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        When the lonely cries of the kitsune vixen fill the Griffin Sanctuary, it's up to the newest apprentice vet, Charlotte, to find her a suitable mate. Not an easy task considering they're almost entirely extinct.

        -

        The Kitsune Giggle is book 3 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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Normal foxes only had one tail, but there was a certain kind that could grow up to nine.

      

      

      I enlarged the picture to get a better look at Kiki, the resident kitsune at the Griffin Sanctuary and the next animal in need. She had a long, curious snout and six voluptuous ginger tails that ended in white tips. The combination of the soft fur and long legs gave her an adorable but elegant look.

      I studied the rest of the profile of the kitsune while making my way through the Griffin Sanctuary. I couldn’t afford to be late but I also didn’t want to arrive without being well-informed. As the newest apprentice veterinarian, I couldn’t afford to embarrass myself in front of my seniors.

      I hesitated at one of the crossings, searching for the colourful signs and markers that helped visitors navigate their way through the park. The kitsune habitat was in a particular part of the sanctuary that I didn’t go to very often, except to visit my friend at the lupin enclosure.

      “Evening!” a voice chirped and fellow apprentice Tamara joined me on the crossing.

      “Hello,” I smiled, relieved I’d be working with her. While I didn’t have anything against the other apprentices, she was definitely the friendliest of the bunch. Besides that, she was only a trimester ahead of me in the program so hopefully, if I worked hard, I’d be able to make up for lost time.

      “Coming or going?” Tamara asked, matching her pace to mine as we continued along the path.

      “Coming, I’m on the night shift to work with Kiki. I’m curious what she’ll look like in real life compared to her picture. Which way am I supposed to go?”

      “I’ll walk you to it. I haven’t seen the kitsune in a while so I wouldn’t mind saying hello and I’ve got a couple of hours left before I get to go home.” We reached the enclosure and Tamara flicked her badge against the scanner. “Have you not seen her yet?”

      “No. I saw a pair leaving the Sanctuary to go to a reserve but I haven’t seen Kiki,” I said, pulling the gate shut behind me. “What’s she like? I read her profile but it doesn’t really mean anything.”

      Tamara thought for a moment as we entered the facility. “Stately but playful.”

      That was an interesting description. I spotted our supervisor waiting for us by the back entrance to the habitat so I didn’t have time to ask her to elaborate.

      “Evening.” Gwen, the middle-aged headkeeper greeted us with an enthusiastic wave, making her full head of copper curls bounce.

      “Where’s Maria?” Tamara inquired, scanning the area in search of the senior veterinarian.

      “Oh, there was an emergency at the mini griffins but she left your assignment with me. Follow me,” the woman said, proceeding us to the glass window that gave us a look into the kitsune den.

      “Mini griffin emergency?” Tamara whispered to me, sounding eager. “That sounds fun. I wonder why she hasn’t asked one of us to assist. Your shift only just started and I’ve got a couple more hours left on mine. Oh well, at least she doesn’t play favourites like Duran.”

      The two of us joined Gwen by the window and unlike Tamara, I didn’t feel any sadness about not being present at the mini griffins. The sleeping red kitsune in her den was so adorable and cute, I was excited to spend more time with her.

      Gwen grabbed her phone from the pouch in her overall and tapped her screen a couple of times. “You can’t quite see it now that she’s curled up, but Kiki has become very thin. We need to find a way to get her back into good health so you two will be here to observe and study her.”

      I leaned closer to the window, studying the ball of fur. “She looks very peaceful.”

      Our supervisor chortled. “Wait until she wakes up, you won’t say that then.”

      “I can handle it,” I chirped eagerly.

      “Yes, you can count on us,” Tamara added.

      A smile twisted my lips up. Her energy reminded me of Felicity but Tamara’s attitude was a whole lot better. That being said, I couldn’t wait to tell Felicity all about Kiki and trade news in exchange for updates on the silver blush unicorns she was taking care of.

      Gwen put her phone away. “Great. I’ll leave you to it, then. I need to check on the rest of the wing but I’ll be back later. If there’s an issue, you can page me or the veterinarian on duty. You’ll have to take on some of the keeper duties since it’s just me at the moment but I’m sure you’ll manage. Especially you, Charlotte.” She looked directly at me and smiled. “You know the drill from when you were interning at the unicorns, right?”

      Even though taking care of kitsunes was entirely different, I felt honoured to be considered reliable. “I can do it.”

