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        All of Charlotte's previous experience working as an apprentice veterinarian at the Griffin Sanctuary is put to the test when a massive collection of illegal mythical animals is dismantled. Unicorns, kitsunes, dragons, griffins, and many more all need new homes. She'll have to work together with friend and frenemy to make it happen, not an easy feat when everyone is already overworked, tired, and has their own motives for which animals they want to keep.

        -

        The Griffin Flock is book 6 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 series.
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      I leaned against the doorframe of the Unicorn House entrance, the wood cold against my bare shoulder. From here, I had a perfect view of the snorting herd emerging from their stables and the beautiful woman hauling a big bucket of food towards them. The effort was evident in her strained muscles and I smiled at the memory. I was sure that once Felicity knew I was here, she would command me to help. Not that I minded but it was nice to take a moment to admire her.

      As if she heard me, she turned around and her gaze landed on me.

      "Hey! Why are you just standing there? Give me a hand!" Felicity shouted from her position near the gate, her wide smile indicating she was happy to see me.

      I smiled and stepped inside the stable, the loose strands of straw crunchy under my boots. It was such a pleasant and familiar sound, it tickled something in my brain.

      "I'm not staying, I'm on my way to my morning meeting," I said as I paused in front of my girlfriend. A quick check around confirmed that we were alone and I leaned in for a brief kiss. Her lips were warm and she tasted of her breakfast cereal, slightly toasty and fruity at the same time.

      Her hand trailed down my arm, a teasing touch. "Is it the meeting about the private collection?"

      I nodded. "Everyone's been called for the briefing. It starts in fifteen minutes, but I thought I'd stop by to say hello."

      Felicity tossed the end of her blonde ponytail back over her shoulder. "I'm curious how that'll pan out."

      "Me too." I glanced past her at the unicorns waiting in the paddock.

      The Sergeant stood closest to us, his coat silver in the early morning sun. He was bristling slightly, clearly upset that his breakfast was delayed. Behind him, the boisterous twin colts were trotting through the enclosure like they owned it. They were all getting on but the moment Felicity set foot in the enclosure with her bucket of food, the horseshoes would come off.

      "Has Nissan heard anything about the transfer request for Cross?" I asked, my gaze going to the more docile one of the unicorn twins. It was a real shame that he had to leave the sanctuary but with tension stirring between him and his brother, it wasn't a safe place for him anymore.

      Felicity sighed. "Yes, he's talking to someone from Creatures & Co. They might be able to take him."

      "I thought they didn't have space."

      "One of their colts died."

      I swallowed hard. "Ah..."

      "Yeah, not exactly good news."

      "Is it callous to call it lucky for us?" I wondered out loud, only daring to voice my question because I knew Felicity had a pragmatic streak in her.

      She fiddled with the clasp of her blue coveralls. "I don't know if it's callous, but it is lucky for Cross. He needs to get out of here before he gets into a serious fight with his brother."

      "I hope they'll agree to take him then. It'll be sad to see him go but we have to do what's best for them." I looked at the herd again, a smile lifting my lips when I saw Sticker trotting after his beloved Candle. His previously-removed horn had grown back to full size and his coat had the shine and lustre of what was expected from a silver blush unicorn.

      I could stand here and admire them all day but I had my own duties to get back to.

      "I should get going," I said, despite not moving. Felicity's hand was nice and warm on my arm and it was nice to have a brief moment together before the start of a hectic day.

      She stole a kiss from my lips. "You should, I need to give the unicorns breakfast or I'll leave with a black eye."

      "Yes, they get grumpy if they don't have their food." I pecked her lips for one more kiss and grinned. "I'll let you know how the briefing went. Enjoy shovelling shit."

      "Charlotte!"

      I narrowly escaped Felicity's playful swat and danced out of the stable, leaving her chuckling behind me. Being around her was strangely effortless and it made me wonder whether this could truly continue or if we'd be hitting a roadblock soon. It seemed senseless to worry about it so I decided to save my worries for the animals of the Griffin Sanctuary.

      With the sun on my back, I carried on through the animal park towards the veterinarian clinic. The early morning meant that there were no visitors yet and while it was anything but calm, it was peaceful. The early morning hustle and bustle of all the workers was for one goal and one goal only: to keep our animal residents happy.

