, this time to prepare them for the strap of the tarp.

      Two of the porters pushed the metal ramp against the van and Jacob cracked the doors open, glancing in them first. Even from his back, I could tell he was tense which was to be expected. There was a lot riding on this. The welfare of the kelpie was important, but there was more. If she was pregnant, providing good conditions for her meant she could give birth to a lot of babies. And doing all this successfully would help us maintain a good relationship with The Abyss, the pioneer in aquatic mythical life.

      Jacob opened the doors more and gave us a thumbs-up, the signal that the kelpie was still knocked out. I followed the group up the ramp and helped slide the kelpie out. She was lighter than expected which was somewhat reassuring and made me feel a little less bad about my own weight.

      I stared down at the animal. It was even odder looking than I remembered it from the illegal collection but my assessment of it had only been brief. There'd been other animals that needed my attention more, like the cobalt griffin giving birth or the kitsune without a tail. I'd also known that this kelpie was meant to go to the Abyss, which was why I didn't pay it much attention.

      My mistake.

      If I'd paid more attention earlier, I would know more about her. Now she was here, looking all odd and slippery on the tarp. Her skin was a strange speckled blue and she had the front legs of a horse, complete with hooves, but instead of hind legs, she had a curled tail that made her movements sluggish and strained on land. Her eyes were kind of bulging out of her head and her thin snout was disproportionately long. Definitely one of the stranger creatures I'd seen but she was kind of cute.

      "Ready, everyone?" Jacob said as he took place at the front. "Alright, on my count. Three, two, one!"

      I pulled the handle up, relieved when the kelpie lifted up in the air without a hitch. She wasn't very heavy, which made me feel slightly better about my own weight.

      "I've never seen a kelpie before," Felicity said as we shuffled towards Quarantine. "No offence, but she looks kind of yucky."

      My girlfriend wasn't wrong. The kelpie was so strange looking, it was kind of endearing.

      "Her skin is glistening. That must be the sticky mucus," I deduced, surprised by just how shiny and smooth the kelpie. There were no scales, only some slightly discoloured bumps and lumps to break up the blue skin. I really wanted to touch her so I could find out how sticky it actually was, but that would be dumb. Maybe I could figure out a way to get a sample to examine it. Learning things about animals was my job.

      We reached the corner that proved to be difficult last time and as anticipated, the nurse in front of me slowed down. I matched my pace and managed to keep the tarp nice and taut. The kelpie stirred slightly but that was likely the anaesthetic wearing off, not the movements of us.

      "Almost there," Jacob said as the bay came into sight. "Just hold on a little longer. Felicity, your side is dipping a bit."

      "Oops, sorry," Felicity said as she corrected her mistake.

      If we'd been alone, I would've made a joke about her needing to shovel more poop because her muscles were weakening but that didn't seem appropriate in the current company.

      We continued on and despite the kelpie not weighing all that much, I could feel my arm getting tired. The rough handle of the tarp was cutting into my hand and while everyone practised, the whole operation was not all that smoothly coordinated.

      The person behind me bumped into me and stepped on the back of my shoe. I hissed in pain and almost tripped as my heel lifted out. The tarp dipped and the kelpie tipped towards me, coming dangerously close to me with her sticky skin.

      Panicked, I compensated by pulling up my side of the tarp higher. The kelpie stopped sliding towards me and I let out a sigh of relief.

      "You okay?" Felicity asked in concern.

      Jacob looked at me too. "Do you need to swap?"

      "No, I'm good," I replied, determined to keep going. I could've got someone to take my place but I was too proud for that. It was only a little further and I didn't want my boss to think I was unreliable.

      We continued on through the hallway, my shoe only half on. It made my leg cramp from the unnatural gait but I bit through the discomfort. I didn't matter, only the kelpie's safety did.

      The assigned bay came into sight and relief rushed through me. Almost there.

      We shuffled into the room and I noticed Maria standing in the corner with her ultrasound machine on a trolley.

      The tarp was lowered to the floor and I stepped back to give Maria access to the kelpie and took the opportunity to pull my shoe back on. It was a good thing I hadn’t ruined the move. The last thing I needed was to be the reason why the kelpie fell to the floor or get stuck to her. I wasn't sure if her skin was actually sticky enough for that to happen but if Jacob said so, I didn't see any reason to doubt him.

      Maria rolled her trolley closer. “Alright, everyone out except Charlotte. I’ll have to work quickly so this kelpie doesn’t wake up early and kick me in the head!”
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