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        Drama stirs when Charlotte goes to Myths & Monster for an exchange program and she has to play nice with the other apprentices.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, a mysterious illness plagues one of the elusive lantern dragons and time is ticking for apprentice veterinarian Charlotte to figure out what's wrong before her light goes out.

        -

        The Dragon Lantern is book 4 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 this.
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      There were a lot of perks to working in a sanctuary for mythical animals and the adorable house sphinx that lived in the clinic was one of them. At least, when she wasn’t disturbing me while I worked.

      Hatty announced herself with a little chirp as she hopped up on the table, determined to get my attention.

      “I’m kind of busy,” I told her, leaning over to give her a scratch between her ears. “But you’re very cute.”

      She purred and rubbed her head against the corner of my laptop, an occupational hazard that came with the territory of working in the clinic’s library.

      “Careful, please,” I said, gently pushing her away so her curled horns didn’t cause any scratches or damage.

      Even if she understood, the sphinx didn’t care. She trampled over my laptop, adding a bunch of letters to the latest form I was filling out. I quickly pushed my screen down before she rolled all over my keyboard and added more nonsense. I didn’t think my senior vet would appreciate her contribution, no matter how cute she was.

      “Meowwww,” Hatty complained, exposing her soft belly to me.

      “Desperate for attention, huh?” I complied and tickled her again, enjoying the brief privilege before she’d undoubtedly claw her way out. Some people couldn’t stand the temperamental nature of felines but I liked their stubbornness.

      Hatty purred loudly, the vibrations travelling through her chest and up my hand. I couldn’t help but wonder how strong the sensation would be if I were petting one of the large sphinxes in the enclosures. I’d seen some videos online of keepers scratching sphinx bellies and they always looked chill, but I didn’t know how friendly the ones in the Griffin Sanctuary were. I certainly wasn’t going to just walk up to one and stick my hand in its mouth. Although it was a tempting prospect. Tickling a royal sphinx’ belly and counting big toe beans was worth a finger or two.

      I touched Hatty’s callused feet. “You don’t really have toe beans.”

      She looked up at me, her head tilted in confusion. “Prr?”

      “But it’s super cute.” I stroked her soft back, enjoying the rare calm from an otherwise chaotic little feline. In an ever-changing clinic, it was nice to have her here as a constant. No matter what time of day or night, Hatty could be found slapping things off desks and begging for attention.

      “Have you played games today yet?” I took a treat out of one of many pots strewn around the clinic and hid it in my left hand. I held both fists out to Hatty. “Which one do you think it is in?”

      Before she could play, the sound of footsteps in the hallway perked her ears up and she released a curious chirp. A slender blonde appeared in the doorframe and a pleased smirk grew around her lips when she saw me. “Hey, Charlotte. Is playing with a cat considered work for an apprentice veterinarian?” she asked, her light tone clearly meant to be teasing.

      “Fulfilling Hatty’s demands is the first line in my contract.”

      Felicity chuckled as she came over, holding out her hand to say hello to the sphinx. Her smile grew when Hatty rolled on her back and invited her to fuss her. There was a look of pure adoration and joy on her face that matched how I felt whenever I got to interact with an animal. She loved them just as much as me and it was easily one of the biggest things that attracted me to her.

      I leaned on my elbow, regarding the blonde as she played with the sphinx. “So what brings you to the clinic?”

      She gestured noncommittally over her shoulder. “Nissan needed me to grab some things so I thought I’d come say hi.” With a last pat, she left Hatty to her devices and approached me, her determined gaze alluring. Her confidence was intimidating and attractive at the same time.

      With a light grin, she leaned down on the table, her face hovering inches from mine. “Hi. Do you come here often?”

      I snorted at her lame flirtation but leaned in anyway, revelling in the intimacy of the moment. It was good to know that nothing had changed between us since the last time we spoke or kissed. She was still interested.

      My stomach fluttered and a flash of confidence had me leaning in. “Did Nissan really send you or was that an excuse to see me?”

