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        What's a sphinx pride to do without their leader?

      

        

      
        New arrivals have apprentice veterinarian Charlotte revisit an old friend, the long distance in her relationship helps her make up her mind about how she really feels about Felicity, and a pride of royal sphinxes put her abilities and heart to the test as Charlotte works out if she's right for the job as a veterinarian at the Griffin Sanctuary.

        -

        The Sphinx Pride is book 5 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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      The Griffin Sanctuary housed many mythical animals and one of the loudest and most obnoxious groups had just gone extinct: the interns.

      The park was quiet without them, calmer and somehow more hectic as well now that the keepers had to do everything themselves. All my friends were gone, off to graduate, which meant I had to socialise with the real keepers and the other apprentice veterinarians, especially since I was now living with my peers.

      I stepped into the veterinary clinic, smiling when a blur of grey ambushed me from the side.

      "Hello, Hatty." I crouched down to give the grey house sphinx a little scratch under her chin and she purred softly, pressing herself into my touch and begging for more.

      There was nothing like the love and affection of a feline.

      The small sphinx rolled on her back, exposing her soft tummy to me in a clever trick to get scratches. I risked the skin of my hand to tickle her belly and earned a happy meow. She purred and I raked my fingers through her soft fur, enjoying the calming effect she had on me.

      "Morning, Charlotte," a calm voice said from behind me.

      I looked up and smiled at my mentor. "Morning, Jacob."

      "Staff meeting in ten," he informed me, also crouching down to greet Hatty. "Hello, little lady."

      The sphinx basked in the attention of two people and stretched out as long as she could with a jaw-cracking yawn.

      "Aww, what are you so tired from?" I asked her, waving my fingers in front of her face. "You don't have a job or any worries, do you?"

      Jacob chuckled. "She paroles the clinic, that's a job, isn't it?"

      "I suppose so." I stood up since my knees were starting to hurt. If the meeting was only starting in ten minutes, I had time to get settled in, maybe grab a coffee before I had to sit through what was arguably the most boring part of the day.

      I made my way into the staff room where one of the other veterinarians was sat at the table, Maria, the neonatal expert. She looked up from her tablet and offered a tired smile. "Good morning. Early, isn't it?"

      "Yes, but it's worth it," I told her earnestly. It was true, I would get up in the middle of the night if it meant I got to work with mythical animals and I clearly wasn't the only one. "Have you been here all night?"

      Maria nodded as she tried to stifle a yawn. "Yes, I've been awake for twenty-six hours now, I think. Twenty-five? Twenty-six? Yes, twenty-six."

      "A long time," I summarised for her.

      She chuckled. "Yes, a long time."

      "How are the tanuki kits doing?" I asked. Maybe this was stuff for the morning meeting but I was too curious for my own good.

      "I'm hopeful they'll make it. It's always touch and go when we get a litter without mum but they're strong. They're in Quarantine, I'm guessing I might see you there during your lunch break?" Maria guessed accurately.

      I smiled. "Am I that predictable?"

      "You are, but not in a bad way at all, Charlotte," she assured me. It meant a lot coming from her.

      Jacob entered the staff room with Flo, another apprentice, right behind him. I waved to greet them and shuffled my chair a little to the side to make room.

      "Morning, all." Jacob sat down, his tablet out in front of him. "So… updates. I just had a report from Gwen that Kiki the kitsune has started regrowing a tail so her health is improving massively since the habitat merge with Chirp the tanuki. Heidi, the midnight griffin is recovering well from her broken wing but we’ll have to keep a close eye on it. Then we've got the new tanuki kits in Quarantine that were brought in late last night that still need more health checks and blood work. We've also had a request from the thunderbirds to come and check out Carlos, one of the males that's been limping. Oh, and the royal sphinxes are due for their yearly vaccines so we need to administer those."

      Flo sat up. "I'll help out with the tanukis. I love them and I'm hoping to specialise in neonatology."

      I tried not to roll my eyes. Last week, she claimed she was going to specialise in canines so she could avoid having to fix ouchies and booboos.

