
        
            
                
            
        

    

























MONDAY NIGHT MVP 
MOST VALUABLE PANTHER (MVP)


STORY DESCRIPTION


Kristin Walker and Derrick Wellborn were childhood sweethearts, first loves,
until their parents had a vicious falling out over some mysterious offense. Next
thing they knew, their parents had separated them, moved to opposite coasts,
and forbade them from having any contact. 


Derrick, a cunning and focused panther shifter, is now a pro-football player
with a body to kill for and eyes so blue they could make the sky jealous,
and Kristin is a bold and curvy sports doctor. 


When Kristin accepts her dream job with the Washington Peregrines, she is
shocked to the core to find that the sexiest, most eligible bachelor in sports,
Derrick Wellborn, has just been traded by New York…. to the Peregrines. 

What’s more, he has never forgotten her either. 


When Derrick threatens to break Randy Wolfe's world record for rushing
yards, Kristin’s life becomes seriously imperiled. 


Will Derrick risk his entire career to keep Kristin safe? 


Can Derrick and Kristin’s parents put aside their differences to save their
children? 
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Derrick! Derrick! Over here!" 
Derrick Wellborn looked up from the strings he was tying on his cleats into the flash of a camera. It stung his eyes for a second as a thousand flashes went off at once, then he smiled. His perfect white teeth glimmered for the cameras, and one lucky photographer caught the crowning cover shot, with Derrick's midnight colored hair swept back across his forehead and his tanned, toned skin looking like he'd just arrived at the stadium by tropical island ferry instead of a New York subway. 
The cameras flashed again and Derrick turned towards them so they could get a better shot. Whoever said quarterbacks got all the glory never met him. This was one of the things Derrick loved most about playing football. 
Reporters shouted all around him. "Derrick! How does it feel to be going up against Randy Wolfe today? Are you nervous?" 
Derrick shook his head, already forming the words in his mouth. "No, no, it's all just a part of the game. You know." He smiled sheepishly, trying to look humble. He knew Randy Wolfe was about to get crushed. He was getting closer to tying Randy's rushing record—the all-time best in NFL history. If it didn't happen this game, it was gonna be soon. 
"Derrick, you're only twenty yards out from joining the 2,000 Yard Club. 
Think you can conquer Randy's personal best after that? Set a new world record?" 
Derrick grinned and shrugged. 
A girl of twenty with bleach blonde hair and a big rack that she'd squeezed into a child's size pink halter top broke through the reporters and threw her arms around Derrick. She smacked her lips hard against his and ran her fingers through his hair. Derrick smiled wide. This was another thing he loved about being a superstar NFL player. He got all the girls he wanted, and man did he want them all. 
A picture of his childhood sweetheart flashed through his mind, almost 

ruining the kiss the blonde with the rack was trying to plant on him again. He pushed Kristin from his head, like he always did. Maybe later he'd let himself think about her, just a little. If they won the game tonight and he broke Wolfe's record, there would be so much celebrating Derrick doubted that he'd remember to think about anything other than the trophies he was sure to get and the multitude of women who were bound to throw themselves at him. 
"Derrick—" 
"Sorry guys, game's on. I gotta go," he waved his hand in the air. 
His legs got the twitch that they always did right before a game. The last 
—but not the least—thing Derrick loved about being a running back was the running. The panther in him longed to race across the field, breathe in the grass, and outrun everyone around him. He'd get to the end zone well ahead of them all and score the final touchdown. Tonight would be no different, except he'd finally have his chance to run against Randy Wolfe. He didn't bear Randy any ill will, the wolf was not the natural enemy of the panther, it was only that Derrick liked taking down the best. And the best meant Randy. 
"Just one last question Derrick!" He turned his head towards the cute brunette who was waving her hand wildly in the air, the lone woman in a sea of testosterone. He shot her a smile and pointed towards her. 
"Last one pretty lady, go ahead." 
She flashed him a smile with pink lips and bright blue eyes that made Derrick's heart race. The cute ones always did. "Are there any truth to the rumors you're getting traded?" 
Derrick shook his head. "No way. New York's been my home since I was fifteen. I'm twenty-eight now. I'm not going anywhere." 
KRISTEN RAN her hand over Burt Young's knee. He twiddled his thumbs and refused to watch while she worked. Kristen didn't need to be telepathic, like her parents claimed to be, to know what he was feeling. His body shook with nervous energy and his eyes were wet. 
"It's okay," she assured him. "Just an isolated sprain of the medial collateral ligament." Burt stared at her blankly. "That means you didn't tear it." She smiled as his shoulders relaxed. 
"Thank God." He blew a steady stream of air from his lungs and 
hunched over, his head in his hands. "How long? Tell it to me straight." 
"I don't think the sprain is very bad." Kristen put one hand behind his neck and gave it a little squeeze. "Stay off it for a few days and you'll be back in the next game." 
She thought he might cry for a second—sometimes football players did when they thought they were out for the season—but then his head whipped up with confused happiness. "The next game...? The next game...?" It took a minute for it all to sink it, and Kristin gave him that minute. She was used to this—at least this time the news was good. Not all players were so lucky. Football was the toughest of all sports on a person's body. 
"Woohoo!" Burt jumped off the exam table, balanced himself on one leg, and grabbed Kristen around the waist. He picked her up and spun her around the room before setting her back down. 
"Thanks Doc! You're the best damn doctor we ever had here." 
Kristen blushed. The red in her cheeks almost matched her hair. It was nice knowing that even though she'd never be a football player herself, at least she was still contributing to the game. Her phone buzzed in her pocket but she didn't pull it out. 
"Remember what I said," she told Burt. "Off of it for at least three days. I'll get you some crutches from the back. Use them." 
"Anything you say Doc." 
His smile was so wide she thought it might spread off his face, like an overdrawn cartoon character. It made her think of Derrick... the wide smile he used to give her when he'd pick her hand off the sand before holding it to his face. They were inseparable from the time they were five and had moved in next door to each other, until the time they were fifteen and they'd been ripped apart. That was thirteen years ago. She was twenty-eight. He was famous. And a millionaire. 
Any chance they'd had together ended long ago with the mysterious falling out of their parents. 
Kristin had cried, screamed, pouted and begged her mom and dad for some sort of explanation till she was blue in the face. All her mom would say was, 

"Sometimes things just happen."  As if that explained the sudden departure of Derrick's family not just from Los Angeles, but from their lives. From her  life. 
Eventually, Kristen had given up asking. 
She was sure Derrick didn't even remember her now. She saw the tabloids in the grocery stores like everyone else. And lately it seemed like every time she turned on her computer a new photo was splashed across the 
screen with a picture of Derrick and his latest squeeze toy. Kristin's round curves and voluptuous body wouldn't even fit on the cover of a magazine, but she didn't care. She’d never wanted to be rail-thin like a stick figure—like the girls she saw Derrick with. She was satisfied with her full breasts and thick curves. 
"Be right back," she told Burt when she realized she was still standing there. 
When Kristin was alone she took her phone from her pocket and unlocked her screen. A new message icon displayed across the LED. 
She scrolled through the email. It took forever for the general manager to get to his point... Think you'd fit into the team nicely. Welcome aboard! 

Kristin almost ran back to Burt without the crutches and picked him up as he'd done to her. She couldn't believe it. Finally! The Peregrines! When she stepped back into the room her grin was even wider than Burt's. 
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Derrick stepped into the locker room of the Peregrines still livid at the trade. 
They'd done it behind his back. And fast too. Yesterday, New York and hot dogs, today Washington state and rain. It hadn't even broken in the papers yet. How the teams kept this a secret was beyond him. The Peregrine’s got him, his old New York team—the one he'd been with since starting in pro- football—had gotten three of the Peregrine's best. Three players for one Derrick. He should've felt honored, but all he felt was betrayed. 
He wondered if this was how Randy Wolfe felt when the Peregrines traded him to the Broncos last year. Randy had been with this team since starting pro himself. He knew Randy still had a house around here somewhere. 
Maybe it was for sale. 
The guys in the locker room introduced themselves as he came in, slapping his hand and pointing out his locker. Derrick opened it and five gallons of strawberry Jell-O fell onto his shoes and rolled over the floor. Derrick smiled. 
If this was how the guys were gonna treat him on the first day, they were probably alright. 
One of the guys, Tate Edwards, waved a newspaper high in the air and started reading in a high pitched sing-song voice: 
"Derrick Wellborn, arguably the best running back in NFL history, has just become the eighth member of the NFL's 2,000 Yard Club after surpassing 2,000 rushing yards this season. Randy Wolfe had this to say..." Here Tate changed his voice to a deep growl. "'He might be good, but he's not the best. He can try and beat me all he wants, but he'll always be trailing behind eating dust.'" 
Tate looked up and shouted, "Well fellas, we've got a bona fide superstar in our midst." 
Derrick yelled back, "And I'm glad to be here. Strawberry Jell-O is my all-time favorite!" 
The crew busted up laughing and Derrick joined in. A little friendly 