      “He really did need some things from the clinic.” Felicity bridged the gap, pressing a quick kiss on my lips. “But I volunteered to get them.”

      A smile grew around my lips. “Aren’t you helpful?”

      “I have to be if I want to get a job after our internship is over.” She sighed, rare worry flitting through her eyes. “Do you think they’re going to pick Aaron over me?”

      I leaned in to kiss her, hoping that would reassure her. “They’d be mad to not offer you a spot.”

      Someone cleared their throat from the side and I quickly pulled back, my ears burning when I realised my boss was standing in the doorway. Well, that was embarrassing.

      Felicity followed my gaze and stepped away, her hand briefly grazing my arm. “Thank you for explaining that to me. I’ll see you later, yeah?”

      I nodded, not daring to speak in case my voice abandoned me. I’d worked so hard to appear professional and focused but kissing while I was on the clock wasn’t exactly a good look.

      Jacob waited until Felicity was gone, his arms crossed across his chest in quiet observation. “Was that Felicity, the unicorn intern?”

      “Yeah, she came to get some things for Nissan,” I said like it would make him forget we were making out in the middle of the library.

      Jacob hummed pensively as he pushed up the sleeves of his white coat. “Aha. Okay. Are you ready for your trip to Myths & Monster next week?”

      The sudden change of topic took me off guard and it took me a second to switch my mind around. “Yes, I’m super excited for the exchange program. I’ve always wanted to go there so this is like a dream come true.”

      “That’s good to hear. I hope you learn a lot, there are some excellent veterinarians there so try to soak everything in. Have fun too, but not too much. You and Tamara will be representing the Griffin Sanctuary so we’re counting on you to make a good impression.”

      I really hoped that wasn’t something he said because of what he just witnessed.

      “Felicity and I are dating,” I blurted out, instantly regretting bringing it up. I didn’t even know if that was what we were doing. We hadn’t gone on any actual dates, just hung out and kissed a few times. Terminology wasn’t really important right now, I just wanted to assure Jacob that I wasn’t going to make out with a bunch of apprentices during the exchange program and burn a load of potential professional bridges.

      He just nodded. “It’s none of my business. Just make sure if things are serious that you fill out a relationship form with HR. After that whole thing with Duran, it’s better if things are properly documented in case of a dispute. Anyway, I’ll let you go back to whatever you were doing. I’ll page you if I need assistance.”

      “Sure thing.” I laughed awkwardly loud until he was gone before lightly banging my head on the table. I was such an idiot. I was lucky that Jacob was such a good boss and didn’t make things even more awkward than I already felt.

      The last thing I wanted was to get booted out of my apprenticeship and be forced to leave the Griffin Sanctuary. I’d only just had a taste of working with mythical animals but I was hooked for life.
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      The light chatter in the communal kitchen of the dormitory only added to my brewing headache and I considered skipping dinner and heading straight to bed. Or the shower. Despite having changed shirts and getting rid of my coat, I could still smell the lupin vomit on me.

      Before I could retreat, Ramona spotted me from the couch area and waved to get my attention, her energetic voice carrying through the kitchen. “Char! Come here, you’ve got to see this. Tess took a video of one of the royal sphinxes wearing an inflatable pool ring.”

      As tired as I was, that did sound fun.

      I made my way over to the two girls huddled over Tess’ phone. The sphinx intern started the video from the beginning and held it up for me to see.

      A large royal sphinx paraded through his enclosure with a flicking tail and a bright pink pool ring wrapped around his neck, flattening his luscious mane like an adornment or decoration. Despite the goofiness of the situation, the bright blue colours on his flat face signalled he was the leader of the pack and not to be messed with. A smaller, potentially younger, sphinx approached curiously but was quickly chased away with a loud roar and a clap of his large wings.

      “They’re intimidating,” I noted, admiring the power emitting from the sphinx with every thud in the dust. He was a world away from adorable little Hattie and her dull horns. They might share similar behaviour patterns but there was an inherent difference between house sphinxes and the royals. It was probably best never to find out how loud they purred from up close.