      Jacob looked at me. "That work with you, Charlotte?"

      "Yes, I like the sphinxes," I replied. I wanted to play with the tanuki kits too but I didn't want to make waves. Flo could be quite dramatic and since I was the newest, I was still making my friendships and alliances. Getting on anyone's bad side would end up impacting the help and assistance they offered me, which could be detrimental for my career.
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      I could smell the large felines far before we got there. They had a distinct odour that just reeked of big animals.

      Jacob opened the gate with his badge and held it for me. "So how much do you know about the royal sphinxes?"

      "Umm, I've read the bio on the website and seen some pictures but I haven't really had anything to do with them," I told him earnestly. Maybe it would suit me better to lie and embellish my experiences so I came out looking better but I didn't want to. There were some of the other apprentices who did and I always found it tasteless.

      Jacob didn't seem bothered. "That's alright. Ever administered vaccines?"

      "Yeah, but not to royal sphinxes."

      The smell of big cats intensified when we entered the main building where the felines were housed or examined. Two keepers greeted us with a wave, neither of which I knew. I'd seen them before in passing but hadn't worked with them directly or even knew their names. I really should get better at that but I was still working my way through memorising all the animals we had here, which was arguably much more fun.

      I waved, hopeful that I would make a good impression while I assisted Jacob. If I wanted to keep working here for a long time, it would be good to have the keepers' approval.

      A tall muscular man with a bronze complexion took a step forward. His tag said his name was Ahmed. "Thanks for coming, we appreciate having vet assistance for the vaccines."

      Jacob smiled and patted his little cooler. "No worries, got them right here.”

      A woman with a smile that was slightly too big for her face held up her hand. She didn't have a tag on, unfortunately. "Wonderful, we'll keep the animals occupied."

      "Do you think we'll get all of them to cooperate today?" Jacob asked.

      "Oh, good question." Ahmed waved us along. "They're temperamental creatures, royal sphinxes. It'll depend on whether they feel like it, the weather, the rotation of the sun. I figured we could start with the adolescents, they're the best trained so will cause the least stress."

      "You do hands-on training with the sphinxes?" I asked, unable to help myself. I was a veterinarian in training but I was still a keeper at heart.

      The unknown woman nodded. "Yes, we try to interfere as little as we can with the pride because we don't want them to get too used to being handled but there are big advantages to training them that outweigh those. Especially since it's unlikely any of these guys will ever return to the wild."

      She seemed happy to reply so I tested my luck as we made our way through the wide hallway. "They came from the national reserve in Zangania, right? The one that was pretty much destroyed because of a catastrophic wildfire?"

      "That's the one. So many animals were affected, the government had no choice but to step in. How much do you know about the disaster?"

      "Not that much, I just read the bio on the website on the way here," I admitted. If we'd come in through the visitor side, I could have read the information panels there but I hadn't had the chance.

      Ahmed unlocked a door with his badge. "It was tragic. By the time various organisations were allowed to act, there were only five prides of royal sphinxes that could be rescued. Less than a hundred individuals total.” He grimaced.

      "That’s horrible," I said, my stomach twisting just thinking about all the poor animals affected. I remembered seeing it in the news five years ago but I was sure that it only captured the smallest sliver of the true scale of the disaster.

      He nodded. “The Zangania Mythical Animal Park didn’t have space to house them all so three of the prides were loaned out. One to us, one to Myth and Monsters, and one is in the Cryptic Conservation, I believe.”

      My mood lifted slightly when the enclosure of the royal sphinxes came into view. From here, I could see one of them lie on top of large boulders, his golden coat shimmering in the sun. This particular sphinx had a modest mane with light streaks of blue through it and small wings neatly folded flat against his back.

      He yawned, exposing a large mouth of long fangs that would easily crush a skull if he so pleased.

      "He's massive," I noted, mesmerised. I had never seen a sphinx like this from this up close and it was taking my breath away. With even the slightest movement, thick muscles rippled under his skin and drove home that he could pound me into the ground if he was so inclined. Luckily, an electric fence was keeping us apart.