ribbing on the new guy was pretty standard. Especially with a high profile guy like Derrick. 
The coach walked in, his bald head shining under the locker room lights and his face red with sun. He saw the Jell-O all over the floor, still creeping towards the showers, and shook his head. Then he broke into a smile and called out to the room. "All right, you had your fun, but tell me this... Who in the hell  is gonna clean up this mess?" 
Tate tossed a rag at Derrick and it hit him in the face. Derrick grinned and dabbed it in some Jell-O before whipping it back to Tate. The team roared but the coach just shook his head. 
"Tell you what," Coach said, "the two of you can clean it up together. Tate, Wellborn," he pointed towards the floor. "There's a bucket a rags in the back." 
"Aw, Coach," Tate whined. 
"Stuff it Tate. We got a new doctor comin' in today, and I don't want her thinkin' 
we're a bunch of animals." 
Several players jumped up at the mention of a new doctor. "Did you say her?" 
"A woman?" "A 
girl doc?" 
"That's right," Coach yelled. "Female, and the best in sports medicine." Bolero called out, "You don't mean the one who saved Crick O'Malley's busted hamstring last season." The others looked at him. "Kept him in the game and got him picked up by Denver." 
"That's exactly who I mean," Coach said. "We're lucky to get her, so be nice." 
The others nodded. "Don't worry Coach," Tate said. He gave Derrick a wink. 
"We'll be on our best behavior." 
PRACTICE WENT WELL, and Derrick was surprised to find how quickly he felt at home. Back in the locker room they were showering and getting ready to take Derrick out—a proper welcome to the team they said, which would undoubtedly include a night of drinking and women—when Coach came in and said the doctor was here. 
"Remember," Coach yelled. Coach always seemed to yell, Derrick supposed most did. " Best behavior." He opened the door and called, "Okay, Doc, we're ready for ya. Guys, meet Doctor Walker." 
Kristin stepped into the room with her head high and her face set like stone. 
Inside, she was bursting with excitement. Washington had been her number one pick since she'd been in med school. They'd told her she was too young for Washington then. Apparently a few years later and the new general manager thought reputation and know-how were more important than age. Besides, she was a damned good doctor. She'd always exceled at school, and when she'd gone to medical school she'd breezed through it and gotten fast tracked to her degree. 
Only a handful of people had their degrees before thirty. She was proud of her accomplishments, and the Peregrines were lucky to have her. 
She reminded herself of this as she faced the locker room of jocks. 
She'd dealt with the opening scene of locker rooms before, and the introduction was always—interesting. The players stood before her with towels wrapped around their waists. Someone tapped three times on a locker and two dozen towels dropped to the floor simultaneously. Kristin smiled. Flashing women in the locker room was a long held tradition. The guys wanted to see if you'd look. 
Coach dropped his head into his hands, embarrassed. "I’m a doctor, boys," 
Kristin said, making an obvious show of looking around the room at all the players, “I’ve seen teeny-weenies before. No need to be self- conscious. 
You can’t all be well-endowed.” 
The guys busted up like they'd done earlier with the Jell-O stunt. Kristin walked around the room and shook each player's hand with their towels still pooled at their feet. She didn't bat an eye. She was down to the last row of players when one of them frantically grabbed at their towel and pulled it up. She blinked, not believing her own eyes. 
"Derrick Wellborn?" she couldn't stop the shock from registering in her voice. 
He didn't belong in Washington, he was a New Yorker. 
He looked even better than she remembered. Even better than in the papers. His dark hair was the color of the night sky. His eyes as blue as the sea beyond the sand. He smiled at her with moist, pink lips and the muscles in his arms twitched, emphasizing the biceps that had only been starting to develop when she'd last seen him. Her lungs began to burn before she realized she’d forgotten to breathe. 
The team was watching them. 
"Hey," Derrick snapped his fingers in the air several times like he was summoning a waiter. "Uh... Kristy... Christine... no, Theresa, right?" He pulled the towel tight around him. 
" Kristin." She bit her lip. 
"Kristin. Right. Nice to see you. It's been, like, a while." 
The initial excitement Kristin felt at seeing Derrick fell apart. It's been, like, a
while?  Was he serious? 
"Yeah," she said. "Thirteen years. Or so." She didn't want him to think she'd been counting. 
"You look... nice. I guess. Welcome to the team. I'm gonna finish showering if we're all through here." Then Derrick breezed out of the locker room like seeing her was no big deal. 
Derrick got around the corner and leaned his back against the wall, taking deep breaths. He knew he was acting like a jerk, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He was freaking out. Kristin had never been far from his mind, but he'd never dreamt he'd see her again. His heart pounded in his chest. 
Athletes did not let girls get to them like this. It was bad news for winning streaks if you fell for one too hard. He wouldn't even have sex before a big game, let alone entertain some sort of school age crush. He still had to finish taking out Randy Wolfe's record—that was the number one priority in his life right now. 
There was no room for anything more than a casual fling, which meant lots of women, not one woman. He couldn't risk getting close to Kristin. Not now. 
There weren't that many more games left in the season. January inched closer every day. 
But man she looked good. Her skin was still as creamy as he remembered, and her hair fell around her in soft red waves that reminded him of the ocean they used to sit and watch at sunrise. Her breasts were already pretty full when they were fifteen, now, at twenty-eight, they were round and firm and the cleavage they made, even in her medical uniform, was enough to drive a man crazy. Her hips and waist had rounded out too, adding curves where most women didn't have them, but definitely could use them. Voluptuous. Sexy. Those were the first words he'd thought of when he saw her. 
He peeked around the corner from where he hid and watched as she left the room. Introductions were over. 
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Kristin's mother was not as excited as she'd hoped. 
"Derrick Wellborn?" She heard the skepticism in her mom's voice and it bugged her. 
"Yes Mom, Derrick Wellborn." 
She didn't know what she'd expected her mom to say. Her family hadn't spoken to Derrick's in over a decade. But Kristin had never forgotten him. Now that they were both on the Peregrines, it would be impossible not  to see each other. 
Derrick had acted like he hadn't remembered her, but she wasn't convinced. He'd pulled his towel up awfully fast when she came near him. 
"Well, if you have to see him for work, I guess you can't help that. But I don't think it's a good idea for you to see him socially." 
Kristin sighed. "Mom, why don't you just tell me what it was that happened? It was so long ago now, what can it possibly matter?” She could hear her mom breathing on the other end. “There must be a reason you hate Derrick’s family so much. But why? I mean, it's not like his dad hit on you or something." She paused, considering, "Did he?" Kristin's own good looks had come from somewhere, and it certainly wasn't her father's side. 
"No! Of course not," her mom shouted. Kristin let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. 
"Then what is it?" 
Even after all these years, Kristin still knew virtually nothing about the falling out their families had had. All she knew was that it had acted as the kick off to some sort of mid-life crisis for her parents. Derrick's family had moved to New York. Hers had stayed in L.A., but both her parents had quit their jobs as lawyers to become private detectives and suddenly decided they were psychic. They'd moved Kristin from their posh Beverly Hills home to an old, broken down house in the Mid-Wilshire district she'd later found out was supposed to be haunted. 
Suddenly, overnight it seemed, everything in their lives revolved around the supernatural. Her parents became obsessed with it. 

Instead of their family picture over the fireplace, her parents had a portrait of Hans Holzer. Books on werewolves and ghosts lined every wall in their home. 
When Kristin turned 18 and moved into her dorm, her parents had insisted—
much to her embarrassment and her roommate's amusement— on conducting a sage cleansing ritual before they'd allow her to move in. Her mom had attributed this sudden change to a documentary she and her father had watched on television late one night, but Kristin had always thought that sounded like a lame excuse. 
"Kristin, honey." Her mom paused and was silent for so long Kristin thought she'd hung up. "Just be careful." 
"Careful about wh—" 
But Kristin's mom was already gone. 
THE TEAM HUDDLED TOGETHER in the locker room. Coach had just finished his pep talk and it was actually one of the best Derrick had ever heard. The team was jazzed, ready to kick some ass against the Cowboys. 
He tried not to notice Kristin in the corner, getting her bag of medical whatnot together for the impending injuries that were sure to occur. There was always something during a game like this. It had been a week since he and Kristin had joined the team, and he'd avoided her like the plague. Derrick had made the mistake of mentioning Kristin's sudden return into his life in an email to his parents, and they'd sent him back a frenzied reply telling him to stay away from her. 
He knew Kristin's family had freaked out all those years ago when his parents had revealed to them that they were shifters, but that didn't explain the almost desperate plea from his mother and father not to have anything to do with her. 
They made it sound as if his life depended upon his staying away from her. It was ridiculous and exaggerated, of course, but he'd vowed to keep his distance anyway. He didn't want anything to distract him from beating Wolfe's record. Besides, if he needed female companionship for a night or two, he could take his pick. Something told him that with Kristin there'd be no one-nighters. 
No, she would be all or nothing. He didn't have time for all right now. 
He looked up to realize the team was heading out to the field and hurried 
to catch up. The Cowboys were tough, but the Peregrines were better. At least, now that Derrick was on the team they were. And they were in Washington tonight—even better. 
The game started well enough for them. The first quarter flew by. Half time hit, and some band Derrick had never heard of played while the Cowboy's cheerleaders did their thing. That was one thing he liked about Dallas—they sure had some first class girls on the team. He wondered what the chances were that one of them wanted to hook up with the enemy. He thought the chances might be pretty high. 
It was third quarter where things went wrong. Tate tossed the ball to him and he caught it no problem, but some jerk on the Cowboys nailed him from behind before he'd even gotten his chance to run with the ball. He felt his knee crack and fell to the ground. The team signaled to Coach, and Kristin was hunched over him before he was even aware she'd stepped onto the field. 
They took him off in a stretcher. He felt like a jerk. He wanted to get back out there. He was close to beating Wolfe's record, but that was never gonna happen if he was stuck in a locker room with a busted knee. Panther shifters could heal faster than most, he just needed a few minutes alone. He couldn't heal a broken knee in front of a crowded stadium. 
"Just set him there," Kristin told the medical team that had helped carry him off the field. They put him on an exam table and Kristin started poking his knee. 
"Shit," she said. "It's broken." 
"No," Derrick said, smiling, trying to play it off like it was nothing. "It's fine. I just need a minute. Got the wind knocked out of me, that's all." 
Kristen looked at him with sympathetic eyes. Deep brown sympathetic eyes that made his heart race. "Derrick, I'm sorry, but your knee is broken." 
He shook his head and tried to pull his leg away from her. "Can you just get some ice?" he asked her. 
She was pulling something from her medical bag. "What is that?" he asked. 
"It's for the pain." 
She wanted to shoot him up with some kinda pain killer? That would only slow the healing process. He might end up missing the rest of the game if she stuck him with that now. 
"Kristin, don't. I'm fine, really." 
"Derek, you're not fine. With surgery and treatment, you might be able to play next season." 

Next season? Was she crazy?  Derek asked himself. 
Kristin watched him try to swing his leg over the edge of the table and stand up. 

Was he crazy?  Clearly he was in denial. It happened all the time with sports players. The thing was, he seemed like he was barely in pain. His knee was broken in at least two places. He should have been in agony. 
"Could you get me some water?" he asked, after she pushed him back on the table. "I don't feel very well." 
"Of course." She ran to get him some water and Derrick closed his eyes, concentrating. He felt the bones in his knee and willed them to shift back to the right place. He felt the pieces move together and begin to mold themselves. 
When Kristin came back with the water, he was standing. 
"See?" he said. "The wind got knocked out of me. That's all." He smiled at her, trying to melt her with his charm. 
Kristin dropped the water and ran to him, running her hand over his leg. Her touch sent shivers of electricity up his body. She pulled her hand away, in shock. 
"Derrick," she said. "That's not possible. It was broken. I'm sure of it." 
He looked at her and shrugged. "I better get back out there." It was all he could think to say. He ran onto the field, leaving Kristin with her mouth hanging open. 
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Kristin was waiting for Derrick when he got out of the showers. They'd won against the Cowboys and the team was already celebrating. Derrick walked past her like she wasn't there. Why did he insist on treating her like an alien? She remembered the way her hand used to feel when he held it in his. How hot his skin used to be... 
"Way to go tonight, Doc," Coach said coming up to her and slapping her on the back. "You're some kind of miracle worker. I coulda sworn Wellborn was out for the season when they brought him back here. You're a goddamn genius." He slapped her back again and walked off. 
"Derrick," she said when he walked past her again. She grabbed his arm to stop him. "We need to talk." 
Derrick looked where her hand was clutching his arm. A steady stream of heat radiated from the spot. He looked at Kristin. Her eyes were round and full, almost as full as her breasts, and he saw the spark in them when he put his hand over hers and lifted her fingers off him, one by one. He took a deep breath. 
He had to calm this rush of energy that was coursing through his veins. 

Maybe it's better to just tell her. She already knows something's up... 