      “I think they’re the cutest,” Tess coed, swiping to another picture. “This is Tut sitting with his bum in his trough. Here he’s playing with a large ball. That’s him, oops, that’s him trying to mate with Bastet, never mind that.”

      As cute as the pictures were, I didn’t have the brainpower to engage meaningfully. I slipped away from the conversation like a sneaky basilisk, still unsure about having dinner or not.

      My stomach rumbled, leaving me little choice. I checked the fridge, disappointed to discover I was out of ready meals and only had a handful of sad-looking ingredients that would take way too much effort to cook up.

      Bed it was. I turned, almost bumping straight into Felicity.

      She steadied me with her strong arms, her grip surprisingly tender. “Careful or you’re going to fall for me.”

      A snort escaped me. “We wouldn’t want that.”

      “Hmmm.” Her eyes shimmered with amusement and something else I couldn’t make out. “You already finished eating?”

      “I’m not hungry.” My stomach rumbled loudly to disprove my point. “Okay, I’ll rephrase. I’m out of ready meals and all I’ve got is a manky carrot and some meat that I definitely shouldn’t eat.”

      “Have one of mine, I ordered too many this week anyway.” Felicity joined me by the fridge, reaching past me to get to her shelf. The sudden proximity gave me a hint of her intoxicating perfume that made me glad we were in public.

      I quickly turned my focus to the absurd amount of packed meals with short dates on her shelf and chuckled at the sheer quantity. “How many people were you ordering for?”

      “They brought out a lot of new flavours and I have trouble choosing,” she answered in a logical voice.

      “That’s fair. Is there a particular one you don’t fancy?”

      “No, have whichever you like. It’s fine, they need to be eaten or they’ll all go in the freezer and I’ll never eat them.”

      That made me feel a little better about accepting one. After stabbing tiny holes in the film with my fork and waiting for the microwave to heat it up, I settled at the kitchen island with a steaming tray of food.

      Felicity sat next to me with her own ready meal. “Hope you enjoy.”

      “You sure you didn’t want your…” I checked the cardboard sleeve. “Red aubergine pasta bake?”

      “No, I don’t even like red aubergine. I don’t know why I bought it.”

      “Well, I owe you a meal.” I considered the blonde next to me, the opportunity too nice to pass up. “Maybe we could go for dinner once I’m back from Myths & Monster?”

      Felicity paused her bite and turned her curious gaze to me. “Are you asking me on a date, Charlotte?” Her voice held a teasing note.

      “I am.” The determination shone through in mine. I wasn’t sure what made me feel so confident but the more time I spent with Felicity, the more I was realising how much I liked her. Maybe it was the sense of comfort I felt around her or the way she actually paid attention when I spoke about the things that mattered most to me.

      She nudged her leg against mine, the gesture quite affectionate. “I’d love to.”

      “Great.” I tempered my idiotic smile with a bite of food. We’d come a long way from being fierce rivals. I supposed our issue was never that we didn’t share interests or ambitions, that was what made us clash in the first place.

      I preferred this without a doubt.

      We ate in companionable silence, one of the things I liked about our dynamic. Especially in a busy kitchen with extroverts who seemed to have endless energy after their shift, it was nice to enjoy her presence without needing to fill it with immaterial small talk.

      After we ate, she brewed us a cup of tea. “So when are you leaving for your exchange program thing again?”

      “My flight is at five on Saturday morning.”

      “Yikes. That’s early.”

      “It is but I’m too excited to care. I’ve always wanted to visit Myths & Monster but never had the opportunity until now. Have you ever been?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve wanted to but haven’t had the time or money. Take lots of pictures, okay?”

      “Oh, I’m going to spam our chat with pictures. I’m looking forward to seeing Apollo again, and they have the largest golden blush unicorn herd. I’m super curious to compare them to our silver blushes. I also heard they have a new chandelier dragon but I don’t know if we’ll be able to see it.”