      The female keeper chuckled. "That's Tut, he's a big goof. If you think he's massive, wait until you see Kemet. He's our dominant male and towers over Tut. He's much bigger than everyone, actually. You'll see."

      "Oh, Tut is the one that likes to put foam rings around his head, right?" I asked, remembering pictures from an intern who worked here before they all went back to school. Even though I didn't know her very well, it would've been nice to have a familiar face here.

      “No, that’s Kemet, his father,” Ahmed replied. “Although he hasn’t worn his pink pool ring in a while.”

      We arrived at the work area, a medium room with a decently sized cage with steel bars and hatches on either side.

      Ahmed grabbed a big bucket with slabs of raw meat. "That should convince them to cooperate. Shall we start with Tut?"

      "Yes, let me get set up." Jacob set his briefcase on a nearby table and grabbed one of the vaccines, loading it up in a syringe. He turned to show me. "So today we're giving them yearly boosters for rabies. You're vaccinated against that as well, right?"

      "Umm... Yes, I believe so, I got them before I started working here," I said, surprised by his question. I had never considered I could be infecting the sphinxes myself but it was obviously a possibility. Any warm-blooded mammal could carry the disease and succumb to it.

      "Good." Jacob showed me the long stick he'd carried with him. "Even though we have the expert assistance of the keepers, we're opting for a syringe pole. Just a little bit of extra protection in case the animal acts out."

      "I heard some places do vaccinations with a dart gun," I said.

      "It's an option but we prefer doing them by hand. Getting the animal close like this gives us an opportunity to check them as well. We save dart guns for emergencies.” He filled the syringe and nodded at the two keepers. "Ready when you are."

      Ahmed grabbed hold of a thick lever. "Let's call in Tut first, Annie."

      So that was her name.

      He looked at me. "What's your name?"

      "Charlotte," I quickly said.

      "Charlotte, you handle the hatch. Just close it when one of them has run in. Just be careful not to squash anyone."

      That suddenly seemed like a lot of responsibility. Even if I didn't feel up for the task, I took place next to the lever, determined to do a good job.

      Excitement coursed through me as I grabbed the metal handle. Even if we were safely separated from the sphinxes, it only took a second for something to go wrong.

      With everyone in place, Annie grabbed a long stick with a red ping pong ball on the end. "We'll see if we can get his attention with this and lure him in. We'll work our way through the pride, sending them in one way and letting them leave the other."

      The red ball certainly got attention, not from sleepy oblivious sunbathing Tut but one of the females. Three of them were huddled together, lazily licking each other, but the one that was the most interested had been sitting by herself. She clocked the target and trotted over to us, easily following the stick through the hatch.

      As quickly as I could, I pulled the lever to close the hatch, relieved when it closed without a hitch. Even if it was a small task, my heart was pounding in my chest, and not just because a beautiful sphinx was standing so close, I could almost touch her.

      I stood as close to the fence as I dared without risking disturbing the sphinx. For situations like these, it was best to keep a calm atmosphere so we didn't stress out the animals any more than necessary.

      My mouth went dry as I examined the royal sphinx. She was absolutely gorgeous. Unlike her male counterparts, she lacked wings or manes but her coat was just as smooth and golden. She paced up and down, her deep soulful eyes assessing the situation. A stripe of bright pink ran down her flat nose and her cheeks were textured with ridges and wrinkles. Her whole face was eerily human-like and I understood how people found them unnerving.

      "Right here, Savannah," Ahmed said, tossing a piece of meat in front of him. He turned to us. "Savannah is one of the original sphinxes from the reserve and one of the more sociable ones.”

      He distracted her with more meat on a stick, manoeuvring her so she laid against the bars, her eyes fixated on the prize with her behind exposed to us. Jacob pressed the needle into the soft spot of her thigh, one confident motion. Savannah didn't even react.

      "Good girl," Ahmed said in an affectionate voice. He sprayed the sphinx' face with something from a bottle and she released a low rumble that reminded me of Hatty's purr, just not quite like it.