"Can you meet me at Palidio's in an hour?" he asked. Palidio's was the preferred pub for his new team. She nodded, reminding herself to breathe. When he'd touched her hand, her heart had stopped. Her brain couldn't think straight around him. If he'd asked her to be the stickup man in a bank heist he'd planned, she would've said yes. She would've done anything just to get him to touch her again. 
"One hour. See you there," he said, then hurried out before she could ask any more questions. 
PALIDIO'S WAS CROWDED. The whole team was there. Kristin and Derrick sat in a back booth, as far from the team as they could get, which wasn't very far. 
Tate and the others saw them cozying up together and decided to leave them alone for now. 
"So?" Kristin said, waiting. She sipped at a scotch and soda, watching Derrick closely. His eyes were bright blue, almost too blue for the dim lighting of Palidio's. How could they shine in shadows? 
Derrick wasn't comfortable being so close to Kristin. She smelled like vanilla and every time he got near her, the hair on his arms stood up like soldiers at attention. He wasn't sure he could continue to keep his distance, and that worried him. He'd nearly dropped the ball earlier because he'd caught her scent on the wind when he turned for the catch. It could've cost them the game. Maybe once he told her the truth, she'd want nothing to do with him, like her parents. It was the best chance he had to get rid of her. Derrick took a deep breath. "You remember the last time we saw each other?" 
She nodded. "Of course." 
"I was holding your hand at Venice Beach, and you kept telling me how hot it was. You thought I had a fever, that I was sick. Then you said my eyes looked funny and you were afraid I was about to pass out." 
"That's a pretty detailed account for someone who couldn't remember my name a few days ago," she said, narrowing her eyes. 
He looked down at his own drink, his cheeks going pink. Kristin thought he was adorable when he was embarrassed. "I lied, okay?" he said. “Truth is I remember everything about you. Everything about you and me.” 
"Why lie?" 
He shrugged. "I was just—I couldn't believe it was you. I didn't know what to do. I was afraid... you'd distract me." 
That wasn't the answer she was expecting. "Distract you from what?" "The game," he said, as if that should have been obvious. "From beating Randy Wolfe's record. I was afraid you might jinx me." 
Things were starting to make sense now. All sports guys were superstitious. 
She'd learned that long ago. "So you ignored me instead?" 
He nodded. This wasn't going well. The longer they talked, the less Derrick wanted her to leave. What if he did scare her away? What if, after all these years, he lost the only chance he'd have to be with her again? Was sacrificing Kristin more important that beating Wolfe's record? Two hours ago, he'd been certain it was. Now, as he stared into the butterscotch flecks of 
her eyes and admired the fullness of her waist as she slid into the booth, he wasn't so sure. As they'd been talking, their fingers had moved closer and closer together. They were almost touching now. A buzz began to grow between them, so strong Derrick thought he could almost see tendrils of energy shoot from her fingertips to his. 
"So, what does this have to do with your knee?" she asked, trying not to get distracted by the smell of Derrick's aftershave—like a woodsy forest—or the day’s growth of beard that gave him a rough, sexy look. 
Derrick took a deep breath and looked around the pub. "The last time you saw me... I was… going through a change." 
She lifted an eyebrow. "What sort of change?" 
He evaded the question. "My parents told yours what was going on with me. 
They figured they were obligated to what with you and I being so close. They thought your folks would understand," he shook his head. "They didn't." 
"What sort of change?" she asked again, more forcefully. 
She looked at him across the table and his eyes turned from the bright blue she'd been mesmerized by to a golden orange, to the color of a tree top, back to blue. 
The fingernails on his right hand, which were pressed against the table, extended towards her then shrunk back down. Something clicked. She hadn't grown up surrounded by books on the paranormal, with parents who thought they were psychic detectives, and not picked up a thing or two. 
"You're a werewolf," she whispered. Her heart fluttered and her breath changed from the quick, nervous pulse of infatuation to the sharp intake of fear. 
He shook his head. "No. Not exactly." He was watching her closely, afraid she'd run. He stretched his hand over hers, gluing it to the table. She flinched, but then laced her fingers with his. "Don't be scared." 
Kristin wanted to run. Everything she knew about werewolves said they were dangerous man-eaters. But Derrick didn't look dangerous, he looked... nervous. 
"Not exactly a werewolf?" she asked. "Then what?" She couldn't believe she was buying into any of this. She'd always thought her parents were crazy. 
But his eyes... and his knee... It had definitely been broken. She'd felt the pieces popping out behind his skin. 
"A panther." 
Her jaw dropped and her glass fell towards the floor. Derrick reached out with lightning speed and caught it in mid-air like it was a feather floating 
to the ground. "Oh my God," she said, trying not to raise her voice. Her eyes gleamed. Her blood burned with a strange heat that made her want to flee, but also stimulated her curiosity which overshadowed any fear she currently had. 
When she spoke, her voice was strong and steady—"Show me." 
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Derrick and Kristin slipped out of the pub and started walking. Neither of them were familiar enough with the city yet to know where the good hangout spots were, so they just walked in silence until they came to a small park with two swings and a merry-go-round, no slide. Kristin sunk into a swing and pumped twice with her feet, then let the swing sort of roam over the dirt, too slow to lift her, too fast to just hang still. 
"Funny that we're both back on the West Coast," Derrick said, taking the swing next to hers. He sat in it without moving. 
"I'm not back," she said. "I never left." There was a bitter edge to her voice that Derrick wished he could wipe away with a kiss. It was dark and the air was warm, which was strange for early winter. The wind whipped around them, a light frenzy of energy seeping into Kristin’s skin and making it tingle. 
Kristin had the urge to bicker. The longer they sat together, the more she realized she was pissed. "How could you not have written me?" she demanded. 
He watched her in the darkness. She was angry. He could smell it. She was cute when she was mad. 
"I did write," he said. 
"What? When?" She snapped her head towards him. 
"For the first six months I wrote every day. I thought you didn't write back because you'd moved on. That's what my parents said. Then one day I found my letters, still stamped, rubber banded together in a shoe box in my mom's closet." 
Kristin's jaw fell open. At least now she could pinpoint where to direct her rage. 
"So it's your parents I hate. Not you?" 
Derrick grinned. "You don't hate me." 
"Yes, I do." She turned her head and pretended to be extraordinarily interested in the rust on the swing's chain. 
He reached across the space between them and brushed her arm with his 
fingertips. It was no more than a second's touch, but thick waves of heat shot up her body. She looked back at him and felt the corners of her lips curl up. "Do too hate you," she said, then giggled. 
Derrick was glad to see her smile. Her lips were too perfect to frown. They deserved smiles. "Do you know what happened between our parents?" he asked. 
She shook her head. "Do you?" 
"I think so. When I hit puberty, and started changing, my parents thought yours should know. We spent so much time together, they were afraid I might shift in front of you and scare you." He looked at her with apologetic eyes. 
"It's hard to control when it first happens. Your parents freaked out. I guess it's understandable. I mean... I am a dangerous predator." 
He looked at her and wiggled his eyebrows. She giggled. 
"So, that's it? That's the big secret after all these years? You're a werewo 
—a were-panther? What the hell do I call you?" 
"Derrick always worked before," he said, and her laughter carried to his ears, a brilliant song in the still, night air. 
"So, you gonna show yourself, panther-man? Or does the moon need to be full?" 
"Watch the merry-go-round," he said, and began stripping off his clothes. 
Kristin started to open her mouth but shut it when she saw Derrick's hair start to grow. It was already a little shaggy, but as he walked his hair seemed to stretch. 
By the time he got to the merry-go-round it was past his shoulders. He turned back to her once before sending the merry-go-round into a fast spin. His eyes had turned into gold coins that gleamed in the moonlight. 
The merry-go-round spun once, twice, and on the third spin Derrick sent it into circles so fast it reminded Kristin of a tornado. He began to run alongside it, a racecar on its track. She was sure he'd get dizzy and stop, but his speed only increased. His focus intensified. As he ran, his clothes came off. She averted her eyes, but when his torso began to elongate—it almost looked like he was melting—she couldn't pull her eyes away. His face changed. His golden skin grew dark, and when he looked towards her a second later his face was black silk and his eyes were a golden hazel she'd never seen before. 
He was running so fast he overtook the merry-go-round and jumped on. A second later he jumped off again. Then he jumped over  it. He's playing


with it, she thought, smiling. A big toy for a big cat. She'd never seen a black panther so close before. She watched, transfixed, until the merry-go-round slowed down. Feeling like she’d pass out, Kristin put her head between her knees. 
Derrick was back beside her in an instant, human again, his hands on her back. 
"Are you okay?" he asked, sounding anxious. "Did I scare you?" 
Kristin was a little disappointed to see he had his pants back on. 
"How could you not have told me?" she asked. Blinding fury raged up in her so strong she went to slap him, but at the last second she pulled back and ended up slipping her hand through his hair instead. He caught it and held it. 
Derek looked at her with eyes so blue that even in the dark she could still read the heartache that echoed hers. "What was I supposed to say? I barely understood it myself." 
Her face crumpled. If he'd told her any of this when she was fifteen, how would she have reacted? Would she still have loved him? She buried her head against his chest as tears pooled in her eyes. Kristin was suddenly very aware that he was naked. Muscles bulged from his chest, crafting deep, hard lines into his abdomen that made his chest look like a map of mountains and valleys. 
"I never forgot you," she said, “us, I never forgot us.” 
Derrick took a deep breath and inhaled her scent. It wasn't just vanilla, he realized. There were bits of lavender and eucalyptus intertwined throughout. She smelled like heaven. A thin film of sweat broke across his forehead. His heart pounded. He could hear hers pounding too. The moonlight fell across her face and when she tilted her head up Derrick couldn't help himself. He pressed his lips to hers. 
As their lips touched, lightning struck them both. At least it felt like lightning. 
The energy wasn't just perceived, it was palpable. Long tendrils of bright light erupted from Derrick's limbs. They swam towards Kristin, circling her before devouring her in his blaze. 
Kristin didn't know if what she saw was real, she only knew her hair was glowing. Her face felt like pure energy. She opened her eyes and it was like seeing the world for the first time. The air was almost visible with color. How had she missed the smell of pine trees and approaching rain that filled her nostrils so fully now? Derrick's own scent was magical. She could almost smell his blood calling to her. 
Derrick brushed his lips over hers a second time and the impact was like 
an asteroid hitting Earth. She grabbed his neck, pulling him to her, needing to make him a part of her. He kissed her harder, the strange light around them pulsing as their hearts throbbed and their breath quickened. The kiss lasted an eternity, but still not long enough. When they parted, the lights faded and the air returned to normal, but there was a lingering buzz that seemed to follow them. 
Derrick shook his head, clearing it. "I've heard the stories," he said, "but I thought they were all bullshit." 
"Stories?" she asked, breathless. "What are you talking about?" 
"Panthers don't often mate with one person. We meet someone, are with them," 
he looked a little embarrassed, "and then move on. But you... you're my life-mate. That's rare  Kristin, really rare. You're my soul mate." 
She started to protest, then realized it was just nervous energy making her take exception. In truth, she felt it too. 
"Now what?" she asked. 
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The locker room was a madhouse. Champagne spilled into glasses, onto the floor, and over Coach's head. Kristin glowed in the corner as Derrick and Tate did some kind of chest bump. Then Derrick turned his head, ran to her, and picked her up in a giant bear hug, swinging her around the room. Her curves felt good under his hands, and when he kissed her a dozen football players—
including Coach—made little woooooo  noises like second graders. 
The team knew about the two of them almost from the start. That night at Palidio's they'd seen them leave together and made a few assumptions. Tate had tried to get the details out of Derrick, but he'd acted like he didn't know what Tate was talking about. Derrick and Kristin had simply thought that, for now, it would be better to keep their relationship between themselves. Especially given the situation with their parents. Of course, the team wasn't about to let a secret this big slip by. 
A few days after the merry-go-round, Tate and some of the guys had tried to hook Derrick up with a cheap blonde they "all knew and loved." They'd played her up to Kristin more than Derrick, making sure she knew how beautiful the blonde was and how good in bed. Kristin knew they were baiting her and had successfully ignored it all until the blonde had shown up in the locker room and started trying to give Derrick a lap dance. Then Kristin had gone a little bananas. She'd thrown a drink in the girl's face and called her a name or two that may or may not have been appropriate to the situation. Derrick had pulled her off the blonde and hustled her out of the stadium. 
She heard the team laughing as Derrick dragged her off, shouting to each other, "Told ya. Our doc's a wildcat!" 
Kristin had never felt so deeply humiliated in her life and was afraid she might even lose her job. Derrick told her not to worry, that it was just the team being a bunch of asshats, but that didn't do anything to stop the jitters that etched their way into her nerves. At the next practice though, all that had 

