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The out‑of‑the‑way abandoned
factory was the perfect spot for the night’s festivities. The most
nerve‑racking part of Howard’s trip was actually getting to the
games. Though his driver had assured him everything checked out, he
knew driving into the middle of nowhere at night in his flashy
Cadillac limo was somewhat risky. He could easily be walking into
an elaborate set‑up for a robbery or kidnapping for
extortion.

But the lure of seeing
something few had ever seen was too enticing to pass up.

“Are we crazy coming out here,
Joseph?” he asked his driver.

“Relax, sir. I told you I
checked everything out. The promoter has the cops in his pocket.
You have nothing to worry about. Just enjoy yourself and win some
money.”

Howard sunk back into the
plush seat of his limo. He was still nervous, but he was equally
excited. His first sight of the old factory relieved some of those
nerves, but not all of them. The stretched limos, Rolls Royces, and
other expensive cars let him know he was in the right
spot.

Joseph pulled up to the
rundown factory’s front entrance. A doorman hurried to the car and
opened Howard’s door. “Good evening, sir,” the man said, offering
his hand. “Welcome to the Dog Park.”

Howard accepted his hand and
pulled himself from his seat.

“Right this way, sir.” The man
led Howard through the door, along a decrepit hallway, and into a
bustling, wide‑open room. The windowless walls were clean and
freshly painted, which gave the musty factory an almost
new‑building feel.

The crowd of tuxedo‑wearing
men and gown‑wearing ladies made Howard feel at home. He saw his
friend and one‑time mentor, Harley, across the way and hurried to
greet him.

Along the wall behind Harley
was a row of voting‑style booths with lines of people stretching
into the crowd. Next to the farthest right booth was a sign that
read Minimum Bet: $25,000. Howard smiled. Yes indeed, this was
where he was supposed to be.

“Harley, you old fart,” he
shouted as the older man made his way through the crowd. “How the
hell are you?”

Harley’s hair had obviously
been dyed brown, though his eyebrows were left grey and overgrown.
“You’re cutting it close, Howard. You’d better place your bets. The
fights start in five minutes.”

“I don’t know any of the dogs.
Which one you got your money on?”

Harley looked around to make
sure no one was listening and motioned Howard closer. “I put a
hundred grand on a dog named Borg. I’ve heard from some close
friends that he has won two previous tournaments. That makes him
basically a lock in these kinds of fights.”

“Borg, huh? What, is his
handler a Trekkie or something?”

Harley shrugged his shoulders,
probably having no idea what the hell Howard was talking about.
Howard clapped his hands together. “Borg it is. If you’ll excuse
me.” He rushed to the betting line.

With a half million dollars
spread between a few combatants, he shuffled his way back through
the crowd toward the front where three separate, circular rings
were enclosed in waist‑high block walls.

The concrete floor within each
of the three rings had been jack‑hammered down to the dirt and the
painted white block walls were stained with red.

“Why are there three rings?”
Howard asked no one in particular. “I don’t want to watch three
fights at once.”

The gentleman standing next to
him leaned in and shouted over the crowd, “Pit bull fights take
place in the factory on most weekends. They use all three rings for
those.”

The crowd quieted as the
function’s promoter entered the center ring with a uniformed police
officer at his side. Howard was relieved his driver had been right
about cops being on the WereHouse payroll. The promoter held a
microphone and wore a smile the size of the factory
itself.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank
you for coming out tonight. We have a treat for you. My name is
Bernard Henderson, and I welcome you all. Tonight’s tournament will
be unlike anything you have ever witnessed. I guarantee it. This
night will be violent, and I must admit, quite bloody.”

As he spoke, two bikini‑clad
models walked between the rings and into the crowd, passing out
clear plastic ponchos, safety goggles, and surgical masks to
everyone. When one of the girls reached Howard, he snatched a coat
from her outstretched hand.

The announcer added, “Masks
and goggles are mandatory. We don’t know everything about these
beasts and sharing blood with them isn’t the best idea.”

Howard grabbed the rest of the
gear from the model. He put on the goggles and joked, “This ain’t
no Gallagher concert.”

She ignored him, continuing
down the line.

He slipped the jacket over his
shoulders and the hood over his hair.

The ringmaster continued,
“Without further ado, let’s get on with your first
fight.”

Harley made his way through
the crowd to Howard’s side. He now wore a similar raincoat and
goggles, and had his surgical mask pulled down over his chin. He
had two glasses of champagne with him and handed one of the glasses
to Howard. He said, “Hurry and drink this before the start.” Howard
downed it with a swig. Harley also finished his glass, dropped it
to the floor, and tugged his mask over his face. “You ever seen one
of these creatures in person before?” he asked.