      She sipped from her tea and smiled. “I’m not going to lie, I’m kind of jealous.”

      “Yeah, some of the other apprentices are too.”

      “Isn’t everyone going?”

      “No, just some of us. They can’t afford to have us all off at the same time and there are more meet-ups sprinkled through the year for those who aren’t going this time but I can see how it sucks having to stay behind.” I savoured the herbal flavour of my tea. “I’m not sure how I feel about having to go with Tamara.”

      “Because of the comments she made about the apprentice sleeping with the vet that got fired?” Felicity asked, proving again that she actually paid attention.

      I nodded. “I liked her in the beginning but she’s shown to have some narrow-minded ideas.”

      “So the opposite of us.” Felicity brushed her fingers over the back of my hand.

      “People always surprise me. Animals are a lot more consistent, which is one of the things I like about them.” I considered my statement, the noise of the kitchen making it hard to think.

      Felicity noticed the change in my mood. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m super excited to go but I’m worried about not being here. What if one of the other apprentices uses my absence to get a leg up or the Sanctuary realises they do fine without me? Things have been a little weird since they fired Duran and there’s weird tension in the clinic. And I’m going to be stuck with a group of strangers for a whole week, that’s worrying me too. What if nobody likes me?”

      She patted my shoulder. “It’s okay, we’re all in a precarious position. Until we’re offered proper jobs, it’s limbo.”

      “You worried about the upcoming intern evaluations?”

      Felicity hummed affirmatively. “Aaron is so frustratingly good with the unicorns and he’s got the keepers wrapped around his little finger. I don’t see how they’re going to offer me the job over him.”

      “You’re fantastic with them too, though. It’s one of the things that annoyed me about you when we first met.” I rested my hand on hers. “I’m sure they’ve noticed.”

      “I hope so.” She twisted her hand up and intertwined our fingers in a surprisingly intimate gesture. “They’re paying a lot of money so you can travel to Myths & Monster and partake in this exchange program. They’re investing in your education, why would they get rid of you?”

      I considered her statement and nodded at the logic, feeling a little reassured. “You’re right. Thank you.”

      Her lips curled up in a smug grin. “I love being right.”

      The confidence in her statement made me feel more affectionate towards her. I was quickly coming to realise her attitude covered up a depth of emotions and maturity that she didn’t share with people but I got a glimpse of it every now and then.

      I stifled a yawn. “I think I need to go to bed. I still need to pack before I leave and I want to shower so I don’t have to in the morning.”

      Felicity nodded understandingly. “I guess I’ll see you when you get back.”

      I held her gaze, enjoying the moment of intimacy. Being away from her would be interesting considering how young our relationship was but I didn’t imagine I’d have a lot of time to worry about it. The schedule of the exchange program was promising a packed week and I couldn’t wait.
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      The taxi passed under a large Myths & Monster sign to enter the car park and my excitement levels shot through the roof. We were so close, I could almost smell the animals. After the long flight and all the travel, I was also desperate for a stationary toilet and a shower.

      “Here we are,” the driver announced, pausing the car in one of the drop-off zones.

      Too eager for my own good, I jumped out to take in the sights. There wasn’t much to see from here but it didn’t matter. We’d arrived and there was a wealth of mythical animals just around the corner.

      Tamara got out of the other side while the driver unloaded our luggage and bags without much care. One of mine tore at the seams and my clothes poured out onto the gravel of the car park.

      I scrambled to collect my stuff, hastily swiping my underwear from the ground and stuffing it into my backpack before anyone could see. That was not the first impression I wanted to make on people.

      The driver pretended not to notice and took off without so much as an apology, leaving me with an armful of clothes and a broken suitcase. Not exactly the glamorous arrival I’d hoped for.

      “I’ve got an extra bag,” Tamara offered, rummaging through her purse. “I use it for groceries so there might be some receipts at the bottom.”
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