happened was that Coach had wagged a finger at her and told her to be careful 'cause football players were all a bunch of "playboy bums," and the rest of the team had started pinning little love letters to Derrick's locker. They'd also stuck a box of chocolate flavored condoms in her medical bag and sent Derrick and her matching lace underwear. 
Now, as the team celebrated yet another victory—all the papers called the Peregrines unstoppable—Kristin felt thrilled to be included. Tonight, the Peregrines had really outdone themselves. They were a shoo-in for the playoffs, and Derrick was on the verge of beating Randy Wolfe's record. In two more games Wolfe and Derrick would be pitted against each other for the second time in their careers, and Derrick was certain it would be the game where he set a new world record for rushing yards. 
"Celebration tonight!" Tate shouted. The players cheered and Kristin felt the cold rush of champagne spill over her head. She spun around just in time to see Tate run off, leaving her covered in sparkling alcohol, Derrick grinning like an idiot. 
"Guess you're one of the guys now." 
"SO, do you want to tell your parents first, or should I tell mine?" Derrick asked the next day when they were alone. He was teasing—sort of. They were having a late lunch at Luigi's and Kristin's spaghetti was growing cold as she and Derrick argued once again about when, exactly, they should say something to their families. He knew perfectly well that she didn't want to tell her parents anything. 
"They're gonna freak out." 
"So?" he asked. "Let them." She shook her head, tired of this revolving conversation. She knew she couldn't keep their relationship a secret forever, and she didn't want to—she was crazy in love and wanted to shout it from the rooftops—but she also knew this was going to be more than just a little problem for her family. 
The back booth at Luigi's was dark and quiet, and Kristin leaned across the table and kissed Derrick, grabbing his hand and rubbing it against her chin. Sparks raced up his spine and he felt the familiar tingle in his stomach as butterflies swarmed. She was trying to distract him, and it was working. 
"Nice try," he said. "But you're going first." "What?" 
she squealed. "Why should I go first?" 
"Because this is all your fault. I got traded  to Washington. You chose to be here. 
I had no control. You did. Hence, you go first." 
He smiled and stuffed a forkful of steak into his mouth. Kristin found him infuriating, yet too adorable to stay mad at. “Skewed logic, Derrick.” She ripped a piece of garlic bread off her plate and stuffed it into her mouth. 
"There's nothing sexier than angry chewing," Derrick said, and Kristin stuck her tongue out. No matter how stressed she was, he was always able to make her laugh. 
A photographer who happened to be dining at Luigi's tonight too spotted them in their corner. A picture of Derrick Wellborn with a cute girl could be worth a lot—the public had an insatiable appetite when it came to Wellborn 
—but it was worth a lot more if the girl in question was famous. 
The photographer studied their table for a minute before concluding that this girl was no actress or model. But after closer examination he thought she might be worth more than any of those dime-a-dozen floozies Wellborn was so fond of. 
The papers had scores of photos of Wellborn and some star or starlet. This wasn't just another two-bit extra the guy was out with. Wellborn was in love. It was written all over his face. The goofy grin... the love-sick glow. He had the look of someone who's girl could do no wrong. The photographer pulled his "off the clock" camera from his pocket and snapped a picture. 
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What were you thinking?" Kristin's mom shouted. Her voice rang in Kristin's ear like a fire alarm, piercing her eardrum. 
"Mom, I'm not a child anymore. I date men. I date Derrick. Deal with it." 
She heard her father in the background. His voice, usually soft and teacher-like, roared like a bulldozer, "You tell her she is FORBIDDEN to see that boy again. I want her home NOW." 
Kristin held the phone away from her ear. Are they crazy?  Home now? Like she was still a teenager and they could ground her and lock her in her room? 
She wished now that she'd listened to Derrick and told her parents before that stupid picture of them had gotten into the papers. They were going to find out eventually, she'd only prolonged the execution. And not even for very long. Kristin decided to try a new approach. 
"Listen. I know about Derrick." There was silence from her parents, and for a second she wondered whether they'd heard her. "I mean... you know... his shifter stuff." 
She felt like she was talking to them about sex. It was a strange conversation to be having. 
Her parents were silent. "Are you guys there?" 
Then her mother started screeching. "What happened? Did he attack you? 
Did he—did he bite  you?" 
Kristin laughed. She couldn't help it. She wished Derrick would  bite her. Well, maybe not bite, but something. The kissing was great. The touching was great. But it was all very PG rated. Derrick, like most athletes, wouldn't even think of having sex before a big game, let alone during any kind of winning streak. They'd kissed a few times, but mostly just held hands a lot. 
"No Mom, he didn't do anything. He just told me the truth, that's all. He had to. 
He loves me." She paused, waiting for her words to sink in before 
dropping the big bomb. "And I love him." 
She thought she heard her mom start to cry on the other end and considered pointing out that if her parents were really psychic, as they claimed, none of this should come as a surprise. But her mom's wails were too much and Kristin let it drop. Her mom's words came out broken and breathy, "This is exactly what we were always afraid would happen." 
Her father grabbed the phone from her mom. "We're flying up." 
Kristin heard her parents struggle for the phone and then her mom shouted, 
"There's no time. We have to tell her now before he kills her." 

Kills me?  They really were nuts. That didn't stop the hair on her arms from standing up. 
"Mom, I'm not going to die," Kristin said, trying to calm them down, but some of her confidence had drained. Derrick would never hurt her. Not in a million years. Still, an image from Old Yeller flashed through her mind... 
"Honey, honey," her mom said, finally winning the struggle for the phone. "You don't understand. He's using you. Panther shifters look for mates to reproduce with, then either leave them or kill them when their job is done. They're heartless." 
"No," Kristin said, her confidence returning now. "Derrick wouldn't do that. 
Besides, I'm his life-mate." Both her parents laughed, the kind of laugh that insinuated the ones laughing knew something you didn't. 
Her mom must've finally hit speakerphone, because both her parents' voices rang out clear now. "There's no such thing," her father said. "That's nothing more than a legend. A story panther shifters tell their kids at night. It's not true." 
"How do you know?" she asked. 
"We've been hunting them for years," her mother said. "It's our job to know." 
" Hunting?" Kristin thought she'd misunderstood for a second. "You don't mean... like hunting? With bows and arrows and guns and stuff?" 
"Well, not exactly bows and arrows. And we use special bullets, plus a few other shifter-specific things, but essentially... yes." Kristin paused. It was her turn to let their words sink in. "Didn't you ever wonder?" her mom asked. 
"Wonder about what?" Kristin felt like her brain was melting. 
Everything she thought she'd known was wrong somehow. Ghosts and ghouls did exist. Boogeymen were real. The fairytales got it right. 
"About any of it?" her mom asked in disbelief. "The books, the stakes, 

the psychic awareness classes... Didn't you ever wonder why we did it all?" 
"Be-because you saw that documentary," she mumbled. 
"Oh honey." 
"We never should have told her that," her father said. "But you... you don't really kill  people. Do you?" "Not people," 
her father said. "Shifters." 
Kristin's stomach churned. "You know what, I think I need to go." "You can't trust him," her father said. 
"He doesn't care about you," added her mother. 
Kristin pleaded with them, "But I love him." "At 
least he's not a wolf," her father mumbled. 
RANDY WOLFE LOGGED onto his tablet to send an email and was blasted with the news—yet again— that his record was about to get beaten. His lips curled back. 
A low snarl rose in his throat. He didn't know why everyone was jumping to that conclusion. There was no way he was going to let that hustler Derrick Wellborn beat him. 
His hands shook as he tried to check his email. His fingers were thick and he kept hitting the wrong buttons. "Damn it!" he howled. His second in command ran into the room. 
"Alright?" he asked. 
Randy glared at him. "If I need you I'll summon you," he yelled. Tom backed out of the room, head lowered. Sometimes Randy hated having a pack to deal with. 
He didn't know how just yet, he only knew that it was his new mission in life to stop that poser boy Derrick Wellborn from damaging his record. Another shot of Wellborn scrolled across the screen. A picture of a pretty, curvaceous girl sat next to him. Wellborn was staring deep into her eyes like some stereotypic love-sick puppy. It made Randy sick. He read the caption that went with the picture: Is football's most eligible bachelor off the market. Doctor Kristin Walker is the
new envy of women everywhere as she dines with Derrick Wellborn, who
looks smitten. 

Randy closed his eyes and took a breath, an idea forming. It wasn't 
exactly what he had wanted, but it was always good to have a backup plan. 
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The locker room was moving. It was always moving before a game. Derrick was the only one who was still. He sat on a bench and reread the email his father had sent. 

They're hunters. Stay away from her. 

Kristin walked into the locker room and Tate whipped a towel at her. "Sorry," 
he said, when it snapped in her face, stinging her eyes. 
"Tate!" Coach screamed. "You're staying after the game and helping the janitors!" Tate shrugged his shoulders and ran off. 
"And what's with you?" Coach yelled at Derrick? "Get it outta your head whatever it is and get in the game!" 
Coach walked away shaking his head and mumbling something to himself about wishing he had a cookie. 
Kristin went to Derrick, who looked up and smiled automatically. The smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "What's wrong?" she asked. 
He shook his head. "Later," he said, then stood up and gave her a quick peck on the cheek before trotting out to the field. 
The game didn't go well. The first quarter was rough. The Peregrines got clobbered. The second quarter was worse. Tate got injured and Kristin had to pop his dislocated shoulder back into place. It wasn't easy, especially with Tate thrashing around trying to get back out on the field. He would be out the rest of the season. 
The third quarter picked up a lot. The team was really feeling the loss of Tate, who, despite his goofball antics in the locker room, was an excellent center and amazing for morale. Seeing him in the locker room at half time with his shoulder bandaged up in a sling, sitting in the corner with his head down like a two-year-old on a time out, the team rallied. 
They decided to win one for Tate. Tate looked up and smiled, said "Great," then drooped his head back to the floor. Kristin tried repeatedly to get him to go to the hospital, but he refused to budge. 
"What for?" he asked. "You've already done everything." Kristin couldn't argue with that. His shoulder was back in place. His arm was in a sling. She had pain killers if he wanted any. 
Fourth quarter they pulled ahead, then fell behind again when Bolero fumbled the ball. He was harder on himself for that than the rest of the team could ever have been. It was Derrick who scored the winning touchdown with only two minutes left in the game. The crowd went wild. It was the closest the Peregrines had come to losing all season, which meant that it was also the sweetest victory. 
The team celebrated their near loss in the locker room. "Don't know what you got to be celebrating," Coach shouted. "You guys looked pretty sorry out there tonight if you ask me." But they were too busy popping champagne and planning their victory celebration. 
Kristin put her hand on Tate's arm. He brushed it off and sat with his back hunched. "It could be worse," she said. "I once treated a player who broke his femur in about a dozen places. He was a quarterback. Never played ball again. 
You'll heal. Next season, you'll be fine." 
He looked at her with warm, wet eyes. "And what if this is my only chance at the Superbowl? We're going this year. Next year... who knows. I could get traded. I could get sick. This could've been it. And I blew it." 
Kristin wished there was more she could do, but it was already December. A dislocated shoulder would need at least 2 weeks to heal, and at least 6 before he could throw again. "There's a slight chance you could be back in it towards the end," she said. It was true, but it was also a long shot. 
He stared at his feet. 
Derrick sat on the bench opposite them also staring at his feet. Kristin went up to him and smacked him on the back of his head. "What's wrong with you?" 
she asked. "Tate's in bad shape. Go over there and cheer him up." 
He did as she told him, but it was all perfunctory. The two of them sat together, moping, while the rest of the team applauded themselves. They were already planning to meet at Palidio's. 
"I'm passing tonight guys," Derrick told them. "Me too," said Tate. 
Kristin stared at the two of them. She knew why Tate was upset, but what was up with Derrick? She finally got him alone when he was leaving. 
"Were you leaving without me?" she asked. They'd been inseparable since the merry-go-round. 
"No. Just getting some air. Kristin, we need to talk." 
Her heart seized. Derrick saw the panic on her face and dropped his duffel, pulling her into a hug. "Oh jeez. I'm sorry, I didn't mean, you know, that 'we need to talk.' I just meant... well, we do need to talk, but not in a bad way." 
Her heart started beating again, for now. 
"Don't scare me like that. What do we need to talk about?" She was still eyeing him suspiciously. 
He didn't want the team overhearing. And reporters were swarming everywhere. 
"Let's talk back at my place. Cool?" Kristin nodded. She followed him in her car, a ritual they'd begun to establish, and when they got inside she sunk into his cozy couch cushions and almost passed out she was so exhausted. 
The first time she'd seen his place, her eyes had popped out of her head. It was a penthouse suite in a fancy building with a French name, and a gorgeous view of the city from every window. She'd asked how he'd found such a fabulous place so fast, and he'd told her he'd had his assistant take care of it. She hadn't realized until then that he had an assistant. 
"What did your family say?" he asked. She was instantly alert. "That I should stay away from you." 
He nodded. "Mine too. But mine also said..." He looked at her full pink lips, her round face and creamy skin against the dark brown of his couch. She looked like Snow White. He didn't care what her parents were, only what she is. "Your parents are hunters," he said. "They kill my kind." 
Kristin's eyes flooded with angry tears. She hated her parents for putting her in this position "I'm sorry," she said, jumping off his couch and throwing her arms around him. 
"For what?" 
"They told me on the phone. I didn't want to believe it. I just... I just… 
it’s horrible. I wish everyone could be friends again. Like they used to be.” 
He held her tight and smelled her skin. "Maybe they can be," he said. 
She pulled back, watching to see if he was serious. His eyes sparkled. She wondered if she'd ever stop breaking out in goosebumps every time he touched her. She hoped not. 
"Maybe we can throw a big party and invite them all." 
Kristin laughed. "Derrick, I don't think there's any way our parents will agree to be in the same room together, unless they're trying to kill each 
other." 
"They will if there's a big enough reason for them to come together." 
Something about the look in his eyes made her suspicious. "Like what? 
You know my parents think they’re psychic, right?" 
Derrick tilted his head. "Are they really?" he asked, curious. She shrugged. 
"Let's find out," he said. "Tell them you're pregnant." 
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Kristin's parents cried. Derrick's parents cursed her. 
"This is the stupidest, most idiotic plan ever," Kristin said. "I don't know how I ever let you talk me into this." Derrick shrugged. "They didn't seriously curse me, did they?" she asked Derrick, terrified. 
"No, of course not," he said. "Just your family." He smiled to show he was joking, but Kristin didn't laugh. 
The plan, despite Kristin's reservations, had worked. Dinner was planned for late tonight. They'd reserved a private dining room in a ritzy restaurant, hoping to entice their parents with good food and expensive wine. Mostly their parents had agreed to come so that they could talk some sense into the two of them. 
Derrick had insisted she take his credit card and buy something special for the occasion. She'd bought a red dress from Dolce and Gabbana and matching Stella McCartney shoes. When she tried the dress on she felt like she was about to walk down a red carpet. It hugged every curve of her. Her waist and hips filled it out nicely, and her breasts formed a beautiful line of cleavage where most skinny women had a big gap. She wasn't exactly sure it was appropriate for the dinner they were planning, but she didn't care. She'd never owned a dress like that before. 
Kristin got to the restaurant early, wanting to make sure everything was perfect. 
Derrick had said he'd meet her there. He was picking his parents up from the airport and heading straight to the restaurant. They refused to stay longer than was absolutely necessary. 
Kristin's parent's felt much the same way. She'd tried to convince them to fly in for a few days, see her new place, sightsee, that sort of thing, but they'd only agreed to dinner. One evening, nothing more. They were planning on flying back to Los Angeles right afterwards. They simply didn't want anything to do with Washington. The idea of Derrick and his family had sullied the whole state for them forever. 
When she was shown to their table, she was surprised to find her parents already seated there, sipping wine. Her mom looked beautiful, as always. She had the same red hair as Kristin, though with strands of gray woven through. Her skin was pale and silky, and her brown eyes sparkled in the light of the room. 
Her father was balding but still had thick, dark brown patches of hair above his ears. His eyes were brown but lighter than her mother's, and he had a short scar across his forehead. Kristin remembered when he got the scar working in their yard one day—she wondered now if that was the real story behind the scar. She wasn't sure she wanted to know. 
"Hi," she said, her heart hammering. Her parents were never early. They stood up when she came in and took turns embracing her. 
"So where is the monster?" her mom asked. "You 
mean Derrick?" 
"Who else would I mean? Unless you've decided to bring some vampire friends and a banshee you've been hiding." She stopped and looked more closely at Kristin. "You haven't, have you?" 
"No!" Kristin shouted, then realized what her mom had just said. "Are banshees and vampires real?" she asked, looking around the crowded restaurant. 
Her mom and dad exchanged a look. "Here, we brought you this," her dad said, handing her a book. It wasn't wrapped, except for a plastic grocery bag. The title said, Were-Creatures: How to Protect Yourself. On the cover was a werewolf with giant fangs and red eyes. 
"Gee, thanks." 
Her mom leaned into her so no one else could hear. "Honey, you can't have this child. It's wrong. You must know that." 
"They're animals," her father said. 
It was at that moment that Derrick arrived with his parents. Derrick was the spitting image of them. He had his father's dark hair and his mother's blue eyes. 
Both his parents were tall and trim, and his father obviously still had muscles under his shirt, even at 60. 
They stood glaring at each other, each side ready to strike if attacked. Finally, Derrick went to Kristin, took her hand in plain sight of everyone, and pulled her to him. They kissed, and when their lips touched it was impossible not to see the passion behind it. 
Kristin heard her mother gasp. "Take your hands off my daughter." 
"Tell her get her hooks off my son," Derrick's mom spat right back. "See?" 
Derrick said, turning on them both. "We didn't burst into flames." Their parents grumbled and shuffled into seats opposite each other, where they sat glaring at one another and looking like they were stuck in a jail cell rather than a beautiful restaurant. The waiter came around and Kristin felt sorry for him. The mood was so foul at their table that it seemed to seep into the poor guy. When he finally got out of there he looked a bit depressed. At least food was on the way. 
"First, the good news," Derrick said, standing up and looking at Kristin. He mouthed the words Tell them. 

