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The hydraulic door of Specimen Bay 2 rumbled
upward, and cool air gusted from the cavy interior, taking the edge
off the tropical heat that draped the island like a heavy
cloak.

Hiking boots clomping on the metal ramp, Cal
and Emily strode into the bay’s interior. A cacophony of chirps and
croaks and chatters exploded from the wildlife in the cages that
filled the room like a maze.

“I’d better get these with the others so we
can start cataloguing them,” Cal said, nodding at the cage in his
arms. Inside were half a dozen butterflies with hairy cobalt bodies
and large wings whose psychedelic coloration shifted languidly like
clouds of multicolored smoke.

Emily found it almost impossible to tear her
eyes from the remarkable sight. She and Cal had been on the island
for over a month now, and they were still amazed at the things they
were discovering. These butterflies alone could revolutionize
biology, and they were far from the most extraordinary thing the
young, married biologists had found here in this uncharted jungle
wonderland.

As the couple navigated the labyrinth of
winged spiders, three-tongued toads the size of cats, birds with
prehensile plumage and retractable beaks, lemur-like creatures with
luminous eyes that lit the night like twinned flashlights, Emily
felt a pang of sorrow to know that they wouldn’t be able to rescue
all of the marvelous creatures who dwelt here. In only a few short
months the unscrupulous and egomaniacal showman JJ Mudge would
arrive in search of new attractions for Mudge’s Magnificent
Menagerie, his world-famous traveling bestiary. If he followed his
usual routine, he would tear the island apart to make sure no
life-form went unfound. The most remarkable creatures would wind up
in his show, where they would be forced to live in squalid
conditions, suffer brutal training regimens, perform dangerous
stunts, and propagate themselves to provide their owner with their
own future replacements. Less remarkable specimens would get sold
to unethical scientists, private collectors, big-game hunters,
furriers, perfumiers, makers of aphrodisiacs, or anyone else who
could meet Mudge’s price. The least profitable would simply perish
as he reduced the lush, tropical paradise to a barren wasteland
from which every ounce of value had been extracted.

If it weren’t for an informant inside Mudge’s
organization, Cal and Emily would never have even heard of this
newly discovered island or had the chance to rescue some of its
wildlife before Mudge’s latest world tour came to an end and he
descended on the place like a bird of prey. According to the
informant, the couple had only around four months before that
happened. It sounded like a long time, but given the abundance of
fantastic creatures here and the time it took to study them well
enough to be able to properly feed and care for them, Cal and Emily
wouldn’t be able to save more than a pitiful fraction of the
island’s teeming fauna. The Ark, the duo’s mobile, modular
laboratory, which was currently set up in the island’s rugged
interior, was filling up fast. Specimen Bay 1 was already packed
full of exotic life-forms. Bay 2 would soon join it. That left only
two more bays, and they were still discovering dozens of new and
amazing life-forms every day. They were going to have to make some
painful decisions about what to rescue.

A few choices were easy. A few
creatures were unquestionably worth saving. And as Cal headed off
with the butterflies, it was toward the cage of one of these
creatures that Emily toted the bucket of freshly picked fruits and
vegetables she carried. It was time to feed him.

Her heartrate quickened as she penetrated
farther into the bay and caught a whiff of his potent, musky odor.
Soon, his cage, the biggest one they owned, a cage built for wild
gorillas, came into view. As she expected, he was there, standing
at the cage’s front, waiting for her, the bars clutched in his
huge, furry fists.

She stopped in front of the cage, just beyond
the reach of his long arms, and stared at him in awe and wonder, as
she did every time she saw him. Their prize specimen. The greatest
find they had ever made. The Beast.

Nearly eight feet tall, he had a brawny
humanoid body covered all over with long, shaggy auburn fur. His
head’s overall shape was somewhat wolfish, with pointed ears and a
black-lipped muzzle lined with sharp teeth. His orange-red eyes had
vertical, cat-like pupils. A pair of six-inch horns curled out from
either side of his forehead. The hands at the ends of his apishly
long arms were like a human’s, only much larger and tipped with
claws. He had a bushy tail that stood up as rigid as an erection
when he was excited. It was standing up now, as it almost always
did when Emily was around. Between his beefy thighs hung a long,
thick scarlet penis laced with purple veins. His fat, heavy balls
dangled pendulously in a plump, satiny scrotum as red as his
cock.
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