      The clinic came in sight in the distance and I quickened my pace involuntarily. I didn't want to be late, but mostly, I wanted to know what was going to happen with the illegal private collection of mythical animals that had been recently discovered.
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      I pushed against the glass door to enter the clinic, as always slightly taken aback by the smell. There was the typical sharpness of cleaning alcohol, the metal twinge of dried blood, and the slightest hint of feline from the resident house sphinx. After working here for almost a year, I could pinpoint the individual components but that didn't mean I was used to it yet.

      An inquisitive chirp came from my right where Hatty was sitting on the front desk, her grey tail curled around the plastic vase. Even though they didn't shatter on impact anymore, that didn't stop her from occasionally throwing one to the floor.

      I gave the house sphinx a little scritch between her horns and ears. "Good morning, little terror."

      She purred innocently in return.

      On another day, I would've given in to the urge for more strokes, but I didn't want to keep the other veterinarians and apprentices waiting. I continued on through the reception and followed the long hall to the meeting room. The enticing smell of burnt coffee confirmed that there were others here already.

      I entered the meeting room and as suspected, there were veterinarians littered all over the place. Neonatal specialist Maria was draped over a chair as she inhaled the steam of her coffee to no avail, she still looked asleep. My roommate Tamara sat at a different table, her attention on her phone while she poured a packet of sugar into her mug, missing it by a mile. She didn't notice until the oldest and most experienced of the apprentices, Ivan, tapped her arm to alert her to the spillage.

      At the front of the room, my mentor Jacob lifted his arm to greet me. He looked the most awake of everyone in the room which meant he was either at the start of his shift or twenty hours into it.

      I waved back and took a seat opposite Tamara.

      "Rough night?" I asked sympathetically.

      She nodded as much as her heavy head allowed. "One of the lupins almost choked on a piece of bone. They vomited all over me. Do I still smell?"

      "Not that I can tell," I replied.

      "Then the smell must just be seared into my memory. Did you know they have a special enzyme in their stomach that turns their meat into liquid goo?"

      I shrugged. "Isn't that just every stomach?"

      "Maybe. It's extra gross from them."

      I had no doubt that she was speaking the truth but luckily, I didn't have first-hand experience of that particular scenario, although I was no stranger to animal vomit, pee, poop, or blood. Anything that could come out of an animal, I had had on me.

      More apprentices poured in, all looking like they belonged in coffins more than in a clinic. Second-year Jordan went straight to the coffee machine while the others joined our table.

      "Why does the briefing have to be this early?" Kim grumbled under her breath, only loud enough for us to hear. It was rhetorical, everyone knew why.

      The room quieted down when Director Ella entered and took place at the front. She looked immaculate as always with a sharpness in her eyes that felt like nothing was slipping past her. For her to run a place like this, it couldn't.

      She waited until everyone had taken a seat before she addressed the room. "Morning, all. I'm sure all of you've heard about the illegal private collection of exotic and mythical animals that was found not too far from here."

      A murmur of agreement confirmed that everyone was up to date on that.

      "Since the Griffin Sanctuary is a registered rescue, we'll be assisting the authorities and IREMA in processing all the animals that were discovered.”

      “What’s IREMA?” Tamara whispered.

      “International Regulations of Endangered Mythical Animals,” Ivan muttered back. “They’re a global organisation dedicated to the conservation of mythical animals.”

      Director Ella cleared her throat to promote silence before she continued. “There’ll be other organisations involved during this operation. This will be a big and strenuous job that no doubt will be a lot of work. Everyone will be required to participate but if you’re willing to put in extra hours, there’ll be a sign-up sheet for that.”

      I glanced at the other apprentices at my table, curious about which of them was going to sign up and who wouldn't. I had an inkling that Jordan wouldn't, she never did any extras.

      Jacob joined her at the front of the room, his deep voice carrying just as effortlessly. "We'll set up a schedule to make sure there are always enough vets here to cover any emergencies. Any non-urgent surgeries and examinations have been postponed until we've dealt with the collection. We'll be going back and forth to the site starting from tomorrow. Daily transport has been arranged."