She stood up next to him. "I'm not pregnant," she said, relieved to finally be saying it. Their parents stared at them for a moment, then everyone started yelling at once. 
"What the hell are you talking about?" 
"What do you mean she's not—" 
"That's the best news I've heard all year!" "What 
the hell  is the matter with you two?" 
Derrick and Kristin grabbed each other's hands and took a step back. 
Derrick tried to talk. "We didn't mean—" 
"Didn't mean to lie to your mother and me? Do you know how upset she's been?" He turned to Kristin's father. "My son, the liar." 
Kristin's mother yelled, "Was this your idea young lady? I should've kept you in the house till you were thirty!" She looked at Derrick's mom. "Have you ever heard of a daughter trying to kill her own mother with lies?" 
Derrick's mom shook her head before sinking back into her chair. "Thank God," she said. 
"Amen," Kristin's father muttered. 
"Guys, guys," Derrick shouted, sounding a bit like Coach. "LISTEN!" They finally stopped talking and four sets of eyes turned on them, waiting for an explanation. "We just wanted you to be friends again. We didn't know how else to bring you together." 
Kristin nodded frantically. "Yeah, you two are so stubborn sometimes," she said to her parents. 
Their food arrived just then and Kristin and Derrick were saved. Their parents glared a little less at each other, choosing instead to glare at the two of them. 
Their anger had been refocused, and seemed to be bring them closer together. 
Halfway through dinner Derrick whispered to Kristin, "I think it's 
going well." 
He was right, actually. The atmosphere in the room had lightened, and their parents were starting to laugh together, like old times. There were questions and compliments, stilted and awkward, but they were there, and Kristin was suddenly hopeful. 
"So, what do you do now Jerry?" Kristin's father asked. 
"That’s a lovely necklace, Carol," Derrick's mom said. 
When Derrick stood up and clinked his glass with a fork, everyone stopped talking. There were actually smiles at the table instead of frowns. 
"This wasn't exactly how I planned this," Derrick said. His cheeks were red and his eyes burned sky blue. "But I don't want to waste any more time. I hope you all can see that we're in love. We always have been, ever since we were kids. 
You can see that now, right?" Their parents reluctantly assented. "Well then..." 
Derrick dropped to his knee. 
Kristin's brain short circuited and her eyes bugged out of her head. She had no idea where it had come from, but a small, ruby box sat in Derrick's palm. He opened it to exposed a brilliant diamond that shined like sun on snow. It was so bright it almost hurt her eyes. The round stone sat in a perfect platinum setting that made her feel like a queen, and it wasn't even on her finger yet. 
"Kristin, I love you. No amount of time or distance will ever change that. 
Marry me." 
It was short and simple, but it was also exactly the right thing to say. Kristin reached for the box without a second's thought. She stared at it, transfixed. Her eyes were wet and she was shaking. Derrick didn't know whether he should apologize or kiss her? 
"Is that a yes?" he finally blurted. 
"Yes! Yes!" Kristin jumped into his arms, forgetting their parents for a moment. 
That's when all hell broke loose. 
Kristin's mom threw a dinner plate at Derrick's head. Derrick's father retaliated by trying to stab Kristin's father with a fork. Food flew through the air. Dishes and glasses shattered on the floor. Two waiters ran in only to be chased out again. 
"I told you we should've brought the stakes," Kristin's father shouted. Kristin grabbed her mother's arm to prevent her from breaking a bottle of wine over Derrick's mom's head, only to be brought down by a chair as Derrick's mom threw it across the room at them. Derrick tried to grab both his 
parents and hold them back, resulting in a strange blur of animal imagery as the three of them shifted in and out to various degrees. 
The restaurant called the police, and by the time the cops showed up all parties involved had fresh battle scars and a fair amount of blood loss. 
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Randy Wolfe watched the news report with greater interest than usual. Derrick Wellborn had been arrested. His girlfriend too. In fact, the whole family was currently behind bars. Some sort of fight at a high end restaurant. He vaguely wondered what it was all about, but didn't think it was relevant to his plan at this time. 
Tom came into the room. Randy made him wait before acknowledging his presence. "What is it?" he finally asked. 
"Sir, there's a reporter on the phone." 
"I've already told you," Randy snarled, "no reporters. I'm sick of them." "Yes Sir, but this one's from Sports Illustrated." It was a dream of Randy's to be on the cover of the magazine he'd grown up reading, and he'd been ecstatic when the magazine contacted him a few weeks ago for an interview. 
Every idol he'd ever had had graced the cover at one time. Oh, he acted like it was no big thing, but the truth was it was almost as big a deal to him as when he'd beaten the old world's record for rushing yards. 
Randy jumped up from his chair. "Why didn't you say that to begin with?" he said through gritted teeth. 
"Well I tried to," Tome said. Randy snapped his foot out and hit Tom's head like he was kicking a football. He was a running back on the team, but he was a pretty good kicker too. 
"Hello, this is Randy Wolfe," he spoke into the receiver. His voice was soft and calm. 
"Hi Mr. Wolfe, this Brady Williams. I know we've got the interview lined up for next week, but we thought we'd do a sort of pre-cover first, with you and Mr. Wellborn. Then follow it up with an issue for each of you after he beats your record. I wondered if we could arrange a short phone interview for tomorrow. Shouldn't take more than 10 minutes." 
Randy listened to all this quietly... gracefully, and when Brady Williams had finished talking, Randy agreed to whatever interview they liked. Then he 

hung up and threw the phone across the room. 
"Tom!" he howled. 
Tom was there in a second. "Yes Sir?" 
"Things have gotten too far out of hand. We're moving on my plan sooner than expected." He looked at Kristin's picture on the internet. Derrick was too much in love for his own good. If he broke Randy's record, Randy would have no choice but to break something of his too. 
THE SUN WAS SHINING when Kristin Walker stepped out from Derrick Wellborn's penthouse apartment building and put on sunglasses she pulled from her pocket. 
She went to the corner newsstand, which was quickly becoming something of a novelty—most people these days got their news from the internet—and bought a paper. The front page showed a really bad picture of her in a really good dress, which had, unfortunately, been splattered with greasy brown meat juice when her mom threw a steak at her. 
The evening couldn't have gone more wrong. But, that wasn't the thing Kristin cared about right now. It was the caption under their picture. 

Derrick Wellborn and fiancée Kristin Walker... 

Her heart thrilled at the title. Fiancée. It was like an aphrodisiac to her. She felt the heat start in her feet and creep towards her chest. It was like she was glowing on the inside. She walked towards her own apartment, in dire need of a change of clothes. Derrick had given her a shirt of his to put on over her dress, and she was pleased to find that even with her full frame it was much too big for her. Her breasts were almost nonexistent in the soft cotton. But it also made her look like a pillowcase. 
She paused beside a coffee shop, thinking maybe she'd pick up a latte and croissant to take home with her. Derrick had offered to make her breakfast, but she'd still been too worked up over the brawl between their parents. Now, however, out in the sunlight, things felt better. She didn't care if her family hated his. They wouldn't be the first married couple to have families who hated each other. 
She held her hand out to a ray of sun that streamed towards her. Her ring shined just as much now as it did when Derrick slipped it on her finger last night. She was glad. She'd been worried the ketchup bottle Derrick's father 
emptied on her might have tarnished it. To be fair, the ketchup had been meant for her father. 
"Look Mommy," a little boy said, pointing towards Kristin. For a moment, Kristin thought the kid had recognized her from the news, but then he said, "It's him!" 
Kristin turned to look where the kid was pointing and saw Randy Wolfe standing behind her. She was surprised to see him. He smiled at her, his teeth gleaming almost as much as her diamond ring. She smiled back, feeling suddenly uneasy. 
She watched the little boy run up to him, arms outstretched, holding a pen and paper. Randy smiled, but it seemed false. He signed the kid's paper, but his eyes never left her. 
Kristin started walking, wanting to get away from him. When she looked behind her, Randy was following. 