Howard shook his head. “No,
but I’m thinking of buying one for my boy.”

Over the previous three weeks
since Howard had found out he was coming to the fights, he had felt
like a kid at Christmas time. As he waited, he realized he was
shuffling from foot to foot in anticipation. Harley chuckled and
patted his shoulder.

Six men wearing army fatigues
and carrying assault rifles filed from the doors and surrounded the
ring. Howard felt a little more secure, though not much. The far
double doors swung open and a man tugging a long chain passed
through. Attached to the end of the chain was the most magnificent
creature Howard had ever seen.

The creature stood on his hind
legs, revealing his true height which was at least two heads taller
than his handler who was by no means a small man.

He roared like a lion, and the
sound echoed throughout the factory. His ears were mangled stubs
like a fighting pit bull champion, and scars replaced some of the
fur around his face. He snarled with bared teeth from his
exaggerated, wolf‑like snout. His chest was thick and powerful,
though his gut appeared emaciated like he was starving. Howard
wondered if starvation was what made him so ferocious before a
fight. Rage‑filled spittle dripped from the creature’s jowls, and
Howard couldn’t have been happier.

As the creature passed along
the front row of spectators, he snapped and swatted his claws at
them in a rabid display of hate. The women of the crowd shrieked,
the men recoiled, and Howard laughed out loud.

The creature’s handler zapped
the beast with a cattle prod which only seemed to anger him even
more. The handler jerked the chain leash and continued dragging him
along the isle and into the main ring closest to Howard and Harley.
The handler fastened the creature’s chain to a hook mounted to the
floor and climbed back out of the ring.

“Oh. My. Lord,” Howard
mumbled.

“I know what you mean,” Harley
said with a playful elbow to his ribs.

A different handler led
another beast through the double doors and into the ring. The two
creatures stared at each other from opposite sides.

 Howard
turned to Harley, unable to contain his excitement. “I thought
these things were supposed to be docile,” he shouted over the
crowd’s roar.

“They are,” Harley answered.
“The WereHouse sells some of the beasts that haven’t been broken
yet to the black market. But don’t get too excited; if you want
one, it’ll cost you ten million, the way I hear it.”

Howard balked at the price.
“Why would anyone spend such money on a creature that could be
slaughtered at his first fight?”

“The money from the bets,
especially if your beast manages to win once or twice, will more
than cover your expenses. Now, shut up and watch. I think the
grayish one with the scars around his snout is Borg.”

Howard fixed his eyes on the
ring, and more specifically, on Borg. He was a fine creature, the
finest creature that ever existed as far as Howard was concerned.
Three of the six guards trained their weapons on Borg, while the
remaining three aimed at Borg’s opponent.

An announcement from the
intercom echoed the words that would forever be burned into
Howard’s brain. “Unleash the werewolves.”

The hooks in the ground
released with a collective clank. Without hesitation, as if the two
creatures had heard that clank before, they launched at each other
in an explosion of claws and teeth and blood. Their chains tangled
around them as they rolled against the wall.

The yelps and wails of the
fighting werewolves were unnerving and painful to Howard’s senses,
and he wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. He shoved his
hands over his ears. Harley nudged him with a chuckle.

Each rip of flesh and wail of
the beasts made him cringe, and though he wanted to close his eyes,
he wanted to watch even more. Blood splattered across his raincoat
and speckled his goggles. He was in awe, unable or unwilling to
wipe the crimson drops from his plastic eye protection.

As quickly as the battle
began, one creature stood victorious over his foe. Beneath him,
Howard’s pick—Borg, the unbeatable favorite—gasped his last breath
while his blood poured from his carotid artery into the dirt. The
victorious werewolf gave a deafening roar, and the crowd
cheered.

What Howard had just witnessed
was the single most exhilarating and amazing sight he had ever
seen. His heart pumped almost through his ribcage. His hands shook
and his lower lip quivered. He lowered his hands from his
ears.

Harley leaned in. “Pretty
incredible, huh?”

Howard couldn’t answer, so he
nodded instead. He had been to more dog fights and cock fights than
he cared to remember, and nothing had ever pumped him up in such a
way.

Harley grinned and said, “Just
think, we still have six more fights to go tonight.”

Howard could hardly contain
his excitement. “WereHouse,” he whispered, “where have you been all
of my life?”

The handlers removed the
victor, along with the dead werewolf carcass, and dumped bleach
onto the pooled blood where the loser’s body had been. Two more
handlers led two more werewolves into the ring for the second
match. Howard didn’t care if he lost all of his bets as long as
this night never ended.
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