      "The initial assessment of the animals at the collection will only be the first phase of a long and complicated operation," Director Ella added, the slight squeak in her voice the first sign that she was also stressed. "This isn't the first time the Griffin Sanctuary has dealt with a mass rescue like this. Sixteen years ago, something similar happened which is how we ended up branching out from exclusively caring for griffins. This operation could very well introduce all sorts of new species to our park so there'll be a lot of extra work for everyone but I'm excited. This is going to be a great learning opportunity."

      She was right about that. As horrible as these unregulated private collections could be, there was a good chance we'd stumble upon mythical animals from other regions or ones that were already believed extinct. It would also serve as a crash course for me to catch up with all the experience the other apprentices had ahead of me. There would be plenty of animals, all of us would get turns to gain new knowledge and skills. That was the exciting part and equally, the sad part too.

      Still, my feelings were irrelevant on the matter. Happy or sad, these animals needed care and I was determined not to let this opportunity go to waste.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a genuine relief to get off the bus and have solid ground under my feet. I didn't know how the driver did it, but the entire road felt like it had been filled with potholes and sharp turns.

      I took a big breath to banish the nausea before I shifted my focus to my surroundings. A large white tent was pitched in front of a long farm building with all sorts of personnel in scary-looking uniforms going in and out.

      My hand automatically went to my Griffin Sanctuary identification badge. There was no reason why they would refuse me entry but it still made me a little nervous.

      We joined a slow-moving queue and I had a look around while I waited in line. At a glance, it was clear there were plenty more people here who weren't part of the Griffin Sanctuary. According to Jacob, there were veterinarians signed up for emergency rescue programs all throughout the country and they'd rocked up to assist in this endeavour. I didn't know if every country took mythical animal care this seriously but I was glad ours did.

      It didn't take long for me to reach the registration desk where a man with a ponytail and glasses addressed me. "Name?"

      "Charlotte Beaver," I said nervously. "I'm from the Griffin Sanctuary."

      He hummed as he traced his finger down the long list of names and nodded when he found mine. With a flourish, he checked the box next to it and handed me a green lanyard. When it was clear he had nothing else to say to me, I moved ahead and joined the group of Griffin Sanctuary apprentices and Maria. It was a little disappointing that Jacob wasn't here but it made sense, they could only spare one vet at a time. If two came, that would put the sanctuary in a bind.

      I noticed that not everyone seemed to be wearing the same colour of lanyard which made me wonder if there was any significance to that.

      A piercing squeak cut through the air followed by a distorted voice through a megaphone. "Can I have everyone's attention please?"

      The chatter died down and everyone turned towards a greying man near the front of the tent. He waved his hand just to make sure everyone was looking in the right direction before he continued.

      "Hi, everyone. Thanks for rocking up today. I'm Elias Bennet from IREMA, we're in charge of the rescue mission. To make this happen as efficiently as possible, we've divided you all into zones. The colour of your lanyard corresponds to the zone you'll be working in."

      So I was right, the colours were significant.

      I glanced at the other apprentices’ lanyards, relieved when it meant I was paired up with Kim and Ivan. She was bright and easy to work with and Ivan was knowledgeable and not unwilling to share that with us.

      Elias continued through the crackling megaphone. "What we need from you today are initial assessments. The authorities seized records but we can't count on those being accurate. You'll be photographing and cataloguing every animal in there so we can check them against the list. You'll also be tagging the animals on whether they need urgent medical care so the experts can act accordingly."

      It almost sounded like some sort of game we'd play in our university classes, except that real animals and their lives were on the line here.

      A woman joined Elias with a bunch of clipboards and pens. "Come and pick up one of these when you enter. You'll drop off the forms after your shift. If there is a real medical emergency, don't wait to alert one of the experts. They all have black lanyards."

      I searched the crowd, not surprised to find Maria standing near some other people with black lanyards. I was quickly learning that the mythical vet world was very small which meant that it was important to get on with as many people as possible. Unfortunately for me, I preferred animals.

      Elias twisted his arm up to check his watch. "Alright, let's get started. The quicker we can get done with the assessments, the quicker we can start arranging transport. There's a lunch break at twelve. Good luck, everyone."

      It took a moment for the crowd to set in motion but I was raring to get inside of the private collection and see the animals for myself. A mass operation like this didn’t come along every year, luckily, so it was a fantastic learning opportunity for me.
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