Don't be silly. He's in town for the game. It's in a few days. He just arrived a
little early. He's taking a walk. It's nice outside. 

But something didn't feel right. She picked up her pace. Randy picked up his. 
Kristin started running. A crack in the sidewalk caught the heels she still wore from last night and she tripped and went sprawling. 
Heavy footsteps echoed behind her. Kristin's heard thudded against her chest. 
Randy Wolfe stood above her. The sun blinded her when she tried to look at him. All she could see was his hand, stretching towards her. He took hold of her and picked her up off the ground, then handed Kristin her purse. 
"Oh, thank you," she said. 
"No problem," said Randy, and kept walking. 
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Kristin reread the letter her mother and father had both signed. Not an email, an actual letter. Express delivery. Kristin couldn't remember the last time she'd gotten an actual letter in the mail. And it was so formal, like it had been sent by a bank examiner rather than her parents. 

TO: Kristin Walker


From: Carol and Tim Walker, 


YOUR FATHER and I would like to ask you, one last time, to discontinue your
association with Derrick Wellborn. You know our reasons. Please understand
that at this point, if you do not comply with our wishes, we will have no
choice but to disavow you as our daughter. You will no longer exist to us. 


We will always love you, but we will love you in memory only. If you choose
to go your own way on this matter, we will mourn you as we would mourn the
passing of someone we once loved. From that point on, you will be dead to us. 


Sincerely, 


Carol and Tim Walker

"CHRIST THAT'S HARSH," Derrick said, handing it back to her. 
She sat on his floor with her legs crossed. It had been two days since the restaurant incident. Coach had chewed them both out about that, then congratulated them on their engagement. The initial charges had been dropped, as Derrick had paid for any damages—and more—incurred during the brawl. 
"Have you heard from your parents?" she asked, hoping for better news. If his could come around, maybe hers would too. 
Derrick sighed. "Yeah, I have. It's not much better though." 
He grabbed his cell phone off the table and played his parents' voicemail 
on speaker phone: 

"Derrick,"  heavy sob, "this is the woman that used to be your mother."  Another heavy sob. "I just want you to know that I love you, son, but your father and I
can't watch you ruin your life."  Here Derrick's mom burst into tears and became completely incoherent. His father took over. "Do you see what you've done? 

You've made your mother hysterical. HYSTERICAL! Don't fuck your life up
over some hunter floozy. If you can't stay away from her, then stay away
from us."  His mother burst into even louder sobs and there was a click. 
"Wow," Kristin said. "That's some kind of a guilt trip, huh?" 
"Yep." 
"Did it work?" 
"Yep." 
She laughed and put her hand over her face. "Oh my God, what are we gonna do?" 
"I don't think there's anything we can  do." 
Derrick took her hand in his. It reminded her of that last time they were together when they were 15 and he'd taken her hand to warm it. The air at the beach had been cold, and her hands were like ice cubes. Derrick had taken them in his, kissed them, and then kissed her. It had been their first real kiss. And then he'd disappeared from her life for over a decade. 
"Let's fly to Vegas and get married," Derrick said. 
Kristin started laughing. "You're not serious." 
"The hell I'm not." He watched as her hair swung over her shoulders when she spun her head towards him. He liked the way it whipped around like a red halo. The buzz they'd felt that night at the playground still hovered in the air. It was all around them, like an electric force that held them together in their own private universe. 
Kristin stopped laughing and stared at him. "You are  serious." She gulped for breath, a fish out of water. "But... the game... the-the... parents..." 
Derrick shrugged. "Screw them. You know what I realized the other night? That whatever their problems are, they're just that— their  problems. I love you. I don't ever want to lose you again." 
"But the game is tomorrow!" 
Derrick heaved a sigh of frustration then shot her his award winning smile—the charmer he used to get on all the magazine covers. One day, its effect on her might wear off, but he didn't think that day was here yet. 

"It's early. Vegas isn't far. We can make it back for the game." 
Kristin stared at him, disbelieving. She looked at her watch. He was right. 
It was early. Only noon. 
"I don't know..." 
"Waiting on someone better?" he teased. 
"No..." She smiled. "First one to the airport has to pay for the wedding." 
"You're on." 
TWO HOURS next to each other on an airplane was almost impossible to handle. 
As close as they were, they couldn't touch each other. Not like they wanted to. Kristin's heart flip flopped like a fish out of water every time Derrick shifted in his seat, and Derrick's pulse raced every time Kristin brushed a strand of hair out of her face. Kristin made a half-hearted joke about joining the mile-high club, but when she looked in the bathroom she doubted there was enough room for anything like that. 
When the plane finally landed, Kristin and Derrick jumped in a cab and had the driver take them to the closest wedding chapel he knew. "Wait! I don't have a dress!" 
The driver didn't bat an eye. "I know a place," he said, and skidded them to a stop in front of a small dress boutique far off the strip. 
"Wait here, you can't see it before the wedding," she said, jumping out of the cab. 
"The wedding's now." 
"Shut up and kiss me." She grabbed Derrick's collar and pushed her lips hard against his. Derrick watched with a thundering heart as she wiggled her salacious body into the store. She was inside 10 minutes before exiting in white heels with a knee length coat covering the majority of her dress. All he could see were what looked like little puffs of lace peeking out from under the coat. 
The driver dropped them off at A Little White Wedding Chapel. "Want me to wait?" he asked. Derrick decided that was probably a good idea. They had a limited amount of time here, and he didn't want to waste it waiting for cabs. 
Inside, the chapel was simple but cute. White walls, white pews, white 
curtains. It looked very clean. Then Elvis stepped out from the back in a gold suit and sunglasses. "Let's do this," he said and swiveled his hips. 
Derrick couldn't believe how lucky he was. After thirteen years, cheap, meaningless women, he was finally marrying the one. His mate. 
"Wait!" Kristin said, and ran from the room. Elvis started singing "Love Me Tender" and Kristin appeared in the doorway. Derrick's jaw dropped. Her dress stopped at her knees. It was layer upon layer of the most delicate silk Derrick had ever seen. It draped over her body, accentuating the voluptuous curves of her hips and rounding her waist into something so sensual it was almost lewd. 
Thin strands of gold fiber were woven around the hem and bust, showing off her already large chest. Derrick's heart smashed against his ribcage, exploding into a thousand pieces as she slowly walked towards him. His hand almost crushed hers as the singing stopped and they began to recite their vows. 
Kristin felt the heat radiating off Derrick's skin even in the air- conditioned chapel. She was afraid if he held her hand too long, he might fry her like an egg. 
"You can kiss the bride now," Elvis said five minutes later. She couldn't believe it was all over. It went too fast. A photographer had snapped some photos. Elvis had married them. She'd blinked and missed her own wedding. She was on the verge of a panic attack when Derrick's lips met hers. Any lingering misgivings melted away. Their bodies connected at a primal level that was too intense to go unnoticed. Elvis took his sunglasses off and watched with wide eyes as the heat from their bodies became a physical part of the air around them, spitting sparks onto the curtains and singeing them. 
"Never seen that before," Elvis murmured. 
It was like their bodies knew they'd just been married and were desperate to explore this new world they'd just entered into together. Elvis handed them a card, slipping his sunglasses back over his eyes. "You give that to the clerk at Caesar's Palace and you'll get a discount." 
"Thanks," Derrick said, and pulled Kristin along so fast she almost missed grabbing their paperwork. 
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At Caesar's, Derrick asked for the best room they had. "The best room would be the penthouse," the clerk said, sounding snotty. 
"Sounds good." Derrick said. 
"The penthouse occupies the majority of the top floor and is $10,000 per night." 
The clerk clearly did not recognize Derrick. He stared at Derrick, waiting for a reaction that did not come. Derrick handed him a credit card and then his attitude seemed to change. 
"Can I send anything up to you Sir? Champagne? Chocolates? 
Flowers?" 
"All of it," Derrick said. 
The clerk beamed and made a note. Kristin wondered if they worked on commission. 
The room was beautiful, almost to the point of being gaudy, but it was fun. Gold pillars ran from floor to ceiling in several places. White and gold curtains hung everywhere. And in the center of the room was a giant 4 pillar bed dressed with gold satin sheets and billowing silk curtains above the mattress that almost matched her dress. The room was lit, but barely. The effect was splashes of color that shined on the walls from the neon signs outside their window lined penthouse. It was like having Las Vegas inside your bedroom. 
Kristin grinned and ran to the bed, throwing herself on top of it and bouncing like a child. Her body moved like a boat on water, bobbing with the waves. Her breasts sailed up and down and her legs crossed each other as she kicked them in the air, oozing sexuality. 
"Come and kiss me," she purred. Derrick knew that technically having sex the night before a big game was akin to cursing yourself with bad luck, but after all they'd been through, he didn't believe in bad luck anymore. Only good luck. 
And Kristin was his good luck charm. Being with her now could only ensure victory for him tomorrow. 
He went to the bed and she slid forward, wrapping her legs around him as he stood at the edge of the mattress, feet still on the floor. Everything they'd said to each other, all the kisses and caresses since they'd first met over a decade ago, had led to this moment. 
Kristin had thirsted for this hour since seeing Derrick in the locker room her first day with the Peregrines. His feet were planted firmly on the floor, but she thought she could fix that. She hugged his legs with hers, sliding one up and down him like a snake. Then she squeezed just behind his knees and he buckled onto the bed, falling on top of her with a huge grin. 
"Fancy seeing you here," she giggled. Her legs curled over his ass and she nuzzled her face against his neck, inhaling deeply. His scent seemed to change at different times of day. Right now he smelled like smoke and cinnamon. She'd have her whole life to get to know the different moods of his fragrance. 
Derrick watched her move under him, captivated by the sensuous and suggestive ways she posed herself. She liked to tease, raising her head to kiss him then pulling back before their lips could touch. He restrained himself from going too fast. With the other women he'd been with, his goal had always been to climax. With Kristin, he wanted to explore every inch of her, savor every moment. He wanted her to know his mind along with his actions. He wanted her to feel his love reflected in his movements, not just the lust. The lust was a given. 
He bent his head to her ear and began to nibble. Her body spasmed under him. Her legs wrapped tighter around his backside. The dress she wore was sheer enough at the top that he could see her bra peeking through, all lace and satin. Her breasts were perfect, and he longed to feel their luscious curves as his hands ran over her. 
The hunger he felt for her raged inside him. He went from nibbling to biting. 
Her neck was smooth and creamy, her skin blushed as he ran his hand along her neck and down to her breast. Her body was precious to him. He started at her neck, lapping at it like a cat at a saucer of milk. The familiar itch of the panther prickled at the nape of his neck. The passion he felt for Kristin ignited a fury in him that he was afraid he wouldn't be able to control. He pulled away. 
"What are you stopping for?" she asked, breathless. He sat back on his knees. 
She pulled herself out from under him and looked into his face. 
"I'm finding it hard to control myself around you." She saw veins 
pulsing under his golden skin and the rapid movement of his chest as it rose and fell too fast to count. "What if I hurt you?" he asked. 
"Would you?" Her voice was soft and her hand reached with tentative fingers to caress his face. 
"No." 
"Then don't try to control yourself. I want you to let go." 
She stood from the bed and one hand reached behind her back. Derrick heard the zipper and a second later her dress was on the floor. Her polished skin was lustrous in the Vegas lights that poured in through their open windows, tinting her skin shades of red and gold. Her bra was pale pink with cream colored lace around the edges. It matched her panties. Derrick barely had time to take her in before her hands slipped behind her back again and her breasts tumbled out, round and firm with perfect pink nubs that danced in the neon lights of their room. 
She crossed the floor to him and put one knee on either side of his body as she crawled back onto the bed. Derrick reached out and began to stroke the dark pink nipples that protruded from her chest. She moaned and tilted her head back. 
Her hair fell over her shoulders in long waves and he touched its softness, like silk, before leaning into her and allowing his tongue to find the soft pink pebbles on her chest. 
She put her hands around his neck and held him to her. His tongue moved over the delicacy of her strawberry nubs, circling her until she moaned again. Suddenly she was leaning forward, her hands pulling his shirt over his head and flinging it across the room. Her tongue licked at his neck, then she pushed him back onto the bed and he grinned. 
"The team was right. You are  a wildcat." She bared her teeth at him before pulling his pants off and kicking them to the floor, underwear and all. Derrick was completely exposed to her now, just as she'd wanted. His arousal was obvious, long and thick and jutting out of his pelvis as though it was pointing at her. She was flattered to see the depth of his longing for her. She wrapped her hand around his shaft and moved it to the rhythm of the buzz that had followed them since the merry-go-round. It pulsed all around them, adding electricity to an already energy charged room. 
She worked her magic on Derrick. His body was as she'd fantasized. The golden color of his skin was not just on his face. It was from head to foot, and the deep lines of his etched muscles stood out on every limb and rippled across his torso. Derrick followed Kristin's body with his eyes as she moved 
her hand over him, finding her way to the exact parts of him that were most sensitive. His passion soared again as her other hand ran over his inner thigh, and he suddenly sat up, laying her back on the bed as he kissed his way towards the soft mound between her legs. She shivered and spread herself for him as he stroked his tongue, cat-like, over her of her sensitive folds. 
She responded to his every touch with a tremble or moan. He let his tongue be his paintbrush on the canvas of her soft flesh until the pounding of both their pulses was too much to bear. Then, he brought his face to within an inch of hers. 
He kissed her, letting her feel his erection against her sex. She pressed her core deeper against him. "Do it," she whispered, "before I go crazy." 
He slid into her slowly, inch by exquisite inch, with such perfection it was like two puzzle pieces coming together. The effect was instantaneous. Her back arched and his stomach broiled. She dug her hands into his back as he moved inside her. "I'm not hurting you, am I?" he asked when he thought he saw her eyes water. 
"No. I don't ever want this to end," she said, then moved her hips against his. 
Their bodies pulsed together, forming one unit. Light began to erupt around them, stronger than any Vegas neon. It was like they were on the surface of the sun. Kristin wanted to close her eyes but was afraid she'd miss the rainbow colors that emitted from their bodies, pouring forth from their energy. Derrick didn't have to think about what he was doing. His body was acting on some innate sense. It was like he and Kristin had been pre-destined for this moment, and his body already knew the moves. 
His penis throbbed inside her and she felt it press against the sides of her channel, sending shock waves of heat deeper and deeper into her as he rocked faster and faster until finally the sun exploded all around them and Derrick and Kristin had no choice but to close their eyes and let themselves be carried on the solar waves of their passion. 
They fell together, exhausted, feeling like they'd been melted by a nearby fire. "Let's do that again later," she said. 
Derrick nodded and kissed her head. "Anything you say, Mrs. 
Wellborn." 
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Derrick woke up feeling happier than he could ever remember being. He reached out an arm for Kristin and found an empty pillow. His eyes flickered open. She's probably in the shower. 