      Gwen seemed confident enough in our abilities and left us to it. For a moment, I felt paralysed by the independence but I quickly regained my footing.

      “I should check the schedule for the night first,” I said, moving over to the work area. A metal table with a set of scales looked like the food station and the tablet next to it confirmed it. I swiped to unlock the screen and scanned the log. “Okay, first portion of food should be offered at seven, then we’ve got a treat at twelve, and then we do enrichment at three.” I glanced at my companion. “Can I ask you something? Why did you say Duran plays favourites?”

      “Because he does. Patricia is his favourite student at the moment.” Tamara glanced around before she waggled her shoulders. “You know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Oh? You really don’t know.”

      The vague exchange was quickly exhausting me. “No, that’s what I’m saying.”

      With an impish grin, she made some crude hand gestures. “You know.”

      “They’re sleeping together?”

      She facepalmed. “Way to ruin the mystique.”

      “Why wouldn’t you just say?” I shook my head and went over to the window to observe the sleeping ball of red fur. “She looks really cute. Does she usually sleep this much?”

      “I’m not sure.” Tamara hopped onto the bench next to me, her legs swinging back and forth. “Do you think he’s hot?”

      “Who?”

      “Duran.”

      I shot her a confused look. “I’m not into men.”

      Tamara chuckled. “Oh, you’re gay? I didn’t know that but nice. My cousin is too. Marnie. Do you know her?”

      “How would I know her? We’re not all related or something.”

      “I don’t know, she always claims she knows everyone in the area.” Tamara hopped off the bench and crouched down to look at the kitsune. “What are we supposed to do here? It doesn’t look like she’s waking up.”

      “I could try to feed her?” I glanced at my watch. “It’s almost food time.”

      Eager to take the initiative, I grabbed the prepared bowl for Kiki. It looked very different from what we fed the unicorns or even the phoenixes. Pieces of red meat, a fresh raw egg, and some pieces of cubed vegetables. Not exactly appetising but also not the worst breakfast imaginable. If I threw it all in a pan, that’d become something tasty. But as it was, no thanks.

      Tamara opened the gate to the enclosure and I stepped in, my first time in this habitat. The ground was soft and slightly sandy but with some nice grassy patches and bushes for the fox to hide under. It looked like a place of wonder and adventure for the six-tailed fiend.

      “Breakfast, Kiki. Or I suppose, dinner?” I announced, setting down the metal bowl in front of the next box. I waited for the little kitsune to hop out or wake up from the smell, but no movement. Was she not supposed to be awake? I knew they were nocturnal but with the falling evening and the fading light, surely the little fox should be getting ready to rise?

      I rattled the bowl, hoping to draw out the kitsune with the smells of raw meat. “Wakey, wakey?”

      No reaction. I didn’t know why I expected anything else when Gwen literally just said Kiki wasn’t eating properly.

      “Lucky, you can probably just sleep all night.” Tamara yawned and stretched her arms. “My last shift, one of the lupins was throwing up in the clinic. Not. Fun.”

      “You don’t like lupins?”

      “I like them fine, but I want to sleep through the night shift, not be up the whole time.”

      I frowned. “Isn’t that the point of the night shift?”

      “No, we’re here in case there’s an emergency or something.” She gestured to the hidden den underneath the log. “This is not an emergency, is it? Now whatever is happening with the mini griffins, I bet that’s fun.”

      Her lamenting didn’t really mean anything to me. While I’d prefer to be in bed at night, this was a nice way to shake things up. A new creature to get to know and study, and hopefully, help. I just hoped Kiki would wake up soon so we could work out what was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours later, Kiki’s food remained entirely untouched and the red kitsune was still soundly asleep. The Sanctuary was closed to the public by now and most of the staff had gone home. Only the night shift was still here and a handful like us, who had to change their schedule depending on the animals' needs.

      “Why don’t they install day-night technology for Kiki?” Tamara wondered out loud as she leaned back and tossed some peanuts in her mouth. “Then we or the keepers wouldn’t have to stay nights to take care of her. And the public would be able to see her too.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it’s too expensive?”

      “I think it’s because the directors don’t like artificial habitats.” She scoffed slightly. “Like this isn’t all artificial anyway. Gah, this is boring.”