      "What's that?" I asked. I was sure people were sick of all my questions by now but if I didn't ask, how was I going to learn more?

      "A mixture of water and evaporated milk. It's one of their favourite treats," he replied, clearly not bothered. "They love it and the licking gives us a good chance to check out their tongues as well. The colour is really important. She looks nice and healthy to me."

      Jacob nodded. "She seems that way."

      "Out you go," Anne said, opening another hatch.

      Savannah lingered, her eyes still glued to the bucket of meat. She pressed her face against the fence and bore her teeth and fangs, a set equally as impressive as Tut's.

      "Out, little lady," Ahmed encouraged, tossing a piece of meat out. The sphinx dashed after it and he closed the hatch behind her. "That's one down, seven more to go."

      It was quite a hassle but I was excited to see the other sphinxes up close.
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      Once we vaccinated Savannah, we had the attention of the others. Another of the original sphinxes, Cleo seemed eager to check out what was happening here. She was slightly smaller in stature but had the same shiny coat.

      Even without much observation, it was easy to spot some differences. She seemed more playful, rolling onto her back a few times to expose her belly.

      She was vocal too, growling softly and swatting at the target in a way I'd seen Hatty do. Big or small, felines were felines.

      Ahmed gained her attention with a good chunk of red meat and Cleo held still long enough for Jacob to press the syringe into her side. She shot us a betrayed look and sprinted out the moment the hatch opened so she could join Savannah in the other part of their enclosure.

      This was easier than expected.

      "Next," Annie called, her target in the air once again.

      Tut was still enjoying the sun but another male with luscious dark manes and massive paws jogged our way, the first male I saw up close. His face was larger than the females and his eyes somehow sharper. He stayed at a safe distance despite the promise of meat and paced up and down, assessing us.

      This was undeniably one intelligent animal.

      "Come here, Ramesses," Ahmed tried, holding up a nice piece of meat for him to see.

      The sphinx didn't budge, his gaze fixated on Jacob.

      My mentor chuckled lightly. "Aw, you still don't like me?"

      As if he understood, Ramesses bared his shiny fangs and hissed.

      Ahmed tossed a slab of meat on the stone floor, hoping to lure the male but he remained cautiously distant, his tufted-tail flicking dangerously back and forth.

      "He's not pleased," I remarked.

      Annie chuckled. "That's Ramesses for you. He's in that tricky young adult phase where he's starting to rebel and get more cocky. In the wild, he'd be thinking of leaving around now and finding a pride of his own. Him and Tut would probably go together, considering they're cousins."

      "I can feel him looking at me," I said, unable to take my gaze off of the young sphinx. Unlike the other two females, he looked dangerous and hostile. Definitely not for cuddling or belly-tickling. There were hints of pink down his nose and blue on his cheeks, signs that he was producing a good amount of testosterone.

      Annie nodded. "Yeah, he's impressive, isn't he? He’s a spitting image of his late father, Osiris, Kemet’s brother and the dominant male before him. Ramesses definitely has dominant male potential as well. Unfortunately, that's not something we can offer him here."

      The implication was clear in her voice and it reminded me of when we had to say goodbye to Apollo, the phoenix that was relocated to Myth & Monster. There was only so much we could do for certain animals and it was hard when we found our limits. Even without knowing much about sphinxes, I could already guess what future trouble they were going to run into here.

      After some patience, Ramesses decided the temptation of raw meat was too much to resist and he approached Ahmed tentatively. He refused to put his behind near us, like he knew exactly what we were trying to do here.

      "Come on, Ramesses. Just a little more," Ahmed coerced, dangling the meat out a little further than he'd done before.

      Ramesses roared and slapped the meat from the stick, faster than any of us could react.

      My pulse quickened from the surprise and I felt my fight-or-flight kick in now that my brain properly registered how dangerous they could be.

      Ramesses carried the meat to the back of the cage, looking mighty pleased with himself.

      "He tricked me," Ahmed grumbled with a sour look.

      "Again," Annie pointed out, not bothering to hide her smile.

      "They're clever," I noted, my my while body tense.
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