The big game was today. Okay, it wasn't the Superbowl—not yet—but it was the day Derrick was gonna beat Randy Wolfe's record. He headed for the bathroom. The penthouse was huge. He could get lost in it. 
"Kristin?" he called, pushing open the bathroom door. Empty. There was a second bathroom on the opposite side of the room. He walked to it and pushed the door open. "Kristin?" She wasn't there. 
Panic started to prickle at him. But, that was ridiculous. Why should he panic? 

Because she changed her mind.  He dismissed the idea, walking faster around the penthouse now, shouting for her. "Kristin! Kristin!" 
Her dress was gone. They'd only brought a small overnight bag each. Hers was still there. "She's probably getting breakfast." He pulled his cellphone from the nightstand and dialed her number. He got her voicemail. He tried to sound bright and cheerful. "Hi, it's me. Call me please, I'm looking for you." 
He wandered downstairs. It was 6am. They had a flight that left at 8am. The game started at 3. He had to hurry and find her. Maybe she was upset that they wouldn't get a proper honeymoon till after the Superbowl. He'd make it up to her if that was the problem. 
He walked for five minutes that felt like hours. People passed by, a few stared, most didn't seem to notice him. They were all involved in their own romances, their own games. He called her phone again and this time it clicked over. 
"Kristin," he sighed, relieved. "Where are you? I'm downstairs looking for you." 
There was a low growl from the other end. Derrick thought for a second that he'd gotten the wrong number. "Kristin can't come to the phone right 

now. She's tied up  at the moment." It was such a cliché thing to say, but that's why Randy thought it was funny. 
"Who is this?" Derrick asked. He could barely get the words out. 
"Guess." 
He listened to the heavy breathing on the other end. To the deep tone of the threatening voice he'd heard on the news from time to time. "Randy?" 
"That's right Wellborn. Do as exactly as I say and your girlfriend lives." 
"Wife," Derrick corrected automatically. 
Wolfe paused a moment. Derrick could almost hear him grin on the other end. "Wife," he repeated. "Even better." 
KRISTIN WISHED she hadn't gotten hungry during the night. More than anything else at this moment, she wished she'd just gone back to sleep instead of downstairs for a snack. There was a fully stocked mini fridge in their room. Why hadn't she just gotten something from there? Her wrists burned as she tried freeing them from the ropes once again. It had only been a couple hours and her hands were already going numb. 
"I have to pee," she called from the closet where she lay squinched up like a bug. 
The door opened and a man she didn't recognize stared down at her. He placed a bowl on the floor and shut the door again. "Are you serious?" she yelled. 
She had no idea where she was. She barely remembered anything after bumping into Randy Wolfe. She'd thought it was a funny coincidence that he was in Vegas at the same time they were, until he'd pulled a gun on her and made her follow him to a limo waiting outside. She thought it was hilarious being abducted by a superstar in a limo, until the man inside the limo hit her from behind when she turned her head, and everything went black. She woke up tied up in this closet. 
She only knew it was a closet because there were clothes hanging in it. 
"Hey!" she screamed again. "I'm not peeing in a fucking salad bowl!" The door opened again, only this time the man who opened it had a bat. 
Kristin felt it collide with her head, and then she felt nothing else for several hours. 


DERRICK SAT in the locker room, his head in his hands. His palms were sweating. He thought he was gonna puke again. Coach had been waiting to pounce on him for going to Vegas the night before a game, but when Derrick had finally arrived at the stadium he'd looked so bad, Coach had said nothing. 
Wolfe had sent Derrick a picture of Kristin, her hands tied, her face bloodied. 
The room spun as someone slapped his back to congratulate him again on his wedding. He was going to kill the fucker. Painfully. He put his head deeper between his knees and resisted the urge to shift that always tried to overtake him under times of great stress. Now was not the time. He had to think. 

Let him have it.  Wolfe could have the record. Derrick didn't care. All he cared about was getting Kristin back. If that meant he had to fake an injury and pull himself from the game for the rest of the season, so be it. Nothing was more important than saving her. Then he’d kill Randy Wolfe. 
"You alright Derrick?" Tate asked, coming up beside him. His arm was still in a sling, but his depression had lessened. 
"Fine," Derrick mumbled. "You 
don't look so fine." 
Bolero yelled from the back, "Didn't you hear? He got married last night? 
He'll never be fine again." The team cackled and Derrick put his hands over his ears. 
Tate watched him carefully. "Where's Kristin?" he asked. 
Derrick shook his head. Randy hadn't told him what to say when someone asked about her. "Out," was all he could think of. 
"Out? What does that mean?" Tate laughed. 
Derrick looked at him and Tate jumped back. His eyes were red and glowing a horrible black color that made him look like he belonged in a hospital bed. 
"Come on guys. It's game time," Coach yelled. Derrick put his helmet on before anyone else could see his face and followed the others onto the field. 
TATE COULDN'T BELIEVE how badly they were doing. The first quarter was just 
ending, and the Peregrines were down by 21. To nothing. Derek hadn't made it five yards across the field. Every time he moved he seemed weighted down with invisible sandbags. Coach was yelling at him on the sidelines. Tate wondered if he should say something to Coach. Derrick had looked more than a little sick before the game started. He’d looked like death. 

Maybe if I get Kristin on the phone it would help.  He couldn't believe she wasn't here. She was one of the few women he'd met that had a true love of sports. Derrick was lucky to have her, she was a pretty awesome lady. 
Tate watched Coach scream some more at Derrick—he hadn't stopped screaming since yesterday when Derrick had left that message saying he was in Vegas. Tate finally felt bad enough for Derrick that he went down to the locker room to get his phone and track down Kristin. Only problem was, Tate didn't have Kristin's number. Derrick's locker was open and his phone was unlocked, sitting on the shelf inside. He opened it up and saw a new text message. Maybe
it's her.  Maybe they'd had a fight or something and she was texting now to say she was on her way. 
He opened the message and almost dropped the phone. It was a picture of Kristin. Her face was a mass of bruises. Blood pooled around her nostrils. 
Someone held her head up by her hair, a picture of a Greek sailboat on the wall behind her unconscious head. 
The message read: Try harder. We don't want people to think you're throwing
the game, idiot. 

Tate replaced the phone in Derrick's locker. He recognized the background in the shot. Son of a bitch. He'd seen that painting on the news recently when Randy Wolfe had bought it at auction. 
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Halftime had just started. Coach was pulling Derrick into his office, screaming at him again. Tate dodged past everyone and yanked Derrick right out of Coach's path of attack, much to his dismay. Tate heard Coach screaming at him now as he ushered Derrick down the hall and to a semi- quiet corner. 
"What—"Derrick started to ask. 
Tate silenced him with a wave of his hand. "I know what's going on. I saw the picture of Kristin those fuckers sent you. I know where she is." 
Derrick stared in silence at him, his brain going into overdrive. 
"Where?" he asked. 
"Wolfe's house. That's who's got her, right? He wants you to throw the game?" 
The idea of it all made Tate sick. He'd heard of people betting on games, sometimes against their own teams, but stealing people's wives to force the outcome? He thought this might be a football first. 
"Not exactly," Derrick's voice croaked. "He wants me to throw my  game. 
Not the whole game. He doesn't care if we beat the Broncos or not, as long as I don't beat his record." 
Tate's jaw fell open. "Of all the sick... Why didn't you call the cops?" 
"I was afraid they'd kill her. I didn't know where she was. I couldn't risk that." 
Derrick's heart was thundering in his chest. He looked around the locker room to see if anyone else could hear it. 
"Well, now we know. Let's call the cops." 
Derrick shook his head. "No, by the time they get there, it could be too late. This guy’s obviously a few bricks shy of a full load. There’s no telling what someone so unstable might do." 
"What do you mean?" But Derrick's lips tightened and his arms folded across his chest. 
"Well fuck man, let's go get her ourselves then. Now!" 
"What? During half time?" 