      I had to give it to her, even I was getting a little bored. Night and evening shifts sounded fun and rife with possible emergencies that would give us a taste of what it would be like to be a qualified veterinarian but so far, none had come in. I supposed usually, we could sleep but Gwen had asked us to take on some keeper duties.

      A familiar static crackle sounded and both our walkie-talkies chimed. “This is Maria. Can one of you come assist me in the clinic?”

      Tamara quickly sat up and shot me a hopeful look. “Can I go?”

      I yawned. “Sure. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “Great, thanks. I owe you one.” She squealed softly before responding through the radio and flitting away.

      With my companion gone, I got up to check on Kiki again. When it was still light, it was relatively easy to observe her through the window in her den but the setting dark made it almost impossible. There were some faint lights inside the habitat but that was it.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how they’d set it up. Was it a one-way mirror? Or just a darkened piece of glass so the kitsune wasn’t disturbed from the light on this side? Or was she just used to it?

      “When are you going to wake up?” I softly questioned, kneeling down to study the fluffy fox. I wished I knew more about their behaviours to judge if this was normal or if this was really a problem.

      As if she heard me, she stirred for the first time. Excited to watch her, I pressed my face right up to the window. Kiki’s ears flicked back and forth as she shook herself awake. She released a long, leisurely yawn and unfolded her legs from underneath her body. With a little sniff, she abandoned her underground den.

      I moved to a different window so I could watch her better. I had to give it to Tamara, stately was a good way to describe her. Her six thick tails were as big as the rest of her body and fluttered after her, each with a distinct flick. She trotted over to her bowl of food, gave it a sniff, and turned up her long snout. Had the meat been sitting out too long? She certainly thought so.

      Maybe I could convince her to eat something else. I returned to the workstation and scanned some of the notes and instructions on the tablet to figure out what I could give her for a treat.

      “Tofu or red beans?” I read, doing a double take to make sure I saw that right. That sounded like human food but I wasn’t going to argue with the keepers. They knew best in this instance.

      With a shrug, I went to work. The large fridge had everything I needed and I cubed a packet of tofu in the hope that she’d eat it. Another quick check confirmed that we were definitely allowed to hand feed her, which would hopefully make my job a little easier.

      Once I was done preparing my treat, I brought it into the enclosure. Kiki was still in the inside part of her habitat so I took a seat on one of the logs. Not too far away but not too close either. I didn’t want to scare or spook her. There were no notes that said she had a bad relationship with the vets but animals could be a little skittish around us.

      Kiki didn’t seem in the slightest deterred. She watched me from her patch of grass, her six tails fanned out neatly. The sight of me or my tofu didn’t seem to interest her. I rattled the bowl but the bouncy cubes didn’t make a sound. In an attempt to get the kitsune towards me, I tossed a piece over to her. She didn’t react and just kept staring listlessly at one of the yellow flowers near her.

      I approached slightly and Kiki’s head snapped in my direction. She had a white diamond shape on her forehead and a nice, velvety chest to match. She looked briefly inquisitive but her eyes quickly dulled.

      “Tofu?” I offered again, holding out a cube to her.

      The kitsune ignored me.

      I attempted a couple more times but nothing I did seemed to interest the fox. She was just sitting on her patch, looking both determined and lost. Poor thing. What could I do to cheer her up?

      After binning the tofu and her breakfast, I returned to the enclosure to find her sniffing the log where I’d just been sitting. I watched from a slight distance, hopeful this was the start of an interaction.

      Without so much as lifting a leg, Kiki sprayed the log with urine and returned to her patch of grass.

      “You wound me,” I joked.

      The kitsune stared at me, her large eyes slightly more inquisitive than before.

      “Do you like when I talk to you?”

      She flicked her tails and looked away.

      I chuckled softly. “I know that attitude. You remind me of a friend. She also likes to pretend I’m not there.”

      While she was ignoring me, I pulled out my phone and snapped a selfie with her in the background. I knew it was late but that didn’t stop me from sending it to Felicity with what I hoped was a witty remark. <Kiki is ignoring me. Sound familiar?>

      My phone surprised me with an instant buzz. <I would answer but I’m too busy ignoring you.>

      An immediate smile curled up my lips. <You’re not doing a great job at it.>

      <That’s because I’m bored.>

      <What are you doing?> I typed back quickly.