"Yeah man, why not?" 
Derrick considered this. They had at least twenty minutes before Randy would realize he was gone. Could they do it? He wouldn’t risk Kristin’s life. 
Derrick's phone buzzed in his hand. He looked down at it, afraid to answer. 
"Hello?" he put the phone to his ear. 
"Derrick. Where's Kristin?" 
It took him a minute before he realized who the voice belonged to. "Mrs. 
Walker?" 
"Where is she?" her voice was urgent. Derrick didn't know what to say. Finally, he settled for the truth. 
"Randy Wolfe has her." "I 

knew  it." 
He heard Kristin's father in the back, cursing. 
"You… how could you know?" Derrick asked. "Did he call you too?" "I keep telling Kristin—we're psychic." 
Derrick wanted to laugh, but how could he argue with them? They were calling him. They evidently knew something was wrong. Whether it was psychic ability, or some innate knowledge that sprung up when your child was in trouble, he had to admit there was something more than just guessing going on here. 
"We're here in Washington," Kristin's mom said. "Tell us where to go." 
HALF TIME WAS ENDING. Wolfe took the field, his eyes searching for his enemy. 
He hated Wellborn. He was a smug punk, and not nearly as good looking as the women seemed to think. The whistle blew and everyone filed into place. His eyes searched the faces, but Wellborn wasn't there. He searched the sidelines. 
He'd played so badly the first half, their coach probably pulled him from the game. 
"Idiot," Wolfe mumbled. Then the ball was in play and the third quarter was rolling quickly along. Wolfe got the ball and ran with it, scoring another touchdown for his team. Every new yard he gained, felt to him like he was sticking a dagger deep into Wellborn's chest. His eyes scanned the sidelines again, wanting to see Wellborn's face. Something didn't feel right. 
"Time 
out," Randy yelled, and ran over to his coach. "Where's Wellborn?" he asked. 
"What?" 
"Wellborn, where is he?" 
"How the hell should I know? What's the matter with you? Get back on the field!" His coach screamed but Wolfe ignored him. Their coach was always screaming. He started back onto the field, then veered to the Peregrines side, surprising the hell out of their coach. 
"Where's Wellborn?" he shouted. This was getting ridiculous. He wanted an answer. 
The coach smiled. "Worried he's gonna beat your record?" 
Wolfe felt his body start to tingle and pulled it back in. Shifting in front of a million people was probably a bad idea. 
Coach tried to ignore Wolfe. He'd never liked the guy. He was happy when the Peregrines had traded him last year. When he saw Randy wasn't going away, he finally decided to say something. "Don't worry about your record tonight Wolfe. You saw Wellborn the first half. Sick as a dog. Can't even stand. I had Tate take him home." 
Wolfe turned and left the field. 
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Tate was a life-long Washingtonian and knew very nook and cranny of the state. He knew exactly where Wolfe's place was without even having to use his nav. 
"I keep forgetting that Wolfe used to be on the Peregrines," Derrick said, grateful for Tate's help. 
"Yeah, but that was before I joined the team." Tate eyed him, the prankster in him wanting to surface even now. "You know there's rumors about Wolfe." 
"What kind of rumors?" Derrick asked. 
"Oh, people say he's a vampire. Likes to drink the blood of small children and animals. Nothing too unusual for football." He made the joke then instantly regretted it when Derrick didn't laugh. "Sorry man, I'm an asshole when I get nervous." 
Derrick's face was set in a hard line that looked like he'd never laughed at a joke in his life. He wasn't mad at Tate though, he was in shock. They were pulling up to Wolfe's house and Kristin's parents had just arrived... along with his own parents. They stood glowering at each other, but at least no fists were flying. 
"What are you doing here?" he asked his parents, jumping out of Tate's car before it had even stopped moving. He felt bad dragging Tate into this. He didn't even know the whole story, and there wasn't time to explain it. 
"What are you doing here?" Derrick repeated. 
His parents looked at each other and shrugged. "We never left. It was all a bluff. 
We could never disown you. You're our son." His father's words swelled Derrick's heart with warmth, but there was no time for warmth right now. 
"How did you know we were here?" 
Derrick's father nodded towards Kristin's parents. 
"You called my parents?" Derrick asked, incredulous. If Kristin were 

standing here, she'd be thrilled about that. Just the thought of her sent cold shivers up his spine. The buzz that had been following them since the playground faded in and out. "We have to hurry," he said, his voice breaking. 
"How do we get in?" Kristin's father demanded. 
"I thought stakes were only for vampires," Tate said, joking, running a hand over a wooden stake poking out of a bag slung over the back of Kristin's father. 
Kristin's father rolled his eyes. "If you stab anything through the heart with a stake, it will die. Doesn't matter what it is. Doesn't hurt to use wood, just in case." 
The response caught Tate so off guard he stopped walking around and really took in the situation. Kristin's parents... Derrick's parents... kidnapping and wooden stakes. "What's really going on here?" he asked, suddenly sensing that there were important details he was missing. 
Derrick turned to him, "Randy's a werewolf. I'm a werepanther. 
Vampires are real. Though, there aren't any here. I don't think." He looked at Kristin's parents. They shook their heads. "No, none here." 
Tate laughed. "Uh—huh." 
"We're wasting time," Derrick yelled. He was right. 
Derrick's parents went behind some bushes, and when they came back out they were walking on all fours. His father leaped over the fence easily. His mother followed. Kristin's parents stood glowering. 
"We're not leaving you here alone with her," her father shouted. Derrick's father jumped up on his hind legs and knocked something off the side of the gate wall. The gate fell open and Kristin's parents stepped through it. 
"Of course we're not going to leave you behind," Derrick said, turning to Kristin's parents. "You need to trust us, just a little. Not all shifters are evil." 
Then he willed his muscles and bones to form the familiar shape that he'd come to love. The itch to run made its way to his brain, and he didn't fight it. Running was good. Especially since they had to hurry. 
Tate stood beside Kristin's mother with his mouth on the ground. "Awesome!" 
he finally whispered before slipping through the gate after the others. 
KRISTIN HEARD NOISES BELOW HER. She opened one eye. Her face felt like a tenderized beef patty. She tried to scream, but it came out in a whisper. "Hello?" 
Derrick's ears perked up. He could already smell her, but there were a lot of smells in this house. Wolf scent was barely palatable to panthers, and he'd been having a hard time finding Kristin because of it. Now, with her whisper, he had a guide. He ran towards her. 
Derrick was at the top of the stairs, his path clear, when Tom leaped from out of nowhere, blocking his way. Derrick roared. Tom rushed at him. They rolled around on the ground for a while, teeth grinding against each other's skin, before, with a swipe of his massive paw, Derrick slashed Tom's cheek open and he ran off whimpering. 
"Wait!" Tate bounded up the stairs. "Wait for me!" Derrick wasn't waiting for anyone. Kristin was close. Her scent was stronger now that he was upstairs. 
He followed it into the bedroom and pushed the closet door open. His wife was lying on the ground, unconscious. 
Derrick felt his relief at finding her crushed as he took in the sight of her body. 
Her lips were blue. Her dress was stained. Her whole face looked like a giant bruise. Her eyes were half opened, as thought she was hallucinating. He licked her face and her eyes began to focus. She smiled and Derrick's heart leapt. 
"Derrick?" 
He was encouraged that her voice was stronger than it had been a minute ago. 
She looked bad, but he could hear the strength behind her words. "Derrick, look out!" 
He felt something dig into his back. It happened so fast, he wasn't sure what was attacking him. For half a second, he thought Kristin's parents had driven one of their stakes into him. He tried to spin and see what was hurting him, but whatever it was dug into his body too tightly. 
Randy Wolfe hung onto Derrick, refusing to let go. The anger in him boiled over and he dug his claws deeper inside him, envisioning hitting some vital organ. 
Suddenly, Wolfe felt a slug to his head. He fell off Derrick's back and hit the ground, looking up just in time to see Tate bringing a baseball bat down on him. 
He jumped at Tate, slashing his chest open with a satisfying rip that left his heart beating out of his chest. Tate fell to the ground. Wolfe grinned. It was almost too easy taking down jocks like Tate. 
Derrick felt the growl rise in his throat seconds before he tore through 
the air, lunging at Randy's throat, it was with the intention of drawing blood. 
Randy turned, leaping at Derrick. They met in mid-air and clambered to the ground together. 
More growls and roars sailed up from downstairs, and Kristin heard her parents scream. Her eyes flew open. She was wide awake now. Her head pounded and she felt like she'd gone through the windshield of a car, but she was alive. 
"Mom!" she screamed. "Dad! Up here! Help!" 
Derrick and Randy rolled around the room together. Suddenly there were three more wolves in the room with them. The all pounced on Derrick. She could hear flesh ripping open. 
"They're killing him!" she screamed at the top of her lungs, trying to get out of her ropes so she could help. She rolled across the room and got close enough to kick one, but it had no impact. 
Two panthers appeared in the door then, followed by her parents, each holding a sword. She barely had time to wonder where the hell they had gotten swords before they all ran into the room together, each tackling a wolf. She watched, amazed, as her parents cut through the air with skill and efficiency, knocking the wolves down one by one. Derrick's parents moved so quickly, they were nothing but black streaks with razor teeth. As soon as her parents knocked a wolf to the ground, his were on top of it ripping it apart. 
When the roars had stopped and the air was clear of wolves, Derrick shifted back to his human form. He was hurt but not dead. His parents, still panthers, huddled around Tate, whose chest was moving in shallow breaths. They took turns licking his wounds, which began to heal over, but not fast enough. 
Derrick cradled her in his arms. Her hands, finally free, wrapped around his neck, pulling him close. There was a soft whimper from the corner and Kristin opened her eyes to see Randy pulling himself along the floor, his leg dangling off him in an unnatural way. She wanted to feel bad for him, but then remembered the way he'd tied her wrists together and shoved her into a closet. 
She hoped his leg fell off. 
Derrick rubbed his head against hers, relishing in the soft buzz of electricity that had returned. Kristin's face was bruised, but she'd never looked more beautiful. His lips found hers as warm and wanting as ever, and they breathed each other in again, feeling their destiny in each other's arms. 
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Ssh!" Tate whispered. 
"What? She's not here yet," a woman's voice rang across the room. 
"Ssh!" he said again, with more vehemence. The guest, a tall blonde woman, was about to bicker with him when his eyes glowed a golden hue and she shut her mouth, more intrigued than scared. Tate's ears perked up. He'd heard Derrick and Kristin approaching before they'd even gotten to their driveway. This panther stuff was awesome. 
Kristin and Derrick walked into the room. 
"Surprise!" Everyone yelled. 
They looked around, stunned. Pink baby decorations lined the walls. Kristin's parents stood next to Derrick's, beaming at them. "It was all their idea," her parents said, pointing at Derrick's. 
"No, no, you had a say in it, too," Derrick's parents said. 
A giant cake, shaped like a pink panther, sat on a table top surrounded by white and pink balloons. 
"How did you guys know?" Kristin asked, glaring at Derrick. "I told you not to tell!" 
"He didn't say a thing," her mother said. "I promise. I keep telling you— 
we're psychic. When are you gonna start believing us?" 
Kristin and Derek laughed. Kristin raised an eyebrow. Maybe there was something to all those psychic seminars her parents had gone to after all. If her parents and Derrick's could be friends again, maybe anything was possible. 
Coach walked up just then and shoved a box at Derrick. "I had it framed, in case it turned out to be a boy." 
Kristin cleared her throat and glared at him. "Or a girl. Girls can like sports too, I guess," Coach said, his cheeks going red. 
Derrick opened the box and found the front headline from the sports section: DERRICK WELLBORN SETS NEW RECORD FOR RUSHING 
YARDS IN SUPERBOWL VICTORY. In smaller letters, just under it: With 
Assist from Tate Edwards. 
He beamed. "Thanks Coach." 
"Hey Derrick," Tate said, running up to him. He was running so much faster these days. This whole shifter thing was crazy. Not that he would have changed a thing, especially since Derrick's parents had saved his life by turning him into one. 
"So like, I can still have sex right?" he whispered. "I mean, nothing weird's gonna, you know, happen?" 
Derrick laughed. "Go for it." 
Tate smiled and ran to find the blonde with the intriguing smile. 
"So, I guess we need to pick a name now, huh?" Kristin asked, patting her stomach. Derrick watched her hand roll over the soft flesh jutting from her belly, and wondered if anyone would notice if they disappeared for 20 minutes or so. 
"Of course they would," Kristin said. 
"Would what?" 
"Notice if we disappeared." 
"How did..." Derrick stared at her. 
"What?" she asked. 
"How did you know what I was thinking?" 
Kristin frowned. "You whispered it to me. Didn't you?" Derrick shook his head. "Quick," she told him. "Think something else." 
He looked at Kristin's breasts, even more pronounced now than they normally were, and this was just her first month. He wondered how big they might be by the ninth month. 
"Oh! You better not just want me for my body," she squealed. He stared at her, wide eyed. 
"Don't tell me you're psychic now," he said. 
She grinned. "Maybe it's just a pregnancy thing." 

Maybe I'd like to take you in the back right now and... 

Kristin blushed as Derrick finished his thought. Wrapping his hand in hers, they snuck away from their party. Kristin decided he was right, no one would miss them if they were only gone 20 minutes. 
THE END 
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