      <Bingeing shows. You?>

      I snapped another picture of Kiki and I, this time one where she was somewhat looking at me. <Learning how to deal with temperamental ladies. I’m here all night.>

      <You have to work nights already? That sucks. So what does she say?>

      I stared at my screen in confusion before slowly typing back. <Who says what?>

      <What does the fox say?>

      What a weird question. I looked at Kiki, but she didn’t make a noise. <Nothing, she’s silent at the moment.>

      My phone chimed again. <You’re hilarious. Talk to you tomorrow, Charlotte.>

      With a big grin, I showed my screen to Kiki. “Did you see that, she’s going to talk to me tomorrow.”

      The kitsune continued to ignore me.

      “I’ll be back,” I told her, returning to the work area to see if Gwen left me some more tips to deal with Kiki. I’d barely set foot outside of her enclosure when a long, bone-chilling wail echoed through the entire habitat.
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      “Gekkkkekekkek!” Kiki’s cries echoed through the entire habitat.

      Lightning quick, I turned and hurried back. The kitsune fox cried pitifully, her snout raised to the ceiling and her six tails flicking back and forth. Her pained screams were going right through me and froze me to the spot.

      I gathered a deep breath to calm myself down and assess the situation. Kiki’s haunting wails were caused by an unknown reason and how I reacted in the next five minutes could really make a big difference.

      “Come on, get a grip. Don’t make the same mistake as the phoenixes,” I scolded myself. With a mental slap on the wrist, I jolted into action and I pulled out my walkie-talkie. There were times to be the hero and there were times to call for back-up. I didn’t know nearly enough about Kiki so approaching her would be foolish. Dangerous, even.

      I brought the radio to my mouth. “This is Charlotte, requesting assistance in the Kitsune House. I’ve got a screaming animal. I repeat, requesting assistance in the Kitsune House.”

      An immediate response crackled through the speaker. “Gwen for Charlotte. Stay calm, talk me through what happened.”

      “I don’t know, she just started crying. I think she’s in pain but I’m not sure what to do. Should I approach? Can you come? Should I call Maria? Can you hear her?”

      “Yes, I can. I’m on my way but she does this sometimes. Don’t get too close but check if you can see any visible injury.”

      “Understood,” I replied back, trying to calm myself. This wasn’t the first distressed animal I dealt with, I could do this. I was just an apprentice, it wasn’t like anyone expected me to be fully-fledged and know how to solve these things by myself. Besides, my experience was more on the caring side of things than the medical parts of the job. Quite critical but something I hopefully would be able to rectify with a lot of hard work, study, and experience.

      The kitsune’s cries were so loud and sharp, it sounded like someone was being murdered. It was a good thing she did this when the Sanctuary was closed or people would probably lodge an animal abuse complaint against us or something.

      If only I knew more about them in general. There were certain animals that happily made a spectacle if they were hurt and others that would hide it to the best of their abilities. It was up to us to figure out which was which, or in today’s case, me.

      I’d have to use my best judgement in this case. Her eyes were clear and untroubled, which was always a good sign. She wasn’t biting or hurting herself, or hiding away in her den. That had to be good too.

      While waiting for Gwen to arrive, I stepped back into the enclosure to get an idea of what was up with Kiki.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” I said to the distressed fox, keeping a safe distance as Gwen instructed. “Are you hurt?”

      Kiki stopped crying to look at me. Her dark eyes were deep and sparkling but filled with mystery. One of her tails flicked up slightly and she cocked her head to the side, adding to her inherent curious look.

      Caught in a stand-off with the kitsune, I didn’t dare move. I shuffled cautiously closer, my ears happy with the moment of silence. The fox looked undisturbed by my presence and remained still on her patch of grass. She didn’t seem very happy with me being in her space and maybe I shouldn’t have come in like that in the beginning after all.

      “Hello.” I crouched down so I wasn’t towering over Kiki, even if she was one of the larger fox breeds. “I’m sorry, I’ve been impolite. I’m Charlotte, pleased to meet you.”

      The fox flicked one of her ears and I took that as a greeting. Some of the animals possessed more sentience than others and I should’ve taken that into consideration. The silver blush unicorns were picky about who handled them, something I discovered when I first started working here, so maybe Kiki was like that too.

      “I’m an apprentice veterinarian. Would you mind if I had a little look at you?”

      Kiki’s vacant gaze didn’t encourage me but luckily, I heard the sound of another person arriving through the beep at the gate.

      Gwen stuck her head into the habitat, seemingly confused. “No more screaming? Did you find what was wrong?”
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